
RED MEN, PRINCESS POCAHONTAS, 
AND GEORGE WASHINGTON: 

HARMONIZING RACE RELATIONS IN LAREDO 

AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 

ELLIOTT YOUNG 

In 1898, a group of elite Anglo Americans and Texas Mexicans joined to- 
gether to celebrate George Washington's birthday on the U. S.-Mexico border 
in Laredo, Texas. This article describes how the week-long festivities helped 
construct and project an image of Anglo-Mexican racial harmony and how the 
Laredo elite created an inclusive concept of Americanization at the same time it 
cast African Americans and Indians as "savage" outsiders. 

Heavens and earth, what are we coming to? When a darkey is per- 
mitted to intimate in a crowd of white men that he is their equal or even 
the equal of a Chinaman and escape a horsewhipping it is time for the 
Caucasian race to resign and let the niggers run the country. 

-Laredo Times, 4 October 1903. 

It is in keeping with her role as peacemaker that she has been be- 
stowed with the title of Princess of Peace. She has journeyed far from her 
home in Virginia. She has followed the rainbow leading her to the leg- 
endary Southwest-a sacred land of majesty and grandeur-in search of 
knowledge of the customs and culture of these people. 

-Description of Princess Pocahontas, 
Laredo's 1993 Washington's Birthday Celebration1 

RESENTLY THE AIR RANG with a wild pro- 
longed war whoop curdling the blood and making the hair of tenderfoots 
stand on end. Amid savages that made the air hideous with uncouth and 
terrible noise, hordes of war painted Indians poured forth upon the plaza 
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1 Princess Pocahontas Council, Treasures of an Ancient Culture (Laredo, 1993), 14. 
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The use of Spanish in this depiction of "La Princesa India" from the 1916 Washington's Birthday 
Celebration illustrates that Mexicans as well as Anglos were invited to participate in this ritual of 
"Americanization." Hiawatha ("he makes rivers"), whose name appears at the bottom of the photo- 
graph, was a legendary chief (c. 1450) of the Onondaga tribe of North American Indians who has 
been credited with the formation of the Iroquois Confederacy. Courtesy of Webb County Heritage 
Foundation, Laredo, TX (WCHF). 
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whirling their bloody battle axes and tomahawks in maddening savage 
gyrations swaying threatening 'macanas,' the obsidian bladed battle club 
of the Aztecs .. . Feathered arrows hissed through the air. One by one 
the soldiers fell. Few were the red men who bit the dust! Many were the 
pale faces who immolated to the grim god of the Indian! ... The militia 
was completely annihilated.2 

It was 1905, and the "war painted Indians" were really elite white men on the 
Texas-Mexico border. They painted their faces in theatrical makeup and donned elabo- 
rate costumes to honor the "father" of the United States. This ritual of inversion dur- 
ing Laredo's yearly celebration of Washington's birthday allowed white men to play 
Indians, and permitted the Indians to conquer the "pale faces." In addition to its overt 
purpose of "awaken[ing] patriotism" on the border, the spectacle provided a symbolic 
space in which to represent and propagate Laredo's newly emerging social and racial 
order.3 It was, in short, a space to make the nation. 

Making the nation on the Texas-Mexico border, however, could not be accom- 
plished through a direct imposition of Anglo American culture, symbols, and values. 
The historic, geographic, and demographic significance of Mexico and Mexicans on 
the border had to be incorporated into the very concept of America. While the Anglo 
elite who organized this patriotic celebration desired to culturally link Laredo to the 
greater U. S., recognizing and legitimizing the Mexican nation did not necessarily 
conflict with that goal. African Americans and Indians, however, who held little or no 
political and economic power on the border, were portrayed as foreign enemies. Dis- 
playing an inverted conquest, where Indians attacked innocent Anglo and Mexican 
settlers, thus justified Anglo and Texas Mexican control over this region and served to 
unite the two groups.4 

Although Laredo, and indeed the whole region below the Nueces River in Texas, 
had been technically severed from Mexico after the U. S.-Mexican War (1846-1847), 
by the beginning of the twentieth century, Mexicans remained socially and culturally 
dominant. While Anglos had achieved economic and political gains in Laredo and 

2 Laredo Times, 26 February 1905. This newspaper appeared both as a daily and a 
weekly. Citations in this article come from the weekly edition, except for the years 1898, 1906, 
and 1909. 

3 "The Big Celebration," Laredo Daily Times, 21 February 1898, 1. 

4 Defining national and racial markers is one of the tasks of this article, and the mul- 
tiple meanings of such labels will be discussed at length. In brief, I use Anglo to refer to white 
U. S. citizens of European ancestry. "Mexican" refers to people with Mexican ancestry, whether 
they were U. S. or Mexican citizens. "Texas Mexican" is used when I want to indicate a long- 
standing identity that stretches back to an era before U. S. control of the region-this is especially 
pertinent to the Laredoan elite. I also refer to "white Mexicans" and "Texas Mexicans" when I 
want to indicate their identification as white-as opposed to Indian or black. "Indian" or "Native 
American" refers to indigenous peoples of America, though I use more specific group markers 
when known. "African American" and "black" denote U. S. citizens of African ancestry. 
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elsewhere along the border, they had by no means displaced the Texas Mexican elite.5 
In fact, intermarriage between the first Anglos to arrive and well-established Texas 
Mexican families provided entree for Anglos into Laredo's elite circles and helped to 
mitigate racial tensions. In interviews conducted in the mid-1980s, none of the long- 
time residents of a Mexican American barrio in Laredo recalled discrimination be- 
tween Anglos and Mexican Americans. Joseph Puig, whose French American father 
married into one of Laredo's most prominent Mexican families, told the interviewers 
that "there was no animosity with Latins, Negros, Chinese, or any other ethnic group." 
Citing both George Washington's birthday celebration and Mexican Independence 
Day, Puig characterized Laredo as a "melting pot."6 

A similar image was presented in some of the other towns along the river. As one 
upper-class Texas Mexican woman, Antoinette Stewart, from Rio Grande City put it, 
"there were neither racial nor social distinctions between Americans and Mexicans, 
we were just one family."7 While these old Texas Mexican families still owned large 
portions of South Texas until the latter part of the nineteenth century, their land and 
political base continued to erode as family members subdivided ranches and sold-out 
to Anglo farmers. 

While a detailed study of land transfer in South Texas has yet to be written, histo- 
rian David Montejano concludes that the "accumulated evidence ... does point to a 
general erosion of the Mexican land base." Citing statistics for Cameron County along 
the Gulf Coast, Montejano shows that in 1892, 46 non-Spanish suramed individuals 
owned 1.2 million acres of land, almost four times the amount owned by those with 
Spanish surnames. In nearby Hildalgo County, all recorded transactions transferred 
land from Spanish surnamed individuals to those with non-Spanish surnames.8 In her 
master's thesis, Jovita Gonzalez found that by 1929 the number of Mexican property 
owners vastly outstripped the number of Anglo owners, at least in counties further 
inland from the coast. For instance, Mexican property owners accounted for 83 per- 
cent of the total in both Duval and Starr counties, over 99 percent in Zapata county, 
and 73 percent in Jim Hogg county. Although her statistics indicate a large number 
of Mexican owners, they do not include information as to the size or value of this 

5 David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin, 
1987), 36-37. Montejano partially explains the existence of a durable "peace structure" in Laredo 
by pointing to the "confirmation of twenty land grant titles by the Texas Legislature in the 1850s" 
(p. 36). 

6 John W. Clark, Jr. and Ana Maria Juarez, Urban Archaeology: A Culture History of a 
Mexican-American Barrio in Laredo, Webb County, Texas (Austin, 1986): 150-57, TSDHTP, High- 
way Design Division, Report #31. 

7 Quote taken from interview with Antoinette Stewart, 17 August 1929, in Jovita 
Gonzalez, "Social Life in Cameron, Starr, and Zapata Counties" (master's thesis, University of 
Texas, 1930), 64. Also cited in Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 37. 

8 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 72-73 
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property.9 Thus, even while many Mexicans may have owned small lots, Anglos appar- 
ently controlled most of the land, especially the large ranches. 

Anglo dominance grew with the dramatic economic transformation that turned 
small villages such as Laredo into booming commercial towns. More than any other 
single factor, connections to the burgeoning rail systems of the U. S. and Mexico in 
the 1880s placed Laredo on the map as one of the major points for the growing 
bi-national trade. As well as encouraging industrial development in the region, the 
railroad brought thousands of new immigrants to Laredo, both from Mexico and from 
other parts of the U. S. 

Businessmen, hoping to turn Laredo into an industrial utopia, highlighted its stra- 
tegic location as the best railroad crossing between Mexico and the U. S. They pre- 
dicted that "so many lines converging at Laredo, from Mexico as well as the United 
States, certainly [would] make Laredo the gateway for the commerce of the two na- 
tions."10 An 1889 pamphlet emphasized that Laredo was "connected by direct lines of 
railroads with all of the great railroad systems in the United States, within 36 hours 
run of the City of Mexico, in six hours run of the Gulf harbor of the Arkansas Pass, five 
hours to San Antonio, [and] 22 hours to Galveston."'l The 1889 Laredo Directory, a 
list of local residents that included a narrative on the progress of Laredo, pointed to 
the Texas-Mexican railway as the key to the city's development: "With the arrival of 
this road, dates the beginning of the growth of this city. Capitalists and artisans came 
here; a new people arrived and embarked on various enterprises; brick yards were es- 
tablished, and one and two-story brick buildings took the place of the jacal [shack] and 
adobe shanties."12 In this description, the railroad acts as the marker that divides Laredo's 
(Mexican) past, the era of the "jacal and adobe shanties," from its (Anglo) present 
and future with "capitalists," "artisans," and "two-story brick buildings." Although 
Laredo's Mexican heritage was cast in a positive light vis-a-vis Indian barbarism, it was 
definitely portrayed as a thing of the past. The railway symbolically and physically 
manifested Laredo's full integration into the international capitalist market, and into 
"American" society. 

As more and more newcomer Anglos and Mexicans settled in Laredo and as the 
economy shifted from ranching to trade and commercial agriculture, new power rela- 
tions replaced a fraying older order.'3 The collective memory of fighting off Indian 
raiders and combating Mexican revolutionaries, such as Juan Cortina (1859-1870s) 
and Catarino Garza (1891-1893), reminded border people of the tensions that lay just 

9 Gonzalez, "Social Life," 40-41. 

o1 Description of Laredo, Texas: The Acknowledged Gateway Between the Two Republics 
(Laredo, 1888), 28. 

" E. H. Tarver, Laredo: The Gateway Between the United States and Mexico (Laredo, 
1889), 1. 

12 General Directory of the City of Laredo, 1889 (San Antonio, 1889), 8. 
13 Elliott Young, "Crossing Borders: Race, Nation, Class, and Gender on the South 

Texas Border, 1877-1911" (master's thesis, University of Texas, 1993), 21-38. 
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beneath the surface of their society.14 Even electoral contests occasionally boiled over 
into violence, as occurred during a deadly election riot on the streets of Laredo in 
1886. The winning party's parading a mock coffin around town to represent the other 
party's "death" at the polls instigated a pitched battle between the two competing and 
political factions, the "botas" [boots] and the "guaraches" [sandals], leaving 25 dead 
and 40 more wounded at the end of the day.15 The desire to manage and control these 
and other similar conflicts and to promote a "modern" image of Laredo inspired a 
group of prominent men to organize a citywide celebration to commemorate George 
Washington's birthday.16 

The Laredo chapter of the national fraternal organization Improved Order of Red 
Men (IORM) sponsored the first Washington's Birthday Celebration in 1898. The 
origins of the IORM date back to before the revolution when a group of radical early 
American colonists formed the Sons of Liberty to protest British domination. The first 
chapters of the society were founded in the Northeast in the late eighteenth century 
and thereafter spread to the West. In 1866, the first Tribe of the Order was organized 
in Texas, but the society faltered until finally in 1890 all of the Tribes were defunct. In 
1895, an effort to revive the Texas Tribes began, and shortly thereafter 114 Tribes had 
been formed in Texas with nearly 5,000 members.'7 In a promotional pamphlet, the 
Texas Council of IORM explained that it followed the model of the League of the 
Iroquois, a federation of six Indian nations who had lived east of the Mississippi, be- 
cause "it stood for centuries unbroken by internal dissensions or external influences."18 
In appropriating symbols of the Iroquois, white men in Texas sought to legitimize their 
claims to a recently acquired territory that had an ethnically diverse populace, includ- 
ing a sizable number of native inhabitants. 

This exclusively white, male club invoked the "Great Spirit" and even organized 
its business meetings or "Hodenosaunee" in the "Long House" according to Iroquois 
custom. The point was not to rehabilitate the North American Indian, who was 
expected to "pass from the face of the earth," but to use the "ancient customs and 
teachings of the Red Man . . . [as] a beautiful field for ritualistic ceremonies."19 A 

14 For more on Garza's revolution, see Elliott Young, "Remembering Catarino Garza 
1891 Revolution: An Aborted Border Insurrection," Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 12 (Sum- 
mer 1996): 231-72. For more on Cortina, see Jerry D. Thompson, ed., Juan Cortina and the Texas- 
Mexico Frontier, 1859-1877 (El Paso, 1994). 

15 For a detailed analysis of the 1886 election riot, see Jerry D. Thompson, Warm 
Weather and Bad Whiskey: The 1886 Laredo Election Riot (El Paso, 1991). 

16 For a compilation of Laredo Times articles about Washington's Birthday Celebration 
and a brief history see Stanley Green, A History of the Washington Birthday Celebration (Laredo, 
1992). For a more analytical article focusing on the contemporary celebration, see Dion Dennis, 
"Washington's Birthday on the Texas Border," Ctheory: Theory, Technology, and Culture, 17 Febru- 
ary 1997 [journal on-line]; http://www.ctheory.com/e36 .html; Internet; accessed 30 April 1997. 

17 The Improved Order of Red Men, The Innovation, Imp. O. R. M. of Texas (Austin, 
n.d.), 6-7. 

18 Ibid, 3-4. 

19 Ibid, 3-4. 
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similar indigenista nation- building ideology emerged in late nineteenth-century Mexico 
as the white and mestizo elite appropriated Aztec and Mayan symbols to unify a vast 
territory of ethnically and linguistically diverse people and to justify their rule.20 In 
addition to explicitly linking themselves to the anti-colonial struggle that gave rise to 
the U. S., the Laredo Red Men picked as their name that of an Indian group from 
northwestern Mexico, the Yaquis.21 Thus, from the outset, Americanization in Laredo 

incorporated Mexican cultural markers. 
While each chapter of the IORM adopted the identity of a particular Indian tribe 

and adapted that group's ideology to its local racial context, the major tenets of the 
three-hundred-thousand-member-strong association remained essentially the same 

throughout the country in the early twentieth century. Like the Free Masons, the Odd 
Fellows, and the Knights of Pythias, this fraternal society offered sick and death ben- 
efits and provided a space for white middle-class men living in an industrial era to 

prove their masculinity through rituals and ceremonies. As the Texas Council of Red 
Men put it, "to be a member of our Order is to be a more loyal citizen, a better and 
purer man, and a more devoted son, husband and father."22 Patriotism, being a loyal 
citizen, masculinity, and being a pure man, thus were linked inextricably. In his in- 
sightful article about masculinity in mid-nineteenth century Nevada, historian Gunther 
Peck argues that the Red Men there "played an important role in the construction of 
white manhood for both miners and middle-class professionals." Although Virginia 
City's Paiute IORM established an internal hierarchy and excluded the poor, Peck 
shows how their ideological appeal to cross-class notions of patriotism and masculinity 
united white men against Chinese workers.23 The Red Men of Texas advocated similar 
universalistic notions, embodied in their motto "Freedom, Friendship, and Charity." 
Access to the rituals of bravery, courage, manhood, and patriotism, however, excluded 
women, just as they excluded non-whites.24 

The IORM thus attempted to forge Anglo American hegemony in the U. S. West 
by representing the nation at the same time it enforced class and racial hierarchy by 
reserving manhood for the white middle- and upper-classes. The same men who 
led the extermination campaigns against Native Americans dressed up as Natives to 

20 For an interesting discussion of Aztec symbolism in Porfirian Mexico's architecture 
see Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, Mexico at the World's Fairs: Crafting a Modem Nation (Berkeley, 
1996), 64-80. 

21 For the most comprehensive history of the Yaquis to date, see Evelyn Hu-DeHart, 
Yaqui Resistance and Survival: The Struggle for Land and Autonomy, 1821-1910 (Madison, 1984). 

22 The Innovation, 27. 

23 Gunther Peck, "Manly Gambles: The Politics of Risk on the Comstock Lode, 1860- 
1880," Journal of Social History, 26 (Summer 1993): 707-10. 

24 The Innovation, 22. Article III, sec. la of the Constitution and Laws of the Great Coun- 
cil of Texas Improved Order of Red Men (Austin, 1905), 3, stipulated, among other requirements, 
that members be white and citizens of the U. S. 

25 "The Big Celebration," Laredo Daily Times, 21 February 1898, 1. 
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justify colonial rule. This process of constructing hegemony was particularly crucial in 
a region like South Texas, which had not yet been culturally incorporated into the U. 
S., even though it had been militarily and legally annexed for half a century. Accord- 
ing to the Times, Laredo's Anglo elite initiated the commemoration of Washington's 
birthday in an effort to "awaken patriotism on the border and make us realize that we 
live in the United States."25 This Americanization process, like that of "forging the 
nation" itself, implied the construction of a racial community as much as a political 
one.26 However, in spite of the exclusionary connotations of "Americanization," the 
demographic and political realities in Laredo compelled Anglos to include Texas Mexi- 
cans. Therefore, the meaning of the nation, what it meant to be American, partly 
derived from a local class and race structure. In Laredo, Mexicans could be invited to 
join the U. S. nation as equal partners because a significant portion of them held 
political and economic power. This article demonstrates how Laredo's Washington's 
Birthday Celebration propagated a notion of "American" border patriotism that in- 
corporated Texas Mexicans and recognized Mexico's national sovereignty, at the same 
time as it cast Indians and African Americans as savage outsiders against whom the 
nation could be defined. 

Scholarship on race relations in South Texas has been dominated by a bi-polar 
perspective that focuses exclusively on the interaction between Anglos and Mexicans, 
much as race in the rest of the U. S. has been over-determined by a white-black binary. 
Not only does the simple, Anglo Mexican dyad need to be problematized by a recogni- 
tion of class and race differences within each of these categories, but other racial groups, 
such as Indians and blacks, need also to be simultaneously considered as part of the 
social geography. While it may be true that relatively few Indians and African Ameri- 
cans lived in the border region by the end of the nineteenth century, their presence 
and influence on an ideological level far outweighed their actual numbers.27 Historian 
Neil Foley's ground-breaking study of whites, blacks, and Mexicans in rural Central 
Texas begins this painstaking analytical task of transcending "the black-white and 
Mexican-Anglo binaries of southern and western race relations."28 On the border, 

26 I borrow the phrase "forging the nation" from Manuel Gamio, Forjando patria (pro- 
nacionalismo) (Mexico, 1916). 

27 Amoldo De Le6n shows how Anglo American travelers in mid-nineteenth century 
Texas invariably compared Tejanos to blacks, mulattoes, and Indians. For white southerners, 
Mexicans had to be fit into a racial grid that allowed only for blacks, reds, and whites. See 
Amoldo De Le6n, They Called Them Greasers (Austin: 1983), 8-9. The 1900 census indicated 
that only 205 black residents lived in Webb County, whose total population exceeded 21,000. See 
Garna L. Christian, Black Soldiers in Jim Crow Texas, 1899-1917 (College Station, 1995), 18. 

28 Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexican, Blacks, and Poor Whites in the Cotton Culture 
of Central Texas (Berkeley, 1997), 15-16. Foley explains how a young, white, East-Coast southern 
girl was confounded by the presence of a New Mexican servant named Santiago Tafolla, "Mexican 
Jim" as she ended up calling him. Her inability to place Tafolla on a racial map defined only by 
black and white poles illustrates the ambiguous racial position occupied by Mexicans in the con- 
text of the U. S. South. 
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however, one must go even beyond the white, black, and Mexican triad and come to 
terms also with Indians who played such fundamental roles in the formation of "fron- 
tier" culture. While not as straightforward and elegant as a binary racial analysis, an 
investigation that attempts to depict the full complexity of multiple and intersecting 
class and racial identities ultimately comes closer to the fuzziness and ambiguity of life 
on the border. 

Part of the difficulty of exploring this racial complexity lies in its erasure from the 
historical record by state institutions such as the Census Bureau, and by the larger 
society, which adopted and propagated such categories and mythologies. Therefore, 
even though some of the "Mexicans" on the border undoubtedly had indigenous an- 
cestry, many chose to emphasize their national origin and whiteness rather than their 
Indian background. The ability to be a "white" Mexican or simply a Mexican rather 
than an Indian depended to a large degree on class status. While Indian heritage was 
being recognized and even valorized in Mexico by the late nineteenth century, albeit 
in a manner that glorified a static image of an ancient indigenous culture, the ideologi- 
cal denial and suppression of African ancestry was far more drastic. 

In a provocative article, anthropologist Jack Forbes condemns the bi-polar white- 
black racial ideology in the U. S. because it ignores the widespread presence of Indian 
ancestry among both whites and blacks. He similarly critiques the mestizaje ideology in 
Latin America for erasing the Indianness and Africanness of the population. Not only 
does he argue for a recognition of the biological and cultural fact of multi-racial mes- 
tizo blacks and Indians, but he asserts that such intermediate or hybrid categories were 
actually accepted and used in the U. S. in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Therefore, he concludes that "the 'two-caste' vision of race relations in North 
America is, in fact, a myth, an erroneous construction based upon an ahistorical ac- 
ceptance of late nineteenth and twentieth-century generalizations and terminology."29 
To what extent the "two-caste" paradigm ever functioned in the U. S. is a vast and 
highly debatable question that must be answered with detailed empirically-based stud- 
ies. Nonetheless, at least on the Texas-Mexico border, a place where Indians, 
Africans, Spaniards, and Anglos came together, often intimately, and clashed, often 
violently, in a variety of different configurations, moving beyond binary racial think- 
ing is essential. Such an analysis of race cannot be elaborated in the theoretical realm, 
but must, as Forbes suggests, be historically constructed from the ground up. 

The Washington's Birthday Celebration provides a unique case study for explor- 
ing how all of these complex racial relations played out in public ritual and discourse 
at the turn of the century. Seb Wilcox, a Laredoan journalist and historian writing in 
1939, contended that the Red Men decided to celebrate "a purely American holiday" 
because up until then the major holidays in Laredo were Mexican celebrations for 5 de 

29 Jack D. Forbes, "The Manipulation of Race, Caste and Identity: Classifying 
Afroamericans, Native Americans, and Red-Black People," Joural of Ethnic Studies 17 (Winter, 
1990): 1- 15, 12. 
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mayo, commemorating the defeat of French invaders in a battle at Puebla, and the 16 
de septiembre marking Mexico's independence from Spain. The Yaqui Tribe No. 59, 
Wilcox explained, "numbered among its members the most prominent men of Laredo 
of both American and Mexican ancestry, 'all loyal Americans."'30 Although Wilcox 
claimed the Yaqui Tribe to have been racially balanced, only six of the 63 founding 
members had Spanish surnames.31 Furthermore, Mexican representation on the orga- 
nizing committee for the 1898 celebration was very low, with only one out of the ten 
men on the committee having a Spanish surname. Nonetheless, the fact that some 
Mexicans belonged to the IORM, a "whites" only organization, indicates that elite 
Mexicans were considered "white" in Laredo. Besides being white and a U. S. citizen, 
the Constitution and Laws of the Great Council of Texas required Red Men to be of "good 
moral character, between 18 and 50 great suns, a believer in a Supreme Being or Great 
Spirit, [and] ... have a known reputable means of support." Subsequent clarification 
of the rules made it clear that Chinese were not eligible for membership.3) 

Anglo professionals led the committee, with Joseph Netzer, a young man who had 
fought with the U. S. Army in the Indian campaigns, serving as chairman, and J. F 
Mullally, a young attorney who later became a judge, acting as secretary. It is impor- 
tant to note, however, that although the evidence seems to indicate that the Red Men 
were mainly Anglos, clear distinctions between the two communities cannot be easily 
drawn. In Laredo, the Mexicanization of Anglos and the close, often intimate ties 
between Anglo and Mexican elites served to mitigate racial divisiveness. Although 
commentators noted the difference between Red Men of U. S. and those of Mexican 
descent, their whiteness united them against other Mexicans, Indians, and blacks. 
Laredo's Texas Mexican elite had historically identified with white southerners, in- 
cluding during the Civil War, when Laredoan Santos Benavides protected the Con- 
federacy from the raids of Juan Cortina.33 

Both Mexican and Anglo elites stood to gain from racial harmony and stability in 
Laredo. In a letter published in the Times, two prominent politicians, Amador Sanchez 
and A. E. Vidaurri, thanked the "Red Men" for inviting their political club to march 
in the parade. However, although Sanchez expressed their "appreciation" of the event 
and their desire to "participate as citizens," he said that they did "not [deem] it proper 
to appear as a political organization where the greatest harmony and unanimity should 

30 Seb Wilcox, "Wilcox Writes History of Birthday Fete," Laredo Times, 2 February 
1939. 

31 Data culled from Green, A History of the Washington Birthday Celebration, 4-5. 
32 Constitution and Laws of the Great Council, 3 and "Digest of Decisions," 10.8 in Con- 

stitution and Laws of the Great Council. 
33 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 47-48. Benavides later rose to the rank of colonel 

in the U. S. Army because of his loyalty to Texas and the Confederacy. Cortina, on the other 
hand, helped the Union forces, indicating that border Mexicans were divided over which side to 
support during the Civil War. 
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prevail."34 Sanchez's letter indicates that the elite was well aware of the importance of 
public ritual for promoting and enforcing harmony in Laredo. 

The Indian attack on city hall quickly became one of the most popular features of 
the celebrations. In this piece of street theater, prominent men and women in Laredo 
would dress as Indians and perform what anthropologists call a "ritual of inversion." 
Inverting the everyday social order, the "civilized" elite played the "savage outsiders." 
Clearly set off from everyday life, the symbolic reversal of the social hierarchy did not 
upset, but rather served to solidify, the existing order. "Black face" minstral shows, 
burlesque plays with men dressing as women, and "powder-puff' football where the 
female cheerleaders play football while the male athletes dress and perform as cheer- 
leaders are all examples of ritualized inversions of power.35 The white Red Men's Yaqui 
Tribe in Laredo was itself a perfect example of how elite men appropriated the image 
and symbolism of a group that was at the same time being ruthlessly persecuted in 
northwestern Mexico. 

In the Washington's Birthday Celebration, the elite, as well as playing the part of 
the victors, performed the role of the vanquished too; meanwhile the lower classes and 
visitors (literal outsiders) sat or stood on the sidelines from which they gazed upon this 
spectacle. In spite of its offstage location, the audience participated actively by cheer- 
ing on the Indian attackers. The popularity of the festivities grew so rapidly that spe- 
cial railroad cars had to be added to handle the increased traffic. 

The program for 1898 announced that at 7:30 a.m. the Yaqui Tribe would attack 
city hall, which would be defended by the mayor, the city council, the police force, 
and citizens.36 This performance thus pitted Laredo's forces of order, including its pri- 
mary political institutions, against the forces of disorder, the Indians. The Times de- 
scribed the scene on that morning: "crowds from all directions were pouring in upon 
the plaza, climbing upon housetops and swarming upon all adjacent balconies." The 
article narrated the attack in a manner that doubly blurred the line between perfor- 
mance and reality, reporting on the attack as if it had actually happened: 

Every eye was scanning the horizon, every ear was listening intently, when 
as if a bolt shot from the sky, from three different directions Indians all 
painted and bedaubed with tomahawks aloft, bows strung, quivers filled 
with arrows, with savage yells, swarmed upon the plaza and charged with 
a dare devil spirit right into the muzzles of the guns that were in readiness 
to defend the city and its honor. For fully ten minutes the battle raged 
with a fierceness born of a determination of the defenders to hold the 

34 "The Big Celebration," 3. 

35 For more on "rituals of inversion" see Barbara Babcock, ed., The Reversible World: 
Symbolic Inversion in Art and Society (Ithaca, 1978). For an insightful and amusing analysis of pow- 
der-puff football see Douglas E. Foley, Learning Capitalist Culture: Deep in the Heart of Tejas (Phila- 
delphia, 1990), 49-52. 

36 "The Big Celebration," 1. 
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fort at all hazards, and of the savages to take it whatever cost of life. In all 
this time the rattle of musketry, and an occasional boom of cannon could 
be heard mingling with the yells of the Yaqui Indians which drowned out 
the shrieks of the wounded.37 

The article created the illusion of a real event, and the use of similar adjectives 
and phrases to describe the audience and the Indian attackers linguistically identified 
the audience with the Indians. For example, both the "crowds" and the Indians were 
characterized as "pouring" and "swarming" in "from all directions." Also, the image of 
the audience "climbing upon house tops" echoed that of the Indians who were de- 
scribed in the article as having "mounted the battlements." The performance rendered 
impotent the danger posed by the crowd through elite appropriation of the role of the 
disorderly mob. Enacting this power inversion as a spectacle for the disenfranchised 
to watch, symbolically exorcised social tensions. The elite thereby managed and 
controlled potentially threatening conflict, leaving the "crowd" safely cordoned off 
behind a rope. At the very least, just like with Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show, the 
festivities provided a diversionary spectacle in which everyone could participate and 
enjoy at a visceral level. Furthermore, the presence of thousands of visitors for the 
week-long festivities provided a significant boon to the local economy. 

By 1905, thousands of enthusiastic observers came from throughout Texas and 
northern Mexico to see the mock battle between the "marauding" Indians and the 
"courageous" police who valiantly defended city hall. Although a rope barrier sepa- 
rated the performance from the audience, the loud applause demonstrated a high de- 
gree of participation and involvement with the staged drama. The unity, represented 
by the joining together of Texas Mexicans and Anglos to defend civilization from the 
"barbaric" Indians, recalled the long standing antagonism between Indians (primarily 
Comanches and Apaches) on one side and the Spanish, Mexicans, and later Anglo 
Americans on the other. Anglos and Mexicans, in spite of their history of bitter 
conflicts, thus symbolically united in opposition to a common enemy: The "white" 
Mexican and Anglo Red Men suppressed emerging racial tensions by simultaneously 
constructing a barbaric enemy and rendering it powerless. 

A graphic description in the Laredo Times of the 1905 Indian attack on city hall 
(seen also at the beginning of this article), not only depicts a ritual of inversion, but 
also sheds light on some of the cultural and racial issues that undergirded the perfor- 
mance. This article, like the one in 1898, made you feel as if you were there: 

Presently the air rang with a wild prolonged war whoop curdling the 
blood and making the hair of tenderfoots stand on end. Amid savages 
that made the air hideous with uncouth and terrible noise, hordes of war 
painted Indians poured forth upon the plaza whirling their bloody battle 

37 "Veni, Vidi, Yaqui: Laredo Surrenders to the Red Men," Laredo Daily Times, 22 Feb- 
ruary 1898, 1. 
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axes and tomahawks in maddening savage gyrations swaying threatening 
'macanas,' the obsidian bladed battle club of the Aztecs. Applause arose 
from the assembled throng of witnesses who pressed against the rope 
barrier surrounding the open; an applause which if possible drowned out 
the screams of the Indians. 

Feathered arrows hissed through the air. One by one the soldiers 
fell. Few were the red men who bit the dust! Many were the pale faces 
who immolated to the grim god of the Indian! ... The militia was com- 
pletely annihilated.38 

But alas, the "pale faces" could not be defeated so easily: 
The windows of the city hall wherein Marshal Brennan and his po- 

lice forces were stationed to protect the sacred treasure-the golden key 
to the city-flew open. Pistols and Winchester riffles [sic] began to pour 
[a] rain of 'lead' upon the on-coming savages. Hot was the fight; but 
taking new courage at the sight of queen Pocahontas riding in their midst 
like a heavenly apparition, the Indians fell anew to the last attack. The 
Indians finally won. They burst into the iron doors of the acropolis. They 
ascended the stairways and poured forth upon the balcony. The Mayor 
was their prisoner. 

As the Indians vanquished the Anglo and Mexican defenders of "the acropolis," 
the audience cheered. "Prolonged cries of approbation from the crowds attested to the 
spectacular success of the battle.... The victory was theirs [the Indians']; and the city 
by right of conquest and attested by the great golden key, was in their possession."39 

This performance allowed Laredoans to act out their fears of being overrun by 
"savages" and "barbarians." Like the conscious melding of Mexican and U. S. history 
in naming their Red Men chapter the Yaqui Tribe, the re-enactment of a scenario from 
the region's history reinforced a sense of common destiny among Laredo's Anglo and 
Mexican population.40 The overt racist attitudes demonstrated by having Indians (reds) 
portrayed as wild savages and whites (pale faces) depicted as defenders of civilization 
only touches the surface of the meaning encoded within this drama and its description 
in the newspaper. For instance, the connection made between Indian axes and "battle 
clubs of the Aztecs" links the Indian part of the Mexican heritage to savagery. The 
subtle substitution of the "acropolis" for "city hall" unites the concepts of a Greek 
heritage, modern civilization, and republican ideals, in opposition to the barbarity of 
the Indians. Not only did the acropolis contrast with Indian barbarism, but it also 

38 Laredo Times, 26 February 1905. 

39 Ibid. 
40 See Ana Maria Alonso, Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on 

Mexico's Northern Frontier (Tucson, 1995), for an insightful analysis of the importance of fighting 
Apaches in the construction of identity in northern Mexico. 
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invoked a symbol that had been used to link "Western Civilization" to a classical 
Greek tradition.41 

Nonetheless, the dramatic battle between civilization and barbarism, the cowboy 
and the Indian, could and probably was interpreted by the audience and newspapers in 
different ways. The Times described the battle as occurring between the "reds" and 
"pale faces," thus leaving ambiguous the role of Mexicans in this drama. Was the audi- 
ence supposed to associate Mexicans with the "reds" or the "pale faces?" A clear divi- 
sion between white and non-white (red, black, or brown) does not accurately describe 
this scenario or Laredo's racial structure. In Laredo, a respectable Texas Mexican, like 
Mayor Amador Sanchez, who defended the "acropolis" from the attacking Indians, 
was seen as white. Other Mexicans, who may have been more ethnically and cultur- 
ally distinct from Anglos, were associated with their Indian ancestry. In this controlled 
and make-believe context, Anglos and Mexicans in the audience could identify with 
the enemy, and applaud the Indian triumph with no danger of the actual social order 
being disturbed. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, Buffalo Bill's Wild West and Congress of 
Rough Riders of the World had popularized throughout the U. S. and Europe mock 
battles between Anglos and Indians. Buffalo Bill, however, hired real Indians to simu- 
late attacks on Anglos who were staged as if they were crossing the plains in an emi- 
grant train, or riding in a mail coach, or simply living in their frontier home. In each 
performance, Buffalo Bill came to the rescue, fighting off the "marauding" Indians. 
One of the central acts staged "The Battle of Little Big Horn" depicting Custer's dra- 
matic defeat at the hands of the Indians. Millions of people sat and watched in horror 
as actual Lakota Indians re-enacted the massacre of Custer's army. Historian Richard 
White suggests that Buffalo Bill Cody's portrayal of an "inverted conquest," where 
Indians always attacked innocent Anglos, served to justify the conquest of the West. 
"Americans had to transform conquerors into victims," White argues, and thereby 
make it seem as though they "just retaliate[d] against barbaric massacres."42 Similarly, 
Laredo's Washington's Birthday Celebration's depiction of Anglos and white Texas 
Mexicans as the victims of Indian violence functioned as a useful mythology to ex- 
plain and legitimize their domination of the region. 

By the end of the day, the temporary disorder, represented by the Indian takeover 
of city hall, was abruptly reversed in a parade that enacted the "real" social order and 
hierarchy. In 1898, the Times commented on the difference between the Indian attack 
and the parade by locating the attack (disorder) in a distant past, and the parade 

41 For more on connections between European intellectual thought and the classical tra- 
dition see, Roberto Weiss, The Renaissance Discovery of Classical Antiquity (Oxford, 1988), 131-44. 

42 Richard White, "Frederick Jackson Turner and Buffalo Bill," in The Frontier in Ameri- 
can Culture: An Exhibition at the Newberry Library, August 26, 1994-January 7, 1995 (Berkeley, 
1994): 27. Sitting Bull, credited by Anglo Americans as the strategist of Custer's demise, toured 
with Buffalo Bill, and would evidently sign autographs after the show (pp. 29, 32). 
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(order) in the present reality: "The scene shifts, though in reality the sun has mounted 
but a few hours in the cloudless vault above, yet in historical time years have flown by, 
and on the school plaza thousands and tens of thousands of people have gathered to 
witness a pageant."43 Thus, the Times reinforced the point that the attack came from 
another era ("years have flown by"), while the pageant represented contemporary 
Laredo. The city marshal and police force led the parade followed by a music band, 
grand marshals, a U. S. flag, the U. S. Infantry, the U. S. Cavalry, and a Gatling gun. 
Next followed distinguished visitors, floats with Pocahontas and Yaqui Tribe No. 59, 
"squaws," school children, civic societies, the fire department, and trade displays. In- 
terspersed throughout the parade were marshals to keep order and bands of music to 
entertain.44 The pageant included civic institutions from all sectors of society, thus 
representing Laredo's unity. Ruling Laredo required the symbolic and real participa- 
tion of a broad range of social groups. As Mary Ryan contends in her essay on the 
representation of social order in nineteenth-century U. S., "the parade provided a 
public lexicon that organized the diverse population of the city into manageable cat- 
egories. It performed this cultural and social service during times of major social trans- 
formation."45 As in other parts of the country, Laredo's parade represented an ideal 
order for Laredo's increasingly diverse populace, with everyone part of some corporate, 
clearly identifiable group, and most importantly, under the supervision and close watch 
of the coercive apparatus of the state, the police, infantry, and cavalry. 

The image of harmony and peacefulness promoted by the celebration demon- 
strated to potential outside investors that the border, and specifically Laredo, had moved 
beyond the days of the Indian and "bandit" wars that had obstructed trade in previous 
decades. In their front page coverage of "the big celebration" the Times boasted that 
"from the commencement to the end of these grand ceremonies there was no confu- 
sion or hitch at any time.... Too much praise cannot be given for the perfect order 
and good humor which was maintained by the tens of thousands of people who lined 
the line of march." The author also lauded the "perfect good humor and universal 
jollity of the thousands who thronged the line of march and crowded and pushed for 
advantageous positions" concluding that it "spoke volumes for the spirit of law and 
order which pervades with the citizens of Laredo."46 

In the evening, the Red Men put on a burlesque show in the Market Hall in 
which their members dressed as women, Indians, and African Americans. These promi- 
nent men playing the parts of less powerful social groups in a satiric fashion reinforced 
their privileged position. Their parody of the powerless appropriated images of the 

43 "Veni, Vidi, Yaqui," 4. 

44 "The Big Celebration," 1. 

45 Mary Ryan, "The American Parade: Representations of the Nineteenth-Century 
Social Order," in The New Cultural History, ed. Lynn Hunt (Berkeley, 1989), 152. 

46 "Veni, Vidi, Yaqui," 4. 
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marginal, thus turning those images into entertainment and rendering them impo- 
tent. W. C. Long's performance as a "timid applicant for membership in the Yaqui 
Tribe No. 59" was said to have caused much "merriment, especially in his burlesque of 
the skirt dance and other fancy dances for which he assumed the costume of a ballet- 
dancer; his 'make-up' was skillful and very effective."47 

The Red Men, the Times reported, "realistically" portrayed Indian chiefs and their 
braves, mesmerizing audiences "with their truly Indian costumes, wild war hoops, and 
lively dances." Red lights trained on the Indians cast "lurid rays over gay feathers," 
accentuating their "fierce eyes gazing over drawn bows and extended spears." African 
Americans, like Indians, were also objects of satire and exoticization. According to 
the Times, "the audience was delighted when Mrs. L. S. Andrews in the costume of a 
negro girl, appeared on the stage in 'Little Alabama Coon.' " The viewers were so 
enthusiastic that "twice she was called back responding with coon songs, which were 
lively and very pleasing."48 The ability to turn African Americans, Indians, and women 
into objects of satire and entertainment, like turning the Indian attack into a spec- 
tacle, served to defuse potential threats to the privileged position of the Red Men and 
their wives. 

The unambiguous racist attitude toward African Americans that emerged during 
the celebration stood in stark contrast to Anglos' friendship and intimacy with Mexi- 
cans. The ability of white Mexicans and Anglos to forge a common front against Afri- 
can Americans may have served to gloss over differences between the two former 
groups. By the early twentieth century, violence against African Americans was at an 
all time high in Texas, with one hundred being lynched in the first decade. The viru- 
lent anti-black racism in Texas was illustrated by a sign posted in the town of De Leon, 
Comanche County, which read, "Nigger, don't let the sun go down on you in this 
town."49 In 1886, Texas Senator Richard Coke defended the hanging of three black 
men in Brenham, Texas, arguing that dealing with blacks should be left up to white 
Texans and not meddlesome northerners. Coke proclaimed that "the white people of 
the South and those of their race who come to settle among them will govern the 
country just as long as time lasts." Being a "superior race," he explained, white 
southerners would not even require violence "to maintain and protect and defend 
their civilization, their women and their children, their race and their citizenship."50 

47 "One Night With the Red Men," Laredo Daily Times, 22 February 1898, 1. 
48 Ibid. 

49 Bruce Alden Glasrud, "Black Texans, 1900-1930: A History" (Ph.D. diss., Texas 
Technological College, 1969), 2, 10. For an excellent race and gender analysis of the ritual of 
lynching in Texas, see Danalyn Recer, "Patrolling the Borders of Race, Gender, and Class: The 
Lynching Ritual and Texas Nationalism, 1850-1994" (master's thesis, University of Texas, Austin, 
1994). 

50 Richard Coke, Killing of Joseph Hoffman, Washington County, Texas: Speech of Hon. 
Richard Coke, of Texas, in the United States Senate, September 12, 1888 (Washington, 1888), 10-11. 
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With such racist discourse circulating through Texas, even at the highest levels of 
government, it is not surprising to find similar attitudes in Laredo. While extremely 
few in number, African American soldiers in Laredo caused great alarm at the begin- 
ning of the twentieth century due to the memory of earlier conflicts with black sol- 
diers. In the early 1890s, the army brought in a regiment of black Seminole Indians to 
South Texas to crush a popular rebellion against Mexico led by Catarino Garza.5s In 
1899, conflicts between Mexicans and black soldiers from Laredo's Fort McIntosh 
erupted three times in violence. 

The first of these incidents occurred in March, when Mexicans battled public 
health officials and the Texas Rangers. Mexicans protested when these authorities 
attempted to forcibly incarcerate in the "pest house" their family members who had 
contracted smallpox. The pitched battle that ensued left one Mexican dead, four more 
wounded, and one Ranger with bullet wounds in the shoulder, the breast, and the 
head. After the Rangers proved incapable of quelling the disturbance, the U. S. Cav- 
alry from Fort McIntosh arrived on the scene with a Gatling gun ready to restore order. 
The use of African American troops to suppress Mexicans and to aid the hated Rang- 
ers caused great resentment in the Mexican community, even if it earned the soldiers 
the praise of Mayor L. J. Christian.52 

Tensions between African American soldiers and Mexican civilians had been 
simmering for months in 1899 when Laredo's policeman, Jose Cuellar, arrested and 
brutally beat a black soldier for "escorting a Mexican woman who had solicited his 
company." The soldier lay in a jail cell for 24 hours with his head split open without 
receiving medical attention. Subsequently, when William Stoner, another police of- 
ficer, also of Mexican descent (despite his Anglo surname) attempted to arrest an 
African American soldier for carrying a knife, the soldiers reacted violently. Armed 
with rifles, and apparently mistaking Stoner for Cuellar, the African American sol- 
diers beat him with their rifle butts and fired their guns "promiscuously" into the air.53 
After reading the reports regarding the shooting, Colonel McKibben, the Department 
of Texas commander, concluded that "the trouble at Laredo is due primarily to race 
prejudice between Mexican residents and the soldiers, and the association of these 
soldiers with Mexican women."54 

51 Kenneth W. Porter, The Black Seminoles: History of a Freedom Seeking People 
(Gainesville, 1996), 212-14. 

52 Walter Prescott Webb, The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense (Austin, 
1965), 450-51; De Le6n, They Called Them Greasers, 95-96; Christian indicates that the U. S. 
troops who finally quelled the Mexican uprising were black. For his account of the event, see 
Christian, Black Soldiers, 20. 

53 Garna L. Christian, "The Twenty-Fifth Regiment at Fort McIntosh," in West Texas 
Historical Association Year Book, ed. B. W. Aston and Ken Jacobs (Abilene, TX, 1979), 152-53. For 
a full description of the 1899 Laredo incident see Christian, Black Soldiers, 20-28. Christian indi- 
cates that policeman Stoner was of Mexican descent (p. 21). 

54 Christian, Black Soldiers, 26. 
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This Laredo incident, combined with a subsequent shootout between African 
American soldiers and townspeople at Rio Grande City on 19 November, led to calls 
to remove the troops from the border altogether. The conflict in Rio Grande City was 
sparked by a gambling hall dispute in which a policeman and a group of Mexicans hit 
one African American soldier over the head and then shot another. The commanding 
officer immediately confined his troops to nearby Fort Ringgold as he had heard "sev- 
eral prominent citizens ... [make] threats that they would shoot any nigger they saw in 
town on any day."55 Shots were exchanged during the tense stand-off between the 
troops who had mounted a Gatling gun on the fort's walls and the armed townsfolk 
who surrounded the military post. As in the Laredo incident, romantic or sexual rela- 
tions between Mexican women and the black soldiers may have played a role in pro- 
voking Mexican men into initiating the fight with the troops. The Galveston Daily 
News, for instance, asserted that the Mexicans attacked the "negro soldiers because of 
the social attentions which the colored men in uniform paid the Mexican girls, and 
which the latter did not repel."56 Just as with southern Anglos, who frequently whipped 
themselves into hysterical lynch mobs at the vaguest hint that black men and white 
women had sexual relations, so too with border Mexicans who apparently responded 
with comparable violence when they feared the "pollution" of their racial stock. Deputy 
U. S. Marshal K. H. Merren, however, denied the sexual vengeance motive, contend- 
ing that "the negroes keep Mexican women or frequent houses of Mexican prostitutes. 
But in these cases, the Mexicans generally classify such women as negro prostitutes 
and have nothing to do with them."57 Merren's observations indicate that Mexican 
women who had sex with African American men were effectively excluded from the 
Mexican community and racialized as black or simply "negro prostitutes." Mexicans 
could therefore descend the racial ladder to blackness, just as they might ascend to 
whiteness. Class status and who one chose to have sex with were the two crucial fac- 
tors determining where a Mexican was located in this hierarchy. 

While the protests after the Laredo shooting succeeded in having the African 
American troops temporarily removed, Anglo fear of Mexican violence prevented the 
complete withdrawal of federal troops from the border. One Anglo attorney protested 
to General Nelson Miles: "The Mexicans here at Laredo are an inflammable people 
and . . . would rather revolt than work."58 Instead of abandoning the forts, Anglo 
Laredoans wanted the black soldiers replaced with whites, an unlikely occurrence, 
however, given the shortage of soldiers created by the Philippine insurrection.59 

55 Ibid., 32. For a complete description of the Rio Grande City incident, see 29-45. 
56 Ibid., 35. 

57 Ibid., 40. 

58 Christian, "The Twenty-Fifth Regiment," 158. 

59 The last black soldiers garrisoned in Texas left for the Philippines in 1907, thus cre- 
ating a pause in this conflict until they returned after the end of the Philippine insurrection. See 
Christian, "The Twenty-Fifth Regiment," fn. 29, 160. 
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While the census counted only 205 African Americans in all of Webb County in 
1900, Anglo paranoia about the post-slavery "uppity" attitude of blacks led Laredoans 
to prophecy social disorder and race war.60 As the Anglo lawyer who worried about the 
abandonment of Fort McIntosh put it, the cause of racial tensions between soldiers 
and civilians was that "the Negroes were given too many liberties."61 In 1903, the 
Times echoed this sentiment with a nostalgic recollection of the pre-Civil War South, 
when clear and harmonious relations existed between blacks and Anglos. In a play 
entitled "Octoroon," Anglos re-enacted the days of slavery, presenting images of Afri- 
can Americans and Indians as they wanted to remember and imagine them. A glowing 
review of the play in the Times melancholically stated that "the glory, the charm, the 
romance of the days before the Great Civil War in the Southern States is now but a 

memory." The review went on to praise Mr. Edgar Mayo's portrayal of "Pete, the old 
slave... [who] won all hearts with his sentiments of loyalty and devotion to the Peyton 
family."62 While in the theater, Anglos reminisced about the "romantic" days of sla- 

very and the "loyalty and devotion" of their slaves. In the current events section of 
their newspaper, they worried about race war. Only ten years before, newspapers warned 
their readers of an impending race war led by Catarino Garza to rid the border of 

Anglos, and only three years earlier African American soldiers had beaten a Laredo 

peace officer. The racial "harmony" projected at Laredo's Washington's Birthday Cel- 
ebration was a fragile hope at best. 

In 1906, another violent shooting occurred in Brownsville, located down river 
from Laredo. This incident, in which African American soldiers were accused of kill- 

ing one Anglo bartender and injuring two Mexicans during a shooting spree, achieved 
national notoriety and helps shed light on the complex racial geography on the bor- 
der.63 The 1st Battalion of the U. S. 25th Infantry, which included several African 
American companies, had served in both the Philippines and Cuba before their 
arrival in Texas. When the black soldiers arrived in San Antonio, they were verbally 
and physically harassed on the streets and jailed by local authorities for minor infrac- 
tions. These attacks had been so egregious that the commander at Fort Niobara, Ne- 
braska, requested that the orders to send the black soldiers to Austin be rescinded, and 

60 Christian, Black Soldiers, 18. 
61 Christian, "The Twenty-Fifth Regiment," 158. 
62 "Slavery Days Graphically Portrayed by the Spooners in Octoroon," Laredo Times, 11 
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fair: National Crisis and Black Reaction (Port Washington, NY: 1971); for a more journalistic ac- 
count, and the one that prompted Congress in 1972 to rescind Roosevelt's order, see John D. 
Weaver, The Brownsville Raid (New York, 1973); see also Garna L. Christian, "The Brownsville 
Raid's 168th Man: The Court Martial of Corporal Knowles," Southwestern Historical Quarterly 1 
(July 1989): 45-59; Emma Lou Thornbrough, "The Brownsville Episode and the Negro Vote," 
Mississippi Valley Historical Journal 44 (December 1957): 469-93; "James A. Tinsley, Roosevelt, 
Forsker, and the Brownsville Affray," Journal of Negro History 1 (January 1956): 43-65. 

Western Historical Quarterly 66 SPRING 1998 



Elliott Young 

suggested instead that the "regiment be stationed in some section of the country where 
race prejudice is less violent than in the South."64 The black troops ended up being 
sent to Brownsville where they found the "race prejudice" there just as strong as any- 
where else in the deep South. 

According to testimony given during a lengthy Senate investigation into the shoot- 
ing incident, citizens in Brownsville had been overheard saying, "We don't want 
the damn niggers here." "Niggers will always cause trouble." And, "to hell with the 
colored soldiers, we want white men."65 Brownsville's Mayor Combe stated that the 
soldiers had received "numerous threats of violence" and that people had proclaimed 
that "the negro soldiers would not stay long if they did come [and] that they would 
soon get rid of them."66 In addition to the Anglo reactions, Mexicans also expressed 
violent disapproval of the presence of black soldiers in Brownsville. Policeman 
Fernandez put it this way: "If the colored soldiers came there, all they had to do was 
kill a couple of them and you would get rid of them again."67 Such reactions to the 
arrival of African American soldiers who had just returned from fighting U. S. wars in 
foreign lands shows that racial antipathy towards blacks was not mitigated by the large 
presence of Mexicans on the border. 

Although both Anglos and Mexicans expressed disdain for the black soldiers, 
social segregation was much stricter in the Anglo establishments in Brownsville. Anglo 
bar-keepers refused to allow black soldiers to drink in their saloons, though they set up 
separate bars in back rooms to serve them. Such discrimination was not practiced in 
Mexican cantinas where the black soldiers mixed with the regular clientele.68 In a 
atmosphere where almost everyone assumed the black soldiers were guilty or claimed 
to have seen them do the shooting, one Mexican national who was employed as a 
"scavenger" by the U. S. Army testified for the black troops, arguing that he had not 
seen them either jump over the wall or fire from the barracks.69 Other Mexicans, how- 
ever, such as Paulino Preciado, the editor of El Porvenir and one of those injured in the 
shooting, and the police lieutenant Dominguez, provided key eyewitness testimony 
that was used to prove the soldiers' guilt. In spite of the fact that Preciado initially told 
the grand jury that he could not identify "anybody in the alley, as it was too dark out 
there and I was in the light," he later changed his testimony, claiming to have seen the 
black soldiers kill the bartender. Not only did he suspiciously contradict his first story, but 

64 Lane, Brownsville Affair, 13. 

65 This testimony of 2nd Lt., E. P. Thompson, 26th Infantry, is given in Senate, The 
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Preciado also whipped-up racial hysteria through an article in El Porvenir pronouncing 
that "the dignity of our citizens and the peace of our families demand that steps be 
taken without loss of time to punish outrage and later ask that the troops be relieved."70 

The Brownsville Affair, as it was known, raises a whole series of questions about 
racial alliances on the border. While Mexican-owned cantinas did not discriminate 
against blacks as Anglo saloons did, there is evidence that at least some Mexicans 
partook wholeheartedly in the lynch-mob mentality that resulted in the dishonorable 
discharge from the army of three companies of black soldiers. On the other hand, some 
Mexicans, including the working class "scavenger" employed by the army, stood up for 
the African American soldiers. While this incident and the recorded testimony only 
provide anecdotal evidence, it seems possible that the Mexican community divided 
along class and race lines. The professional and upper class Mexicans may have sup- 
ported the Anglo efforts to get rid of the black soldiers because they viewed them- 
selves as white. Meanwhile, poorer Mexicans may have been racialized in such a way, 
like the Mexican prostitutes, that they identified with the "colored" soldiers, and thereby 
had no qualms about telling the truth. Race on the border was not a black and white 
issue, but when the race issue became polarized as it did in 1906, Mexicans could be 
found on both sides of the divide. 

While prosecutors attempted to classify people according to "objective" and "sci- 
entific" racial categories, such identification was not so clear-cut in practice. The dif- 
ficulty of identifying the race of the attackers was dramatically demonstrated during a 
series of night-time re-enactments in which European Americans, Mexicans, and blacks 
were dressed in full-uniform while others tried to determine their race. The results 
proved that, at least at night and from a distance, race was almost impossible to deter- 
mine: One Italian and another Mexican were identified as mulatto, while another 
white soldier was missed in the middle of a line of blacks. Such an experiment illus- 
trated the extent to which the journalist Preciado and the policeman Dominguez, and 
the others saw what they wanted to even if they saw nothing at all on that dark night. 
In a larger sense, the nighttime line-ups show the absurdity of rigid, objective racial 
categories, when actual phenotypes and social constructions of identity exist in mul- 
tiple shades along a vast continuum.71 

Early on in his presidency, Theodore Roosevelt inspired the hatred of many unre- 
constructed southern whites when he invited the African American leader, Booker T. 
Washington, to dine in the White House in 1901. He continued to irk them by pursu- 
ing his "southern policy," which included dismantling white political machines in the 

70 Ibid., see testimony of Paulino Preciado, 40-42. One explanation for why Preciado 
changed his testimony is that he was asserting a claim against the U. S. government for personal 
injury, a claim that would only be paid if he could prove the U. S. troops did the shooting; Lane, 
Brownsville Affair, 44. 

71 See Senate, Brownsville Affray, 49-58. 
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South. By 1906, however, Roosevelt's commitment to African Americans had waned, 
and so he ordered the discharge, without honor, of 147 black soldiers from the 25th 
Infantry for their "particip[ation] in the riotous disturbance" in Brownsville. Roosevelt's 
decision reversed the not-guilty verdict of the grand jury, and flew in the face of the 
almost complete lack of evidence against the soldiers.72 In Laredo, Roosevelt's name 
came up time after time as the "negro loving, nigger equality President" who had stirred 
up the blacks in the South. The Times reprinted news stories and wrote editorial com- 
ments about federal intervention on behalf of African Americans throughout the South. 
In one case, Roosevelt intervened on behalf of an African American woman postal 
worker in Indianola, Mississippi, who was forced to resign due to harassment by her 
white co-workers. The Times responded bitterly to Roosevelt's action for the "negress 
postmistress": "We have had quite enough of his [Roosevelt's] endeavoring to force 
nigger officials on the country already. The public will endure no more." Anglos, refus- 
ing to believe that African Americans could have questioned the racial order on their 
own, blamed federal intervention for the rebelliousness of blacks: 

This encouragement given to the negroes by the President has in- 
creased their assurance and insolence a thousand fold and it will take the 
whites many years to bring them again into that subjection without which 
it were utterly impossible to live with them. The President does not know 
what he has done and is doing. He does not know that he inaugurated a 
race war that will last for years and cost thousands of lives. The negroes 
will live to curse the day when they were emboldened by President 
Roosevelt to step from that sphere in which Nature's God had placed 
them and in which the superior race intended they shall stay.73 

This argument rationalized subjugation of African Americans by appealing to notions 
of a racial order created by "Nature's God." The Times thus reflected and propagated 
the Social Darwinian "scientific" notions of a racial hierarchy that had justified the 
subjugation of Indians, African Americans, and Mexicans since the mid-nineteenth 
century. 

Anglos saw the situation in Manichean terms; either blacks stayed in their "natu- 
ral" subordinate position, or blood-most probably black blood-would flow. As one 
Times article put it, "the more intelligent of the [black] race understand that there can 
never be social equality in the South and that, at best, the negro race can never hope 
to be anything but hewers of stone and drawers of water. Human nature in all ages of 

72 Lane, Brownsville Affair, 134-36. In 1972, the U. S. government finally recognized 
that it had erred in discharging the black soldiers. At the time, Dorsie W. Willis, one of two living 
members of the 167 Black soldiers, received an honorable discharge from the army. Edward 
Warfield had been one of the 14 men permitted by the 1910 Court of Inquiry to reenlist. Augustus 
Hawkins of Los Angeles, vice chair of the newly formed congressional Black Caucus, introduced 
the bill to rescind Roosevelt's 65-year-old executive order. See Weaver, Brownsville Raid, 321-22. 

73 Laredo Times, 18 January 1903. 
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the world has kept the inferior race in subjection and it is all nonsense to talk about 
human nature suddenly changing to the extent of the proud Anglo-Saxon taking the 
despised race to his house and heart."74 Whereas Anglos tolerated and even promoted 
the idea of "social equality" vis-a-vis Mexicans, they made it clear that African Ameri- 
cans could never hope to be their equals, but would remain an inferior race to provide 
menial labor as "hewers of stone and drawers of water." 

Many Anglos came to Texas from southern states already conditioned to believe 
in the God-given superiority of Anglo Saxons. Their experience fighting for the Con- 
federacy had left them with a deeply racist imprint. For them, the abolition of slavery 
and reconstruction had been "grave mistake[s]" that cost the country dearly in money 
and in human lives. "It is only a matter of time when [blacks] will no longer be permit- 
ted to vote and thus the great mistake made after the Civil War will be rectified. The 
country has arrived at the conviction that the only place for a darkey is the workshop, 
factory, and farm. And he will be trained for this alone and forced to work for a liv- 
ing."75 Money, this author suggested, should not be wasted on trying to educate "the 
darkey." If "the darkey" does not want to work, "we will ship him away to a land of his 
own and make him stay there.... There is no room in our country for the new genera- 
tion of Rastuses[,] and the old ones, the ones we loved and respected, are about all 
dead."76 The nostalgic image of the loyal and submissive slave recurred again and again 
as Anglos attempted to come to terms with the increasing independence of African 
Americans. The numerical insignificance and lack of political power of African Ameri- 
cans in Laredo inversely corresponded with the volume and degree of anti-black racist 
diatribes in the Times. On the other hand, the political, economic, and numerical 
strength of Mexicans in Laredo engendered, in the Times, a complete absence of anti- 
Mexican racist discourse. In Laredo, Mexicans, or at least those of the gente decente, 
could be seen by Anglos, and even by themselves, as white. The idea that Mayor 
Amador Sanchez, a Texas Mexican, could be described by the Times as one of the "pale 
faces" defending the "acropolis" demonstrates the socially constructed nature of racial 
categories. 

Historian David Montejano's observation that the 1930 census over-counted whites 
in counties featuring Castillian landowners and a Texas Mexican urban middle class 
lends support to the idea that the gente decente was identified (and probably identi- 
fied themselves) as white. Therefore, as Montejano argues, "being 'Mexican' derived 
its meaning within the social and political context provided by local class structures."77 

Mario Garcia finds a similar propensity for whiteness among Mexican Americans 
in El Paso who protested the proposed 1930s change of their status from white to 

74 Ibid., 7 February 1903. 

75 Ibid., 4 October 1903. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 252. 
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colored. One of the Mexican American leaders who objected to the change, Cleofas 
Calleros, argued that "Mexicans, as a race are red if they are Indian and white if they 
are not Indians." This claim to whiteness and negrophobia can be understood as a 
strategy to maintain political power in a racist society, but it also points to the legacy 
of racism that elite Mexicans brought with them from Mexico and learned in the 
U. S.78 

Texas Mexicans thus occupied a transitional position in the racial hierarchy; if 
they adopted the "correct" cultural norms, had enough money, and married Anglos, 
they could become "American."79 Anglos on the border also used the label "Mexican 
citizen" to refer to the Texas Mexican elite, but this term did not imply actual Mexi- 
can citizenship. Rather, it signified that as Mexicans (in the ethnic sense) they had 
the moral and material qualifications to be citizens. African Americans, on the other 
hand, due to their lack of political and economic clout in Laredo, would always be 
"niggers" in the eyes of the Anglos. 

Race and class cannot be separated and analyzed as isolated categories. The idea 
of the natural inferiority of African Americans justified forcing them to labor in the 
"workshop, factory, and farm." Racist discourse thus served class interests by relegating 
darker complexioned people to low paid, unskilled work. The Times' discussion of the 
common Mexican laborer, though not as overtly racist as its attitudes towards African 
Americans, marked the Mexican laborer as distinct and inferior to Anglos; evidently 
they did not enjoy the same status or protection as their "pale faced" gente decente 
brothers. Anglos, however, depended on cheap Mexican labor, so at the same time 
Anglos were denigrating the "darker" work force, they were lobbying the government 
to relax immigration barriers. One article vehemently condemned the "obnoxious head 
tax of two dollars on foreigners" as "highway robbery." The growers argued that "the 
law should be applied selectively to allow onion and cotton pickers across." After all, 
they reasoned, "who else will pick the cotton?" Although they carefully elided refer- 
ences to race, planters implicitly appealed to a racially divided labor hierarchy to pro- 
mote particular governmental policies. They contended that "these kind of laborers 
do not come into competition with American labor at all."80 "These kind of laborers" 
obviously referred to Mexicans, while "American laborers" denoted Anglos. The par- 
ticularly strong presence of elite Texas Mexicans in Laredo prevented Anglos from 
using an overtly racist discourse in reference to Mexicans. As a result, Anglos and 
gente decente Mexicans expressed their frustrations with Mexican laborers in the lan- 
guage of class and culture. 

78 See Mario T. Garcia, "Mexican Americans and the Politics of Citizenship: The Case 
of El Paso, 1936," New Mexico Historical Review 59, no. 2 (1984): 191. 

79 This particular racial geography of the border differed significantly from the situation 
in Central Texas. According to Foley's analysis, Mexicans in Central Texas were not viewed as 
white and therefore were unable to gain the legitimacy of full "American" citizenship. See Foley, 
White Scourge, 60-61. 

80 Laredo Times, 5 January 1904. 
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On the most obvious level, the Washington's Birthday Celebration attempted to 
Americanize the largely Mexican populace, but such an event also illustrated a posi- 
tive and unifying relationship between Anglos and Mexicans on the border. The ac- 
tive participation of Mexican elites in the planning of the festivities and the theatrical 
performances demonstrated their solidarity with the U. S. and their interest in the 
economic development of Laredo. While some Mexicans on the Texas side of the 
border were native Tejanos and became U. S. citizens after the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo (1848), many others had only recently arrived. Laredo's population more than 
tripled in the 20 years after the railroad arrived in the 1880s, and the number of Mexi- 
cans in the entire Lower Rio Grande Valley grew five-fold in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century. 81 Anxious to show their support for the country in which they 
operated, the Mexican community's Spanish-language newspapers covered the 
Washington's Birthday Celebration with almost as much interest and praise as the 
Times. Nicasio Idar's La Cronica and Justo Cardenas's El Dem6crata Fronterizo adver- 
tised and promoted the celebration as a demonstration of "unity and harmony" be- 
tween the two Laredos and between Anglos and Mexicans. La Cr6nica's invitation 
explained the participation of both Laredos and of Mexicans and Anglos in this cel- 
ebration as a result of "patriotism" on the one hand and "hospitality" on the other, 
"everyone united, like a single man."82 

Even while La Cronica stressed the unity of the celebration, it noted the different 
meaning for each community, "patriotism" for one (presumably Anglo American) and 
"hospitality" for the other (presumably Mexican American). Holding events such as 
the lasso tournament in Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, with Mexicans and Anglos partici- 
pating, promoted and demonstrated close ties and relationships between these two 
towns and between Mexicans and "Americans." Of the 37 participants listed in La 
Cr6nica's account of the lasso tournament, more than half (22) had Anglo surnames.83 
Although less extensive than La Cr6nica's or the Times' front page coverage of the 
event, El Democrata Fronterizo praised the celebration of Washington's birthday as 
"brilliant" and "beautiful." El Dem6crata especially noted the musical and political 
harmony between Mexico and the U. S., congratulating the military bands sent by 
both Porfirio Diaz and by the U. S. government for their "gallantry," "discipline," and 
"artistry."84 

81 Gilberto Hinojosa in A Borderlands Town in Transition: Laredo, 1755-1870 (College 
Station, 1983), 119, 123; De Le6n, The Tejano Community, 36. 

82 "Jorge Washington," La Cr6nica (Laredo), 19 February 1910, 2. All translations are 
the author's. 

83 Ibid., 26 February 1910, 2-3. 

84 "Las fiestas del 22," El Dem6crata Fronterizo (Laredo), 25 February 1905, 2. A 1903 
letter by Porfirio Dfaz to John A. Valls of Laredo graciously declined an invitation to attend the 
Washington Birthday celebration, but Diaz indicated that he would send the 11th Regiment's 
band to play for the festivities. See Seb S. Wilcox, "Started in 1897 By Red Men," Laredo Times, 
17 February 1942. 

Western Historical Quarterly 72 SPRING 1998 



Elliott Young 

El Dem6crata also announced Mexican national holidays such as 5 de mayo and 
16 de septiembre, but in 1905, the editor Justo Cardenas chose Mexican Indepen- 
dence Day to publish an article entitled "More Work, Fewer Parties." The article 
condemned the increasing number of Mexican national, Catholic, and personal holi- 
days because they resulted in the loss of work in "almost half of the useful days of the 
year." These holidays were not only bad for commerce and industry, but also, the ar- 
ticle contended, for workers who in addition to losing their daily wage had to spend 
additional money to attend dances and parties. "The struggle for a livelihood and 
the increase of industrial activity will gradually reduce to rational limits the abuse of 
resting [too much] and put [the time] to good use." This process of industrial rational- 
ization would, the article reasoned, select from among the holidays, allowing for some 
rest and relaxation, but generally increasing the amount of time spent doing "useful" 
or productive work.85 The article came from a Spanish language journal, El 
Contemporaneo, but the decision to publish it on El Dem6crata's front page on Mexican 
Independence day implied that if the number of holidays had to be limited, the Mexi- 
can (and not the U. S. ones) would be the first to be eliminated. 

La Cr6nica did not share El Dem6crata Fronterizo's hostility to holidays in general, 
and Mexican ones specifically, and in 1910 it launched a campaign to have the cente- 
nary of Mexican Independence celebrated on a grand scale in Laredo. While this event 
should not be in direct competition with the Washington's Birthday Celebration, the 
newspaper wanted the festivities to be "similar, if not equal" to those on 22 February. 
Careful to forestall the possibility of racial antagonism as a result of the celebration, La 
Cr6nica enlisted and publicized the support of prominent Anglos, especially those who 
had organized the Washington's Birthday Celebration. For example, La Cr6nica printed 
a statement by Sr. Wilson, the general secretary of the 22 of February Commissions. He 
stated, "I am with you and I will give to you all of my available time." In addition to the 
material benefits of the centenary celebration-bringing money and visitors to Laredo- 
La Cr6nica argued that it would provide an opportunity for the estimated four hundred 
thousand Mexicans in Texas to "exhibit their patriotism."86 

Not only did La Cr6nica hope to replicate the splendor of the 22 February festivi- 
ties, but it also explicitly linked the content of the two commemorations. La Cronica's 
editor, Nicasio Idar, argued that the "American element" saw in Hidalgo "the apostle 
of a principle, hero of the political emancipation of a people and they join in 
the celebration of this great jubilant day . . . with the same care and enthusiasm 
with which they celebrate the birth of Washington." Idar bolstered his comparison by 
invoking the authority of prominent Anglo Laredoan businessmen and politicians, in- 
cluding Page, Richter, Alexander, Ross, and Wilson, who had told him that the cente- 
nary celebration of Mexican independence had "as much importance and 

85 "Mas trabajo, menos fiestas," El Dem6crata Fronterizo, 16 September 1905, 1. 
86 "Celebramos el centenario," and "La celebraci6n del centenario," La Cr6nica, 5 and 

12 March, 1910, both on 1. 
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dignity" as 22 February 

and called on Laredoans 
to begin organizing com- 
missions to plan the cen- 
tenary commemoration.87 

In spite of heavy 
rains and a rearranged 
program, the celebration 
of Mexico's first cente- Mexican man leading a highly adorned buggy carrying several young 

nary of independence in white girls. Courtesy of WCHF 

1910 appears to have 

representatives from each country met on the International Bridge, each pronouncing 
the friendship and mutual interests of Mexico and the U. S. Just as with the Washington's 
Birthday Celebration, a civic parade of floats representing historical scenes, mutual 
aid societies, school children, and mounted police passed through the streets ofLaredo, 
symbolically sewing together different sectors of Laredo's society. The centenary pa- 
rade, however, more than just linking Mexicans and Anglos and workers and bosses in 

Laredo, Texas, bound both Laredos together by contiuing the procession through the 
streets of Nuevo Laredo.88 

Although the centenary celebration, organized and promoted by Nicasio Idar, 
emphasized the sympathy and common interests between Mexicans and Anglos, in 
the subsequent months Idar began to focus specifically on problems faced by the "raza 
mexicana" in Texas. In an article published just after the centenary festivities entitled 
"the raza mexicana of the state of Texas," La Cronica addressed the social and eco- 
nomic situation of Mexicans in Texas. The article began by explaining that there had 
never been Mexican "tramps" in Texas, and that Mexicans had always "worked to earn 
the bread that they eat." Nevertheless, La Cronica decried the lack of progress and 
education among Mexicans and especially wanted to "extirpate from their blood, this 

87 Ibid., "La celebracion del centenario," 12 March 1910, 1, 4. 

88 Ibid., "Ligera reseia de la explendida celebracion del Primer Centenario de la 
Independencia Mexicana en Laredo, Texas," 24 September 1910, 2. 
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docile, submissive and timorous spirit; this humility and modesty that is the cause of 
our humiliation." The author urged Texas newspapers, presumably those written in 

Spanish, to provide useful and "healthy advice" to fathers and mothers. The goal of 
this practical advice would be the creation of the new Mexican man: "By example, by 
the pen and preaching, WE NEED to make Mexicans in Texas, men of great impetus, 
brave men, resolute men, men who have confidence in themselves, men who are an 

entity unto themselves, a power, a character, a man."89 Although women, and particu- 
larly mothers, were necessary to inculcate this bravery and character in their sons, the 
focus of this home educational effort was decidedly male; the aim was to make "men" 
out of the "docile" and "timorous" Mexican youth. 

A series of questions in the article rhetorically asked whether the poverty of Mexi- 
cans in Texas could be attributed to their not knowing English, their legacy of Ca- 
tholicism, or their lack of education. Without answering these queries, the article gave 
examples of Mexicans who had been admitted to the University of Texas and achieved 
honors, thus arguing the university had not actively barred Mexicans. Instead, the 
author seemed to place the blame and responsibility on the parents for the low levels 
of education among Mexican youth. The overall gist of the article advocated self-help, 
with a special emphasis on educational achievement by young Mexican men.90 

Within a year, Nicasio Idar and his son Clemente organized a conference in Laredo 
to address the educational, legal, and racial problems faced by Mexicans in Texas. The 
Primer Congreso Mexicanista, held in Laredo, Texas, under the banner "POR LA RAZA 
Y PARA LA RAZA [For the People and By the People]" coincided with the celebra- 
tion of Mexican Independence in 1911.91 Although the conference specifically ad- 
dressed a series of recent brutal killings of Mexicans in Texas, the broader issues it 
dealt with had been raised and discussed over the previous 60 years by various Texas 
Mexican leaders. While the Primer Congreso has been seen as one of the first attempts 
to unite Mexicans in Texas, even as a precursor to the 1960s Chicano movimiento, it is 
more accurately viewed as the culmination and finale of a series of efforts that began 
after the Mexican American war.92 In spite of the tremendous efforts by the Idar family 
and La Cr6nica, Mexican Independence did not become an annual event of equal 
stature to the Washington's Birthday Celebration, and the plans for a Gran Liga 
Mexicanista apparently never came to fruition. 

89 Ibid., "A la raza mexicana del estado de Texas," 1 October 1910, 1. 
90 Ibid. 
91 For an in-depth analysis of the Primer Congreso see Jose E. Lim6n, "El Primer 

Congreso Mexicanista de 1911: A Precursor to Contemporary Chicanismo," Aztlan 5 (Spring and 
Fall, 1974): 85- 106. For my analysis, see Elliott Young, "Deconstructing La Raza," Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly 98 (October 1994): 254- 57. For a treatment that focuses on labor see, Emilio 
Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas (College Station, 1993), 97-99. 

92 This view comes through in Lim6n's article on El Primer Congreso in which he 
viewed the 1911 Congress as a "precursor" to 1960s Chicano activism and specifically to La Raza 
Unida Party. See Lim6n, "El Primer Congreso," 85-86, 102. 
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The outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in 1910-1911 sparked increased migra- 
tion to the U. S., but larger numbers of Mexicans did not result in greater political 
power. A wave of xenophobic reaction spreading throughout the U. S. hit Mexicans 
in Texas particularly hard during the teens. In 1915, massive repression followed the 
discovery in South Texas of a plan to initiate a race war against Anglos and to retake 
the territory ceded to the U. S. by Mexico, including Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 
Colorado, and California. The Plan de San Diego, named for the South Texas town 
where the revolutionary manifesto was supposedly signed, restricted its membership to 
Latinos, African Americans, and Japanese, and called for the killing of all North 
American males over 16 years of age. In the ensuing hostilities, which raged for more 
than a year, Texas Rangers massacred hundreds and perhaps thousands of innocent 
Mexicans in South Texas. Amidst the terror that reigned after the suppression of this 
rebellion, Texas Mexicans found it difficult to organize politically.93 Not until the end 
of the 1920s would the Mexican community gather enough strength and organiza- 
tional capability to pick up the project of Texas Mexican unity that had been encapsu- 
lated in the Primer Congreso in 1911.94 As George Sanchez argues in his study of the 
formation of a Mexican American identity in Los Angeles, "during the 1920s, many 
Mexican immigrants gradually changed their orientation from that of temporary so- 
jourer to permanent resident."95 It would take some time, however, before the shift 
from a Mexican to a U. S. orientation would gain enough momentum for Mexican 
Americans to begin to gain political power. 

While racial violence between Anglos and Mexicans spread throughout South 
Texas in the teens, by all accounts Anglos and Mexicans in Laredo, and in other towns 
along the border, enjoyed relatively friendly relations. The ability to maintain the 
peace structure in Laredo may be attributed to the persistence of a Mexican elite, 

93 For the most thorough explanation to date of the Plan de San Diego see James 
Sandos, Rebellion in the Borderlands: Anarchism and the Plan of San Diego, 1904-1923 (Norman, 
1992), esp. 80-84. After the rebellion succeeded, African Americans were to be given six addi- 
tional states for their own republic, and Indians were to be granted their ancestral lands (p. 81). 
Also see Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 117-25. Walter Prescott Webb, historian and Texas 
Ranger enthusiast, argued that although the estimations of Mexicans killed in the valley during 
these troubles ranged from five hundred to five thousand, "the actual number can never be 
known." See Webb, The Texas Rangers, 478. 

94 The most notable expression of this renewed effort to organize Texas Mexicans was 
the 1927 founding of the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC). While not a radi- 
cal organization by any means, LULAC carried on the work of the Primer Congreso, namely de- 
fending and educating Mexican Americans. For a recent study of LULAC, see Benjamin Marquez, 
LULAC: The Evolution of a Mexican American Political Organization (Austin, 1993); also see 
Cynthia E. Orozco, "The Origins of the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and 
the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement in Texas with an Analysis of Women's Political 
Participation in a Gendered Context, 1910-1929" (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Los An- 
geles, 1992). 

95 George J. Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945 (New York, 1993), 11. 
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which, combined with an overwhelming majority of Mexicans, gave them political 
leverage and prevented the sort of Anglo brutality meted out to Mexicans in other 
parts of Texas. Although Texas historian Amoldo De Le6n correctly shows that Laredo 
was not immune to violence, having been the scene of an 1886 election riot and an 
1899 disturbance provoked by a smallpox quarantine, Laredo never experienced the 
lynchings and mass killings that occurred in other parts of Texas.96 Jovita Gonzalez, 
witnessing what she called the "American invasion" of South Texas in the 1920s, 
noted that for Mexicans "the farther one gets from the River the worse conditions 
are." She argued that on the border the "descendants of the old grantees ... demanded 
certain privileges which they still retain."97 Furthermore, the manner in which non- 
Mexicans integrated into Laredo society by learning Spanish and marrying into the 
established Mexican families also served to mitigate racial tensions.98 In this sense, 
cultural and racial interaction in Laredo, even in the first decade of the twentieth 
century, may have been similar to the situation during initial contact where Anglos 
adopted Mexican culture rather than trying to impose their own. 

De Le6n notes that "culturally, the Americans got along well with the criollo [creale] 
elite.... Moreover, wherever Anglos went individually, and found themselves in a 
minority, they adjusted adequately to Mexican culture (despite harboring racist feel- 
ings)."99 While it appears unlikely that Anglos in Laredo in the early twentieth cen- 
tury wholeheartedly embraced Mexican culture, they showed toleration, if not respect 
and admiration for parts of that culture. As one "distinguished Southerner" from Nueces 
County noted in 1929: "In Laredo there are many influential Mexican citizens and 
they can't be treated like a pelado [beggar]. The treatment given to Mexicans depends 
partly on the individual Mexican, who may be of high class, and partly on numbers; in 
Laredo there are so many you have to give them social recognition."'00 In other words, 
Anglos adapted their racial and often racist attitudes to specific demographic condi- 
tions. In Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, Montejano shows how Anglo 
racial policies reflected the degree of Mexican land ownership and political power. 
Generally speaking, Anglos and Mexicans enjoyed friendly and relaxed relations where 
Mexicans owned land and had political power.101 In contrast, as Neil Foley shows in 

96 For a thorough investigation of Anglo brutalization of Mexicans in ninteenth-cen- 
tury Texas and for a description of postbellum violence in Texas, see De Le6n, They Called Them 
Greasers, esp. pp. 87-102. 

97 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 114. 
98 The political and familial alliances formed a strong and well established elite, whom 

I call the gente decente; this group consisted of merchants, ranch and mine owners, judges, mayors, 
lawyers, doctors, and teachers. For a more complete discussion of the culture and ideology of 
Laredo's gente decente, see Young, "Deconstructing La Raza." 

99 De Le6n, They Called Them Greasers, 13. 
100 Paul S. Taylor, An American-Mexican Frontier (New York, 1971), 302. Also cited by 

David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 248. 
101 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 248-54. 
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The White Scourge, where 
Anglos had the eco- 
nomic and political up- 
per hand, Mexicans faced 
brutal racism.102 

Angle s in Laredod 
not only tolerated, but 
extolled, the virtues of 
the Spanish Mexican 
founders of their city. In 

a Times article, "T r w he 
Laredo of Years Ago," the 
author glorified the 
Spanish Mexican pio- Women dressed in eclectic 1920s fashions and men wearing folk- 
neers of the city for their loric Mexican garb for Washington Birthday festivities. Courtesy 
struggle against "blood- of WCH 

thirsty savages." "Many 
of our wealthiest and most substantial citizens of today are direct descendants of that 
noble band of pioneers who founded this city under a grant from the king of Spain a 
century and a half ago." To echo De Le6n's comments, Anglos responded well to the 
culture of the criollo elite, or more accurately, to those Mexicans who traced their 
ancestry back to Spain. Although the author respected the bravery and courage of 
these pioneers, he bemoaned their inability to adapt themselves to the dictates of 
modern capitalism. "Few of our good old time merchants who hauled their stocks of 
goods about twice a year from San Antonio and Corpus Christi could be persuaded to 
adapt themselves to the requirements of a modern up to date, quick sales and small 
profits ... [of the] modem department stores that invaded the good old sleepy town, 
and all with but one exception, shut up shop and went out of the mercantile busi- 
ness."103 Anglos perceived their culture as one of capitalist enterprise, representing the 
present and future moder society, while portraying the Spanish Mexican culture as 
brave, but essentially "sleepy," and definitely a relic of the past. The Times often relied 
on images of sleep, and even of death, to describe "old time" Mexican culture in con- 
trast to images of vitality and progress to represent Anglo culture. The author con- 
cluded with a sort of eulogy for Mexican culture and a birthday toast for Anglo culture: 
"Peace and happiness to the souls of those old timers, and health and happiness to 
their present wide awake and progressive descendants."104 

102 Foley, The White Scourge, 61-63. 
103 "The Laredo of Years Ago-Compared With the More Modernized City of Today," 

Laredo Times, 4 September 1904. 
104 Ibid. 
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Although Anglos in Laredo continued to employ subtle racial codes to assert their 
superiority and may have secretly harbored racist attitudes about Mexicans, they felt 
compelled to cloak those feelings. The almost complete absence of an explicit racial 
discourse about Mexicans in the Times can thus be understood as a product of Laredo's 
particular class and race structure.105 When labeled at all, the Times referred to the 
gente decente such as the mayor Amador Sanchez and the justice and editor Nicasio 
Idar as "Mexican citizens." At other points, the Times employed the Mexican label 
descriptively, but not in a derisive or negative manner. In the Times' regular society 
column, lists of those attending social gatherings included Spanish, Anglo, German, 
and Italian surnames.106 While Anglos dominated some social events and Mexicans 
others, the Times legitimized the socializing of Mexican, Anglo, and other European 
Laredoan elites. 

Accounts by Mexicans of peaceful relations with Anglos in Laredo corroborate 
the sentiments expressed in the Times, but the gente decente Mexican view differs 
from that of elite Anglos in noticeable ways. While echoing the notion of racial har- 
mony in Laredo, the Mexican elite also noted the less than friendly race relations in 
other parts of Texas and even commented on instances of Anglo insensitivity in Laredo 
itself. In his Memoirs of Early Texas, published in 1913, Judge Jose Maria Rodriguez 
praised, on the one hand, the culture of the "Spanish families of the first class" who 
had lived in Laredo for over 150 years and credited their hospitality for fostering good 
Anglo-Mexican relations: "Their treatment of the American stranger alone shows to a 
large extent the kind of people they are, for those who have come among them and 
have shown a disposition to join in their affairs they have welcomed with open arms 
and given them places of honor."'07 On the other hand, Rodriguez tempered this ro- 
manticized picture of racial harmony with the observation that occasionally some 
Americans "would rant at public meetings and declare that this was an American 
country and the Mexicans ought to be run out."1'0 Nonetheless, Laredo succeeded in 
managing and controlling such conflict, keeping alive what Montejano refers to as the 
"peace structure."109 

The organizers of the Washington's Birthday Celebration chose to highlight co- 
operation between Anglos and Mexicans, and the U. S. and Mexico, and to ignore the 

105 While generally accurate, De Le6n's thorough analysis of Anglo racist discourse 
towards Mexicans in nineteenth-century Texas does not account for local particularities, such as 
Laredo's. In Laredo, "they" were certainly not called "greasers," at least not in public. 

106 For instance, at the regular monthly "club hop of the Mexican Casino," 13 non- 
Spanish surnamed people (Anglos, Germans, and Italians) and 13 Spanish surnamed people at- 
tended. See "Regular Monthly Club Hop of the Mexican Casino Thursday Night," Laredo Times, 2 
October 1904. 

107 Jose Maria Rodriguez, Memoirs of Early Texas (San Antonio, 1913), 74. 
108 Ibid., 75. 

109 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, 104. 
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battles and wars that the two sides had fought over the previous one-half century. A 

graphic representation of this racial and national harmony, or desired harmony, be- 
tween Anglos and Mexicans and between the two countries, can be seen in the 1905 
re-enactment of Washington's crossing of the Delaware. Laredoans placed white sculp- 
tural replicas of ice in the Rio Grande and had Washington lead his troops across the 
river to Laredo. Their reinterpretation of American history took on a creative spin as 

Hidalgo, "the Mexican patriot," greeted and welcomed Washington to Laredo. The 

analogy between this drama and the actual encounter between Mexicans and "Ameri- 
cans" in Laredo served to reinforce the image, though not always accurate, of peaceful 
and harmonious race relations. 

The meeting of Washington and Hidalgo in Laredo symbolized, legitimized, 
and projected an image of a friendly encounter between Mexicans and Anglos, and 
amicable relations between the two nations. The Laredoan elite, sensitive to its own 
bi-national and bi-cultural roots, constructed its Americanization to allow for the co- 
existence of U. S. and Mexican nationalism. Although both could coexist, Anglo 
American patriotic holidays rose in prominence as Mexican ones declined. The shift- 
ing cultural terrain reflected the increasing presence and influence of the U. S. and 

Anglo Americans in the region. 
For the finale of the Washington's Birthday Celebration in 1898, the Red Men re- 

enacted the Boston Tea Party in the school plaza. Thousands of people watched as 
British officers in their "natty uniforms" defended the ship against the Red Men, dressed 
as Indians. Of course, the cross-dressing in this case had historical precedence with the 
original Boston Tea Party where white colonists dressed as Indians. After the Indians/ 
colonists succeeded in overtaking the ship, they threw the tea overboard; in this case 
the crates broke open like pifatas releasing candies for the children. As the Red Men 
brought down the British Jack and put up the "continental colors," "the strains of the 
national anthem burst forth from a thousand throats." The Great Sachem, S. D. Moore, 
then boarded the ship and delivered a long speech explaining the special affinity 
of the Red Men for Washington and opening his arms to new immigrants to the U. S.: 
"I congratulate those who have accepted and adopted this their home and become one 
of us. Our lands are broad and there is room for millions and we bid you welcome." 
This welcome for immigrants had special importance in Laredo where so much of the 
population had recently arrived. The invitation to "become one of us" probably meant 
that newly arrived Mexican immigrants could become "Americans," but historically it 
had been the Mexicans in Laredo who had welcomed Anglo Americans, marrying 
them, and accepting them as family. If read literally, the Great Sachem could ironi- 
cally also have been seen as a Native American inviting both Mexicans and Anglos to 
become one with his people.1ll 

The celebration ended that year with a one-half hour fireworks display. The cli- 
max of th: event came at the conclusion when a huge 20' by 20' frame began to "sizzle 

10 "In a Blaze of Glory," Laredo Daily Times, 23 February 1898, 1. 
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and spit fire and sparks." Suddenly "a great shout goes up from thousands of throats, 
the bands strike up, hands are clapping and the Yaquis are yelling as the immortal 
features of George Washington burst forth in a blaze of light, surrounded by a halo, 
bearing these words, FATHER OF HIS COUNTRY.""ll Rather than conclude the 
evening with a national patriotic hymn, the band played Dixie, a reminder, among 
others that evening, of the good old pre-reconstruction days in the South. This spec- 
tacular conclusion, with the dazzling pyrotechnic display and the stirring music, was 
designed to leave the audience in awe of George Washington who appeared before 
them as an "immortal" demi-god. Thus, theatrical techniques served to instill patrio- 
tism in the audience and a faith in its paternal protectors. The audience had just heard 
the Great Sachem explain the identification of the Red Men with Washington spe- 
cifically and with patriotism more generally. Therefore, as Washington was the 
father of the nation, the Red Men were Laredo's city fathers. Washington and patrio- 
tism acted as codes through which the Red Men inculcated obedience and trust in the 
audience. The celebration more generally exorcised the threat of conflict through 
elite satire at the same time as it aimed to channel the lower classes into orderly rows 
along the parade route. Most of the public probably just enjoyed the spectacle, the 
bright lights, the music, and the free candy, not paying much attention to, and perhaps 
not even understanding, the exact content of the English speeches given by the Red 
Men. 

In subsequent years the Washington's Birthday Celebration attracted thousands 
of visitors from northern Mexico and Texas. Railroads advertised special excursion 
fares and cars were added to trains to ferry the visitors to and from Laredo. By 1909, 
the celebration had been expanded to cover five days of activities including bull fights, 
military shows, roping contests, athletic events, jamaicas [street parties], and a ceremo- 
nial reception of officials from Nuevo Laredo on the International Bridge."2 That same 
year, however, a simple ceremony in which the mayor handed the keys of the city over 
to Pocahontas replaced the Indian attack on city hall. 

The celebration of Washington's birthday continued and adapted throughout the 
twentieth century, attracting thousands of visitors each year. Since 1940, the Society 
of Martha Washington has sponsored the Colonial Ball, usually opting to decorate the 
dance hall to resemble the Old South. Although the Indian attack on city hall dropped 
from the ceremonies early on, Pocahontas still receives the key from the mayor. In 
recent years, Mexican American participation in the event has increased, with the 
advent of the Mexican Village (1979), the Princess Pocahontas Council (1980), and 
the Jalapefio Festival Association (1983).113 

Rather than celebrating Mexican or Texas Mexican heritage, the Pocahontas coun- 
cil, comprised almost exclusively of Mexican American women, aims "to revise and 

lIbid., 4. 

Z2 Ibid., "The Official Program," 19 February 1909, 2. 
113 Green, A History of the Washington Birthday Celebration, 19-20. 
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promote interest in the 
customs and legends of 
the American Indian cul- 
ture [and] ... to enhance 
the role of Pocahontas 
and her court on the cel- 
ebration."'l4 The 1993 
catalogue for the Princess 
Pocahontas pageant and 
dance featured photo- 
graphs of Mexican 
American high school 
students dressed in the 

Photograph of several Princess Pocahontas Council members taken 
traditional garb of various at the 1997 Centennial Washington's Birthday Celebration pa- 
North American Indian rade. The Pocahontas figure used to wear fairly simple clothing 

groups, while Mexican and moccasins, but recently the costumes have become more elabo- 

Indian or even u. s. rate, including intricate beaded-work and neon-colored designs, 
and their cost rivals that of the Martha Washington debutante 

Southwestern Indian gowns. Courtesy of Elliott Young. 

groups remained con- 
spicuously absent. Each photograph of a young man and woman indicated the school 
attended, parents' names, and a brief description of the Indian group represented. 

Princess Pocahontas, we are told in the catalogue, "saved the life of John Smith, 
the leader of the English colonists ... [and thereby] brought peace between the Indian 
and white man.""5 Since the mid-nineteenth century when the Pocahontas legend 
achieved prominence, the story has served as a parable of potentially friendly race 
relations between "noble savage" Indians and white men.16 The myth of Pocahontas 
["little plaything"] was particularly apropos in Laredo because her marriage to the 
white colonist John Rolfe echoed the friendly and benign model of miscegenation 
that characterized relations between Anglo men and Texas Mexican women. In the 
mid-eighteenth century, Rev. Peter Fontaine of Virginia suggested that intermarriage 
with Indians would resolve the problem of the degenerating white racial stock caused 
by mixing with blacks. Fontaine's argument prefigured the racial logic that would unite 
Anglos and Mexicans in Laredo a century later: "Now if instead of this abominable 
practice [mixing with blacks] which hath polluted the blood of many amongst us, we 

114 Princess Pocahontas Council, Treasures of an Ancient Culture, 2. 

15 Ibid., 14. These photographs and captions also appeared in a special insert edition of 
the Laredo Morning Times, 13 February 1993. 

116 For a recent scholarly inquiry into the accuracy and historiography of John Smith's 
Pocahontas account, see J. A. Leo Lemay, Did Pocahontas Save Captain John Smith? (Athens, GA: 
1992), esp. 1-18. After thorough investigation, Lemay concludes that the Pocahontas episode 
actually occurred. 
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had taken Indian wives 
in the first place, it would 
have made them some 
compensation for their 
lands. They are a free 
people, and the offspring 
would not be born in a 
state of slavery. We 
should become rightful 
heirs to the land, and 
should not have smutted 
our blood, for the Indian 
children when born are 
as white as the Spanish 

This 1934 image depicts what appeared to be "real" Indians dressed o rtuca 
in traditional garb standing in the foreground. The young girls on r Portugue" 
horseback appear to be either white Texas Mexicans or Anglo hontas thus legitimized 
Americans. Courtesy of WCHE sexual mixing between 

Anglos and Indians 
(Mexicans) as an alternative and salutary hybridity as opposed to the racial degen- 
eracy caused by mixing with blacks. It would also solve the issue of the land by turning 
whites into the "rightful heirs to the land" through marriage. The offspring of the 
whites and Indians (or Mexicans) would, according to this racial logic, be born "as 
white as the Spanish or Portuguese." Much like the Washington's Birthday Celebra- 
tion itself, the figure of Pocahontas projected a fanciful image of racial harmony, and 
thereby eclipsed a history fraught with bloody conflict. 

In 1997, I attended the centennial celebration of Washington's birthday in Laredo. 
Although participants in the Pocahontas council and the Colonial Ball denied that 
any tensions existed between the two groups, it became clear upon closer examination 
that the former represented the poor cousin to the latter group. One woman who had 
been a Pocahontas in her youth, and was now a board member of the Washington's 
Birthday Celebration Association, balked when I asked her whether she would rather 
her daughter be presented as a Pocahontas or a Martha. "I can't answer that," she 
confessed, blushing, "That's too political."18 The distinction between the two societ- 
ies separates Laredo's older and its newer elite. Mexican Americans are represented in 
both societies, but the board of the Society of Martha Washington is more Anglo in 
terms of percentage of Anglo surnames (63 percent versus 35 percent) and physical 
appearance. In many respects, the surnames may be irrelevant in determining racial 

117 Letter by Rev. Peter Fontaine, Virginia, 1757, as cited by John Blackburn, 
"Pocahontas: The Malleability of Race-or the Monster Miscegenation, 
http: //wsrv. clas. virginia. edu/ kh4d/POC_mix. html (30 April 1996). 

118 Melissa Cigarroa, interview by author, 21 February 1997, Laredo, Texas. 
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identity as their photo- 
graphs show them to all ; S 

be phenotypically fair- i 
skinned. To put it crudely, 
all of the "Martha" and 
most of the "Pocahontas" 
board members could 
pass as "white.""ll While 
nearly every Laredoan 
played down racial dis- 
tinctions among resi- 
dents, one newcomer 
to Laredo divulged 
that there had been infor- 
mal complaints that Young men and women on horseback and dressed as Indians for 

the Washington Birthday Celebration. Courtesy of WCHE 
this year's Princess 
Pocahontas-of East Indian ancestry-was too dark. 20 Access to each of these societ- 
ies is restricted to the daughters of members with a few other young women invited to 
participate each year. Not only are family connections crucial, but working-class 
Laredoans would be hard-pressed to purchase the gowns, which run into the thou- 
sands of dollars for Pocahontas and up to $20,000 for each Martha debutante. On the 
other hand, the Jalapefio Festival, featuring Tejano music and a contest to see who can 
eat the most Jalapefio chilies in 15 minutes attracts a more working-class crowd. While 
almost everyone I spoke with reiterated the standard line that the celebration "brought 
the community together," a worker at the Laredo Country Club, where the Mr. South 
Texas luncheon honoring Governor George Bush was being held, noted how ironic it 
was that families would spend so much money on a daughter's debutante gown in a city 
with some of the poorest people in the country.l21 

For the first time in many years, Hidalgo and Washington appeared in the parade 
together, reemphasizing the symbolic link between both country's foundational na- 
tional myths. At a moment when the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 

119 Photographs of officers and the board of the Society of Martha Washington ap- 
peared in the Laredo Morning Times, 23 February 1997, 1; photographs of the 1993 Pocahontas 
Board appeared in Princess Pocahontas Council, Treasures of an Ancient Culture, 3-5. 

120 Dion Dennis, interview by author, 21 February 1997, Laredo, Texas. 
121 Description of the 1997 Centennial Washington's Birthday Celebration (WBC) was 

based on my personal observations and interviews. I would like to thank Debbie Haber for recruit- 
ing me as a historical consultant for her documentary on the WBC, and helping me to obtain 
interviews with the organizers and gain access to the exclusive events. Although the situation has 
improved since the 1960 Census Bureau declared Webb County and Laredo the poorest county 
and municipality in the U. S., income remains highly skewed and social life continues to be segre- 
gated along class and race lines. 
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ties the destinies of the 
U. S. and Mexico closer 

together, such rituals of 
harmony and exclusion 
become evermore impor- 
tant in the physical sites 
where the two countries 
meet. The Mexican mili- 

tary bands marching be- 
hind U. S. Army tanks 
and Texas high school 
cheerleaders and the 
abrazo [hugging] cer- 

Mexican man leading a highly adorned buggy carrying several young emony between U. S. 
white girls. Courtesy of WCHE 

and Mexican politicians 
on the International Bridge dramatically portray cooperation between the govern- 
ments and armies of the two countries. At the same time, however, the Border Patrol's 
float, complete with a drug-sniffing dog atop a flat-bed truck, poignantly illustrates 
how exclusion still remains a significant part of the celebration, in spite of the integra- 
tionist and cooperationist ideology. 

Almost one hundred years after Anglos, calling themselves Red Men, established 
the Washington's Birthday Celebration, Mexican Americans dressed as American In- 
dians continue the tradition. Dressing up like Indians, invoking the Old South, and 
forging ties between Mexico and the U. S., helps Laredo project an image of racial and 
national harmony. The demographic and historic particularities of Laredo allowed, 
and perhaps forced, Anglos to include Mexicans and the Mexican nation in its "awak- 
ening of patriotism." Ironically, it has been the image of the Indian, hunted down and 
killed by both Mexican and Anglo pioneers, that continues to provide the glue to 
symbolically unite Laredo's highly diverse and unequal society. 

U 
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