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FOREWORD

Growing up in Texas left me with lots of memories but one clear-cut impression: Nothing much ever seemed to happen here.

Admittedly, the places in which I grew up—first Laredo and then El Paso, both on the muddy Rio Grande that demarks the United States from Mexico—probably heightened that sensation. El Paso, in particular, felt isolated, like a place at the end of the world. When I considered the things I saw, say on television, or heard about on the radio or glimpsed in the occasional newspaper it seemed as though life was happening not here but instead somewhere out there. My father traveled a lot for work. His plane tickets read: Chicago, New York, Miami, Port-au-Prince, Mexico City, and Santiago. What was going on definitely seemed out there.

By the time I had reached high school, I was quite sure that nothing of note ever happened in Texas. I rode the bus to school and on the radio heard snippets about Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the death of Pope Paul VI. The bands of the era—a bizarre concoction of pre-punk, longhair, glam rock, southern rock, and Canadians, like Styx, Journey, Sammy Hagar, Loverboy, and 38 Special—occasionally played but seemed to prefer the air-conditioned Pan Am Center, up Interstate 10 in little Las Cruces, to the dusty cow palace that was the El Paso County Coliseum. Social life was stratified into the popular kids, who were as often as not well off; the athletes, who were as often as not popular; the cowboys; the stoners; and the Mexicans, who clung to their particular cultures. Oh, and then there was the band. The whole thing seemed to revolve around that great West Texas ritual: High school football.

That was something I tried by the time spring training rolled around at the end of my freshman year. Having played before coming to my 5A high school, a place with over 2,000 students, I realized the currency of being on the team. You were somebody. You fit in. You got to wear your game jersey on Fridays. Yet that grueling spring training in the soaring heat, frequently spent face down in the dust, being screamed at by coaches and gulping salt pills instead of water—as was the practice of the time—was probably a good lesson in the importance of the sacrificial devotion to sport itself, regardless of the outcome. It also left me with a shoulder injury after being hit by a varsity lineman who outweighed me by twice as much—I knew this as he fell on me—that would mark my return to the hard metal seats of the stands. Watching was enough; it was tradition, after all, to devote a Friday night to the game and the spectacle, even as a spectator instead of an adolescent gladiator.

And the spectacle was large. Everybody wore cowboy boots and puffy down vests and jackets to those games as the temperature in the desert fell with sunset. El Paso was over 3,000 feet in elevation and cold at night, even in the early autumn. In the wake of the film Urban Cowboy, there was an informal but furious competition for the most exotic animal skin boots, the most exotically feathery band on a cowboy hat or the most jacked up pick-up truck. Odessa Permian was always the dreaded opponent in the season opener and only a few years later its football program would be chronicled by H.G. Bissinger in his classic, Friday Night Lights. And, of course, our hushed high school crowd of kids and parents alike held their breath at halftime on the brisk night of Friday, November 21, 1980 when the announcers told us what CBS had just revealed on television to 83 million viewers: Who had shot J.R. Ewing on Dallas.

Returned to the assembly of nerds to which I belonged, the land of speech, debate, drama, and newspaper clubs, I pleaded with my dad, ridiculously, to move the family. Out of boredom, I would join a small group of other nerds hanging by the edge of the bonfire at some party in the desert, skulking around the beer keg at the home of those luckless, out-of-town parents or slipping through the shadowy streets of Ciudad Juárez, on the wrong side of the Mexican border, in the darkness, where the bartenders didn’t care how old you were and the cops just wanted to shake you down.

My high school guidance counselor informed me that my choices were limited: college in El Paso or maybe the U.S. Army. I had already gotten into Trinity University, a liberal arts school, in San Antonio. So, I thanked him for his time and attention all those years. And as much as I liked college, it tended to reinforce my perceptions of Texas: a fairly conservative order, both socially and politically. Then, my perception met practicality. When the savings-and-loan bust hit, followed soon by the collapse of oil prices, there were no jobs to be had in Texas for a new college graduate.

So, in the late summer of 1985, I packed up my 1974 Volvo, hugged my mom and dad goodbye and drove east on Interstate 10, out past Van Horn and Fort Stockton, across the Trans-Pecos and the Edwards Plateau. There was so little traffic I read a magazine much of the way to San Antonio. There, I kept right on going, headed for New Orleans first and later, New York, and Washington, D.C. By dawn I had made it out of Texas and awoke to a Louisiana state trooper tapping on my window with his billy club. I couldn’t sleep here in this rest stop, he informed me. I had to keep on going. So, I wearily obliged.

I write this not so much to provide a memoir of life in Texas in the 1970s and 1980s but rather, to make a point: Texas is now the epicenter of dynamic and potentially radical change in America. That’s something most people would have never imagined then and may scoff at now but I have spent a lifetime—give or take—observing, and observing Texas, in particular. Texas today could not be any more different—whether viewed in social, economic, or political terms—from the Texas that I knew nearly 30 years ago. Following a pattern that stretches back not just centuries but millennia, this scale of change in Texas will have a major impact on America and the world in the years to come.

The story told in the ensuing pages is mostly one told as an observer, certainly, but one who has a long, personal history with the state which helps to form both a larger context and, hopefully, a richer backdrop than that of an observer who claims to be entirely detached from the subject. I spent nearly two decades growing up in Texas. Later, living on the East Coast, I visited briefly now and again. In 1999 I returned with my young family full of hope and with a bit of buyer’s remorse and made it my full-time home. I am, unabashedly, a Texan. I got to collect Texas in snapshots over many years.

I have tried to bring a mix of tools to this project, some of them quite sharp and a few of them with a little rust on them. I have tried to bring as accurate a viewpoint as possible to bear in the following pages; as a journalist, I believe in owing that to the reader. I have brought my academic training in political science to bear as well as my decades of experience in journalism.

The individuals you will find quoted here in the more contemporary accounts are either respected experts or just everyday people; the famous and the powerful tend to get more than their fair share of attention, anyway, though they are chronicled here, too. Every day people, however, tend to get less than their fair share of attention, though their insights and experiences are valuable. I have added my analysis, too, which ultimately is an opinion. This is not to be confused, though, with the ideological hectoring that defines much opinion journalism today. It is intended, instead, to be a judgment, more akin to analysis, of facts, history, and resultant trends to the very best of my ability. I neither favor one political party or another. Without these tools, I would be unqualified to present a brand new thesis with which to understand Texas—one that challenges many of the recent books about Texas, among the thousands of books previously written. Instead, I hope to build on a handful of the great books written about the state and say something entirely new.

In my view, much of what we think we know about Texas is dead wrong. Texas isn’t some calcified, reactionary place, trapped in centuries of history. Instead, it is the very epicenter of change in America in the 21st century. As a result, Texas holds out hope of an American renaissance—but only if Texas itself will change parts of its very nature, setting the pace for the rest of a country now in the grip of economic malaise, social unease, and political gridlock. Texas is the American crucible in the 21st century.
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In mixing the impartial fact-gathering with analysis and occasional personal anecdote, writing this book has reminded me of my work as a correspondent many years ago. I am reminded that the anecdote often encapsulates or even synthesizes an event or experience better than a litany of facts and figures or a complex, smarty pants analysis.

As a journalist, I spent many years looking for stories out there, in places that were far from home, which for many years was Washington, D.C. I had moved east and traveled abroad. I reported on the horror of guerrilla conflict and government retribution in Chiapas, Mexico in the 1990s, and the repeated American crises with Iraq afterward. Always, it seemed, the story was out there. And yet each time, I recall thinking upon my turn toward home that I was mildly disappointed in the nature of the subjects. I felt the same thing at the end of the Kosovo War in 1999, the third, and final, armed conflict I’d written about.

I had gone to write about war and all its sweeping themes but the conflict itself proved to be an exercise in limitations: From the diplomatic stalemates to the limited application of airpower to the way that the regime in Belgrade, accused of horrific atrocities, remained in power for a while as a carefully brokered ceasefire took effect. In the end, there seemed little point to having dropped 6,000 tons of munitions over 77 days in a war that served only to create over 1 million refugees. As it ended and the peacekeeping force arrived, I hitched a ride on a helicopter from Albania to an American amphibious assault ship, the USS Kearsarge. The Kearsarge, in fact, had been my floating home away from home, where the officers and crew treated me kindly whether I was headed east or, now, west. I hitched another ride toward Italy, eventually making my way to the airport in Venice where I would catch a flight to Washington. Home was a picture-perfect, red-brick Cape Cod in Arlington, Virginia, the Washington suburbs where my lovely wife, at the time, and two equally lovely young daughters awaited, one six years old and one born just that March in the midst of a surprise, spring snowfall.

Arriving at the Venice airport, however, I realized I had hours to kill before my flight so I hopped on a bus and traveled to the half-sunken city that had once ruled much of the world; I had never seen it. Soon, I traversed it on foot, glancing at the map I’d purchased in the Piazzale Roma, at my watch, and at the architectural marvels that slid by—and then glancing nervously at my watch again. Before too long I was immersed in Venice and vowed to return and bring my wife. And I realized, too, that I was lost. As I crossed yet another bridge a kind of panic set in at the thought of missing the water taxi back to the airport and the flight home. Passing through three arches I emerged into a great expanse of light and beauty. Waiters in white jackets served lunch to beautiful women in the print dresses of spring. Flocks of pigeons filled the air, passing in front of Saint Mark’s, the Byzantine-era cathedral. My heart finally slowed. I was precisely where I was supposed to be—to catch the water taxi. And I loved being in this place after spending weeks and months out there chasing a story that was ultimately disappointing both in its revelations of human cruelty and the fecklessness of the politics of nations, as well.

Upon arriving at that little Cape Cod home early the next morning, I quietly let myself in and dropped my bags by the door. Everyone in the house was still in bed so I made my way to the kitchen and brewed coffee, switching on the little television set on the counter. There were the U.S. Marines in Greece now, their trucks headed north. I heard the polished wooden steps creak. Olivia, my first-born daughter, crept downstairs, all wide eyes and rich, dark curls of black hair. I hugged her and she plopped herself in her chair. I poured myself black coffee and her a bowl of Cheerios, her favorite, which she proceeded to munch upon, her eye catching the images of the television screen.

“So you’re home, daddy,” she began. “That must mean the war is over.” I affirmed that it did. She crunched thoughtfully and then asked the next obvious question: “So, who won?” It was an excellent question. I thought that I could explain the use of airpower and its limitations. Or I might describe the complicated tension between humanitarian crisis and geopolitical ambition in an era of globalization. Or the limited gains of limited wars. But she was six. So, I cut to the chase: “I guess we did.” I could nearly hear the gears in her little mind turning toward the next question. Her big, dark eyes then peered up at me. “So,” she asked, “what do you get if you win?” I hadn’t seen that one coming, actually, but it was a simple and brilliant question all at once. One wins or loses if one plays a game, after all. Again, I wanted to be truthful—every moment with a daughter was a teachable one. But reciting von Clausewitz wasn’t going to do either of us any good.

So I said, “I guess that means you get to clean up.” It had the added value of being true, after all. She munched and thought for a moment and said: “Well, that’s not a very good prize now, is it Daddy?”

Her analysis proved more succinct—and insightful than mine. Dissatisfied with the decision to always be chasing the story—out there—I realized then and there that it was time to stop. Instead, it was time to turn toward home, a simpler place, a time to make a little money, a time to raise these girls, an opportunity to finally be closer to family.

So, in the summer of 1999 and much to the disappointment of a boss I never wished to disappoint, I quit my job and drove across the country in our black Mitsubishi Montero. Arriving in Austin and surfing the couches and spare bedrooms of friends while helping lead a startup, I realized I was no longer acclimatized to the unbroken string of 100 degree days that settled over this part of Texas in July.

In early October, we sold the house in Virginia and I bundled my little flock onto an American Airlines flight for our family migration. Migration, of course, is the most vulnerable time in the life of any creature. I packed a wife, baby, a six-year old girl, three cats, and what seemed like five tons of luggage into that airplane and we arrived safe and sound at our new home in the middle of the night: Austin, Texas.

Nearly 15 years later, much has transpired. But now, over 1,000 people a day are following our trail to Texas with no sign of letting up. This story is for them and the millions more who will follow, to Texas.

Wimberley, Texas

September 1, 2013


PART ONE
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“If I had to divide the population into classes today, I should characterize a goodly number as Texians, a very large number as Texans. And finally all too many people who just live in Texas. The Texians are the old rock itself; the Texans are out of the old rock; the others are wearing the rock away.”

—J. Frank Dobie, 1936
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TEXAS

The old, black-faced doe is grazing in the front yard again.

I know her on sight. For all the years I have lived here on this hill, high in the cedar brakes and oaks above the Blanco River, she has appeared here.

In May, 2007, I had found one of her newborn fawns lying in the grass down by the creek. She stood off a little way, as I approached. I was simply drawn to the young, spotted life lying there, newborn and vulnerable in the buffalo grass. Unable to resist the temptation, I jogged down the slope and carefully scooped the fawn up in my arms. It was far lighter than I expected, as a mature deer’s bones are dense like iron. Without a trace of fear, the fawn craned its neck forward to sniff me with its big, shiny, black nostrils.

Its eyes shone like big, dark diamonds in the midday light. Its nose touched mine, for just an instant, reminding me of the Buddhist saying: Consciousness wishes to know itself in all its forms. Cradling it like a gangly child, I carefully laid the fawn back down in the grass and returned to the house. From there, I watched and soon the fawn was up on its spindly, unfamiliar legs headed for the old-black faced doe, waiting in the shade of the tree line.

I recall the old doe and her babies now because they first drew my attention to the very story that surrounded me: Contemporary Texas. My decision to settle in a small town in the Texas Hill Country was really based on a desire to be nearer to the land and a kind of idealized notion of Texas. Divorced, I had decided to trade in my leafy suburb of Austin for small-town life. I indulged my passion for fly fishing and my daughters got a good dose of both living in the city and of country life: Hot, lazy days on the cool river, fishing, dirt-clod fights during the lulls of dove hunting in the corn fields, small-town rodeos, warm fires on cold, winter nights. However romanticized, this, to me, was life in Texas the way it should be, a way in which I’d never experienced it until now.

Living in the country drew the eye, naturally, to the details of the land. You noticed the little, everyday things: When the cattle tanks were full or that the wildflowers would be late if spring stayed long, cool, and rainy. But the blooms of the Indian paintbrush, the bluebonnet and the Mexican hats would be bountiful. The flower of the redbud tree marked the switch from winter to spring, when the white bass would run upstream of Canyon Lake, and the other Highland Lakes, into the rivers that fed them to spawn. In the fall, the rut was on when the deer—particularly the males—were seen on the move in broad daylight. In the early years, from about 2005 through 2009, there seemed to be plenty of water. On the weekends we would leave a car upriver and float two miles in inner tubes down to the other car. Kayaks and canoes could navigate the river with relative ease.

But in 2010, that started to change. The cattle tanks ran dry before summer. The river became far too skinny to float for any length at all. The cruelty of the drought was inescapable. The white tail does grew so skinny their ribs showed. Desperately hungry, they started to raid my garden and chew on plants that were supposed to be resistant to deer, like lantana, or even toxic—like the esperanza. At the hardware store, I heard of a doe and fawn that had been found dead on Ranch Road 12 but had no obvious injuries. Autopsies revealed the green, spear-like leaves of oleander in their stomachs—a plant which is deadly poisonous to deer and that they normally avoid. But the drought brought desperation.

Yes, Texans love to talk about the weather. We are some of the few people on earth who consider a gloomy, overcast, drizzly day a beautiful one. We’ll ask on a gray, even morose day: “Are you enjoying this beautiful weather?” It is as if the sunshine is just too common to note. But by 2010, the changing climate—not just the weather—became an inescapable fact of every day life. That year a terrifying and historic drought uncoiled like a long rattle snake in the tall grass, a natural disaster in inexorably slow motion. Life itself slowed down, faltered, and began to fail.

The ground under my boots split and cracked by early May, even before all the wildflowers had gone to seed. The old doe had appeared with another fawn in the spring but by summer the baby no longer trailed her. The creek below the house, upon whose banks I’d once collected her earlier baby, turned dry and bone-white. By July, even the Blanco River—usually cool, fed by millions of tiny springs percolating through the limestone bottom—grew warm and increasingly still.

Then, as 2010 turned into 2011, it was more than the weather that caught my attention. Powerful forces were converging. The drought intensified to levels I had never seen—nor had anyone—since the 1950s. At the same time, the economy in Texas felt the effects of the Great Recession, though far less so than other places. Indeed, economic refugees from California—hit far harder by the collapse of home prices and the rise of unemployment—began to stream into Texas; the population swelled. On August 3, 2011 Governor Rick Perry, claiming credit for the relative economic resilience, launched his bid for the presidency, promising to export this purported miracle of conservative policy to a sluggish American economy, while brandishing his affection for Tea Party politics.

Yet unemployment in Texas, and foreclosures, increased rapidly in the ensuing months. Indeed, unemployment rapidly approached the national average. Perry’s state government had been caught unaware by the recession and simply resorted, as a result, to slashing already underfunded services to preserve rapidly dwindling state coffers. Even as cattle died, crops were plowed under, and foundations and streets cracked, no one could do anything about the drought, though it underscored a decided lack of planning, not to mention an earnest analysis of years of demonstrable climate change in the already arid American Southwest.

Much of the state was dying of thirst, on fire, and running out of water even as newcomers streamed in like refugees and Texans lost jobs and homes at increasingly alarming rates. For a brief time, it seemed that all these things would catch up with Perry on the campaign trail in a kind of political conflagration. Instead, his own differences with his party over immigration and his humiliating ineptitude on the campaign trail caught up with him first. By early 2012, he had mercifully dropped out of the race and returned to Austin.

Yet Perry’s new narrative of the resiliency and the subsequent rise of Texas only gained in intensity. It was clear, however, that the convergence of economic, social, and political forces was far more than the mere sum of its parts and something too large for a politician to claim credit for, as if he had parted the sea or raised the dead. For years, Texas had been largely immune to change. It had been a state dominated by Anglos with a smattering of Hispanics and a sliver of African Americans. Its economy had rested on agriculture, first, then oil, second, and everything else, third. In political terms, it was a conservative state, one that had been run by conservative Democrats, nearly unbroken, for more than a century, since 1872. In 1994 it became a conservative state run by conservative Republicans, many of them Democratic defectors.

But now, just into the second decade of the 21st century, Texas was in the throes of sweeping and fundamental change: Economic change, population change, demographic change—almost 200 years of Anglo dominance were yielding to an ever increasing Hispanic population—as well as climate change and even political change. Each of these was important but among the subtle differences was not sheer population growth but alterations to the very fabric of Texas. Texas was becoming more urban. As the country’s economy foundered, Texas continued to lure more people needing jobs and affordable housing—which in turn, created still more jobs, which in turn continued to lure more people.

Yet these newcomers were not moving equally to each of the state’s 254 counties. Indeed, most rural counties were barely hanging on to their populations—or watching them pick up and move away. Most of rural West Texas and East Texas, for example, was simply emptying out. People weren’t moving from Southern California or Michigan to the Trans-Pecos, a land of creosote and dry washes. They were moving to Houston, Austin, Dallas, and San Antonio.

This was a seminal change in Texas. For nearly all of its written history, for instance, the story of Texas has been defined by the land—over 680,000 square miles of it, about the size of France. Even after the wars against Mexico, the Civil War, and the Indian wars most of this vast landscape was largely empty. But in the 19th century Texans, newcomers and natives alike, were spread fairly evenly across the landscape. In 1870, for example, just six percent of Texans lived in towns and cities of any size. A century later, by 1970, the majority of Texans lived in cities and increasingly in the new wide-open space: The suburbs. But beginning only in this new century, the population growth became concentrated in just a fraction of Texas, a 60,000-square mile triangle that includes Dallas-Fort Worth, Houston, San Antonio, and Dallas. Eight out of ten Texans were now calling this area home and it was on track to become as densely populated as Southern California or the Northeast Corridor. The entire story of Texas was changing, from that of a land of big spaces dotted by settlements—farms, ranches towns, suburbs, and a few cities—to a story of people inhabiting one of the most densely urban areas in the United States.

Where economics and population density met, they collided with two other forces of change: demographics and diversity. In a purely quantitative sense, the era of Anglo dominance was rapidly ending. This may not seem like news today but historically it is surprising—even shocking. Anglo Americans trickled into Texas in the early 19th century; then, that trickle became a torrent and by 1830 there were more Anglos than Mexicans and Native Americans combined. The war for independence against Mexico followed just six years later and Anglos remained the dominant ethnic population—fueled by occasional migration from the South and, much later, the Midwest—all the way up until 2004 when they ceased to be outright the majority, or more than 51 percent, of the population. Hispanics became the largest single ethnic group and as the trend continues will become the outright majority among all Texans soon.

But in this new century, Texas society was also changing in a way that—when coupled with density and demographics—would alter its politics, and as a result, those of the nation as well. These densely urban areas of Austin, San Antonio, Dallas, and Houston were more Hispanic and Democratic; all were generally dominated by Democrats in local government and a majority of the citizens in each city voted for President Barack Obama in 2012.

But the swing districts—the suburbs of the big cities—were becoming more diverse, too. Anglos in general were not just older than other populations in Texas but an entire generation of suburbanites who had moved Texas into the Republican column was now aging, giving way to a new generation of Anglos, Hispanics, Asians, and African Americans that more accurately represented the overall population. And their political priorities were decidedly different than those suburbanites who preceded them.

All of these forces were like geological forces—silently but relentlessly butting up against a political power structure that was rigidly conservative, sort of like the shifting of tectonic plates that increases the pressure under the brittle earth’s crust just before a seismic event.

Although those who ascribed to the conservative and conventional wisdom vehemently denied it, the once invulnerable Republican Party looked like it was in trouble given the booming non-Anglo population, which was skeptical of conservative politics, if not aligned with Democrats.

Most damning, though, to Republican prospects in Texas was really an increasing failure to govern, to solve practical problems. The public school system was stretched to the limit and politicians refused to fund its growth. Hispanic Texan students, in particular, saw increased high school graduation rates. However, their parents found that they then could not afford the cost of sending their children to college; the state government in Austin refused to control costs or provide more help. The engine of upward mobility—namely a college education—threatened to be out of reach, particularly for the lower-income earning Hispanic population that was expected to fuel the consumer economy and uphold the tax base in the years to come.

Republicans once knew how to govern efficiently; by all accounts George W. Bush, for all his failings as a president, was an effective governor. But he was elected 25 years ago. And increasingly his heirs turned to legal gymnastics to keep the emerging majority from voting and to the futility of symbolic politics—God, guns, and gays—in order to ensure their base, now awe-struck by the Tea Party, continued to vote. Governor Perry was a strong governor but as the years went by that strength waned. Perry dabbled famously in the rhetoric of secession and guns—but to no real results. After he withdrew from the 2012 presidential race, his popularity among Texans, even Republicans, plummeted.

The man set to succeed Perry after he announced in 2014 that he would not be seeking reelection, was Republican Attorney General Greg Abbott, whose politics followed a similar path—long on symbolism and generally devoid of the messy details or subtleties of governing. Regardless of the individual politician’s personalities or tactics, the writing was on the wall by the spring of 2014: the Republican Party’s days in Texas were numbered. With 38 votes in the Electoral College, these developments will have not just regional but national, and even international, significance.
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Perhaps most surprising to people who don’t know Texas is that it is not a backwater of the past. It is, instead, a living laboratory of the future. Texas is becoming Hispanic, again, decades before its neighboring states and the rest of the country; California, New Mexico, and Texas are becoming majority Hispanic. Never before in American history has an ethnic minority become the majority. This trend, frankly, has scared some Anglos. Yet it holds immense promise for rejuvenating an aging America. It will also require that societies that still hold each other at arm’s length—Anglos and Hispanics—embrace one another fully and completely, perhaps helping bring to an end the American fixation with race. Because much of it is in a semi-arid zone, Texas will also need to confront the results of climate change directly in order to continue to grow. Without enough water, the Texas boom will turn to bust.

All of these events have had profound impacts not just on Texas, currently the second-most populous state in the country, but they have reverberated across America. Success or failure in Texas is the seminal test of America in the 21st century, just as it was in California in the 20th century. Sustaining economic growth, revitalizing upward mobility, combating the effects of climate change, and fostering a just and democratically representative society are not just challenges in Texas in the early 21st century.

They are challenges across America. Texas merely has to confront them head on, and first.
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The writer T. R. Fehrenbach is probably a name unknown to most Americans, but to Texans, he is well known for having defined Texas in his massive history, Lone Star. Fehrenbach was not a trained historian—following in a long line of self-styled Texan historians who were just journalists, actually—but a boy born in San Benito, Texas and raised in Brownsville; a soldier in World War II; a Princeton graduate; a veteran of Korea; a newspaper columnist; and author of 18 books, of which Lone Star was his best-known.

The original edition, published in 1968, spanned 32,000 years from prehistoric Texas up until the late 1960s and Fehrenbach’s racial and ethnic terminology, today, brings a wince. But to be fair, he wrote of and in his time. That was evident in 2000, when the book was released again. Although 32 years had gone by, Fehrenbach refused to call it a revision. He had found, he wrote in 2000, that his central tenet still held—Texas hadn’t changed fundamentally—and so the book was just an “update.” The story of Texas he told was the story of an immutable land so vast that people were forced to adapt to it—through ingenuity or conflict or both—or submit to the hands of subjugation or worse, perish. The land was the only constant. When he penned his foreword, Fehrenbach was probably still more right than wrong. On my arrival back in Texas at about that time I found it to be—somewhat disconcertingly—much the same as I had left it nearly 15 years earlier.

Fehrenbach died on December 3, 2013. But now, nearly 15 years after his “update” to Texas history, Texas has changed in a way neither he nor others could have imagined even at the turn of this century, which is not all that long ago. That change was just rumbling to life then as Fehrenbach’s immovable subject, the land, met an unstoppable force: People on the move once more but this time filling the cities and suburbs. Historian Randolph Campbell’s Gone to Texas was published about the same time and paid greater attention to the role of African Americans, Hispanics, and women than did Fehrenbach. But the change taking place quickly outstripped both men’s notable accounts. Now migrants came not from a single point on the map—namely the American South—but from every point on the compass, here and abroad. Long sluggish, prone to booms and busts, the Texas economy suddenly seemed, for the first time, astride a longer and fundamentally more sound boom—an unfamiliar phenomena in Texas history. And change begat still more change.

So, I named this volume Lone Star Nation because unlike the work of many others—though not all—it is focused on the people as much, or more, than the place. I’d like, in a small way, to honor Fehrenbach’s amazing work—but to challenge it, too, with the additional benefit of a decade and a half of perspective, admittedly. The future of the Lone Star State is bright—if it successfully grapples with the challenges it faces now: Namely demographic change, climate change, and upward mobility.

Already, Texas has one of the largest economies in the world. It is the nation’s leading supplier of technology to the globe, even surpassing California. Based on current trends, by 2050, Texas will account for one-sixth of all the economic production in the United States and as a sovereign country it would have the fourth largest economy in the world, eclipsing Germany and trailing only the United States, China, and Japan.

The continued geopolitical power of a globally competitive national economy, in turn, would help maintain America’s preeminent place in the world. Here at home, Texas may surpass California in population around the middle of this century, and as a result it might wield the largest number of electoral votes for the presidency and deploy the largest congressional delegation in Washington. That would reshape American politics for much of the rest of the century at least. But by then, something more important is set to happen. One in 10 Americans will call Texas by a different and more familiar name: Home.

For me, too, the idyllic life at home in the Texas Hill Country changed. Now, I could hear the increasing traffic noise floating up from Ranch Road 12, bouncing off the hills to the back porch all day long and into much of the night. Only around midnight, as the stars came out, did it become serenely quiet. In my small town, roads were widened, traffic lights started to go up, and home values soared. Suddenly, my desolate, dead-end road was filled on weekends with realtors and eager buyers of home and land alike.

[image: Image]

On an autumn afternoon, I walk the grassy banks of the Blanco River, a fly rod in hand. A few frisky smallmouth and Guadalupe bass come readily to the fly and dance at the end of the line. Once brought to hand, I admire their patterns and plumpness, the way their skin and eyes sparkle in the sun and then slip them back, unharmed, into the clear water. The air cools as dusk gathers; the sky is overcast; the light is gray and weak, foretelling of winter. So I return home.

With its metal roof and cedar plank siding, the house once was filled with the sounds of my daughters. There was a television here, music playing softly there, a loud conversation growing louder over a boisterous card game. Now, the house is still. One girl is in college, then off to Europe, and the other is off to high school, each developing new friends and interests that have nothing to do with this place, nor with my idealized—indeed romanticized—version of life in Texas. Now, it’s just me walking these wooden floors, out to the front porch after writing these words.

And there she is, again, in the gathering dusk: The old, dark-faced doe, staring back at me, still.
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GREAT MIGRATIONS

On an isolated stretch of desert an imaginary line slices the land, separating New Mexico from Texas.

This is a land of boundaries. A few miles to the west, the muddy Rio Grande cuts its way south, separating Mexico from the United States. To the east, the Organ Mountains mark the southern end of the Rocky Mountains and the purple Franklin Mountains to the southeast note the beginning of the harsh Chihuahuan Desert, which unfolds for hundreds of miles. Interstate 10 stretches out across the mesas, a pair of double-wide, blacktop ribbons between the mountains and the river, connecting the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. Eighteen wheelers push on in both directions. But most of the cars are going east. One after another bears the same license plate: California.

Quickly, a bright yellow sign framed by rustic wooden posts bids them a farewell to New Mexico: “Now Leaving the Land of Enchantment!” A few seconds later, a modest, green highway sign with a red, white, and blue flag comes into view: “Welcome to Texas.” A giant stone lone star monument slides into view. For many travelers from California a brief elation will set in. They have crossed 761 miles of desert from, say, Southern California, after all. But that feeling is dashed by the very next mileage sign:

EL PASO 18

BEAUMONT 852

And it is still some 600 miles to the big cities in between East Texas and West Texas. Dallas, San Antonio, Austin, and Houston are all still a full day’s drive away. Between 2005 and 2010, some 3.4 million Californians left the Golden State. For many in the middle class the reasons were simple: High housing prices, scarce jobs, and mounting taxes. Housing was expensive and then, when the real estate bubble popped, it took the economy and jobs with it. But taxes remained high. And so, those that could—and those who had to—got out, reversing decades in which California gained more people than they lost.

California once embodied the American dream of orange groves, opportunities, and sunny beaches. Now, the California diaspora dispatched people to neighboring states like Oregon and Arizona. Yet the single largest number, about 1 million in the initial years, went to Texas, with many making that long trek through the desert, past the state line, and onward to reach the big cities of Texas: Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, and Austin.

Yet California was not the only home Americans left behind for a new life in the Lone Star State. Over the same five-year period, nearly 3.5 million Americans arrived in Texas from all points in the United States: California, yes, but also New York, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Miami, Portland, Seattle—and hundreds of other towns and cities. America was in the throes of one of its periodic and epic mass migrations. Among them were the westward expansion and European migration of the 19th century, the Great Migration of African Americans from the agrarian South to the industrializing Midwest in the early 20th century, and the Great Depression migrations from the Dust Bowl to the fields and groves of California.

When these occur, they alter the course of history. Entire economies arise. New social pressures are created. Power changes hands. Texas has seen five such great migrations. This is the sixth. In each case, the migrations to Texas created economic, social, and political change that reverberated across America and, in some cases, around the world. Indeed, Texas may be one of the great magnets of mass migration in human history, given the number of times that millions have picked up and moved here.

Like the current of a strong, new river suddenly carved into the earth, the Sixth Migration has delivered 3.6 million people to the state and deposits over 1,000 fresh arrivals every single day. In the 1970s and 1980s, the collapse of the Industrial Rustbelt drove the first large wave of non-southerners to Texas, the Fifth Migration. These migrants decisively moved the state’s conservative politics from the Democratic column into the Republican one, where Texas remains today. No Republican has won the White House in the last quarter century without Texas, nor could they. Early in the 20th century, oil brought Southerners in the Fourth Migration to create an industry that, to this day and for better or for worse, fuels modern economies around the globe.

The Third Migration, the mass arrival of Southerners in the early 19th century led to war, independence, the expansion of slavery and the Indian wars; then it triggered still more war with Mexico and ultimately, after Texas was granted statehood, tipped America into its bloodiest conflict, the Civil War. The Second Migration from Asia spawned the Native American cultures that, in turn, brought with them agriculture, trade and war. The arrival of the first humans, also from Asia, 16,000 years ago constituted the First Migration; for the first time, the pristine natural order of North America met with hunting, harvesting, and the hand of a creature it had never known: Man.

[image: Image]

In the morning, 150 miles east of El Paso, the sun comes up and the interstate roars across the creosote-studded flats into little Van Horn, population 2,000. The town has a truck stop, a couple thousand residents, and a jam-packed breakfast rush at McDonald’s. Everybody here is headed somewhere else, true to form for a town that has been a way station since it was founded as a stagecoach stop in the 1850s in the midst of Apache country. Off in the distance, the Davis Mountains rise.

Back on the road and coming fast, big green highway signs warn drivers that a fork in the road approaches and the time zone is about to change from mountain to central time. A lengthy drive beckons. Soon enough, a fork in the road arises: Bear left and head for the big cities of Dallas-Fort Worth, though many hours away. Bear right and hours from now, Austin, San Antonio and, later, Houston will eventually come into view. I bear right across the creosote-studded Trans Pecos and the hours slip by as slowly as the highway signs: Exits for Balmorea, Pecos, Fort Davis, Marfa, Big Bend. Each remains hours away, hidden from view of the interstate which crossed the middle of nowhere on its way to Fort Stockton. A little south, at Iraan, an exit reveals a back road into the Hill Country, leaving the big interstate behind for the Llano Uplift. Narrowing to just two lanes, U.S. 377 jogs across the Edwards Plateau. It is afternoon now and the spring light is bright and clear. The limestone remains of a Spanish presidio, established on the San Saba River in 1757, come into view. This is as far west as the Spanish ventured in Texas.

All these towns out here, from Junction to Mason to Llano, wait patiently for fall, when city hunters fill up the hotels, little restaurants, and the bars for deer season. But now, the next deer season is nearly as far ahead in the calendar as the last and the towns seemed empty. The light reflected off the broad, rushing waters of the Llano River bounces off the struts and girders of the big metal bridge, as the road leads toward the town square. It is getting close to fishing time, in fact. The giant schools of white bass are forming up, even now, in the deep water of the Highland Lakes to run the shallow rivers to spawn.

By early afternoon on a Tuesday, the square is empty, the parking lot around the town hall largely devoid of cars. A faded Confederate flag hangs limp over the memorial to the Civil War dead. The plaque reveals the short list of the small town deceased who set off for a very faraway conflict. I turn right on State Highway 16 and, in a little while the road begins to climb, the town slipping out of sight. The cell phone signal falters as the road climbs through a narrow saddle, heads due south and backwards—to the beginning of time itself.

Rocks, big and nearly square, rise up in a ruddy color, as if a giant playing with red blocks had forgetfully dropped them here and there, forming whole escarpments. Off to the right, Enchanted Rock rises, a pink granite dome reaching some 425 feet above the rest of the countryside, the result of magma from the earth’s crust bubbling upward as long as a billion years ago. The giant rocks and hills of the Llano country are literally the blocks from the bottom of the world. No younger than 600 million years old, these Precambrian rocks come from the foundations of the very continents themselves, the basement of the earth and the beginning of geologic time.

The ones lying here, scattered, big as whole buildings, are the only ones still visible in Texas, and one of only seven sites where they are visible in North America. All come from a silent vault in time that still encompasses nearly 90 percent of the earth’s history. From here, though, history pressed relentlessly forward. A quarter of a billion years ago, this area was bordered by salt water to the east and south. Then the Ouchita Mountains arose, stretching from present day Arkansas across northern Texas. Rivers drained westward into the shallow seas that covered West Texas. By the Permian Period, the sea began to withdraw, leaving only flats and basins. Some 140 million years ago, dinosaurs and flying reptiles roamed Texas.

From here, Highway 16 presses determinedly south, toward the Pedernales River. The land flattens. Thick Spanish oaks and formidable thickets arise. A quick left turn onto Farm Road 1323 deepens the isolation. A solitary sign warns: “Watch for cattle crossing road.” Not even a house in sight, cows and calves impassively chew their cud while watching the car go by, just yards away. At the one-house junction at Sandy, the land changes yet again. The exposed limestone, lifted out of those ancient seas, turns the ground white and rocky. Here the road enters the Cretaceous Period: 65 million years ago when the extinction of the giant reptiles brought forth the mammoths, sloths, and the large cats.

The last great Ice Age came and brought with it, as far back as 15,500 years ago, the first humans: The First Migration to Texas as people from Asia crossed the Bering Strait from Russia to Alaska and then headed south, away from the ice, to hunt the giant Columbian mammoth. Predating even Clovis man, once thought to be the earliest Americans, these ancient people settled in places like Buttermilk Creek, in Bell County near present day Waco, for its water and game, certainly, but mostly for its rich supply of chert rock, used to shape trademark spearheads and blades, cut with funnels along the side. The blades not only cut into the animal’s flesh but their clever design deftly allowed their quarry to bleed out even as it fled. Once pierced with an arrow or spear point, the more the prey moved, the more it bled. But these people vanished, too, as suddenly and inexplicably extinct as the giant mammals they had hunted.
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