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W
e

A
re

W
illing

to
S

acrifice

L
a

M
eza,

1988

fiv
e

h
u

n
d
red

m
iles

so
u
th

o
f

D
allas

is
L

a
M

eza,
T

exas.
A

desolate
little

stop
on

a
back

ro
ad

,
L

a
M

eza
is

a
R

io
G

ran
d

e
V

alley
cotonia,

a
n

eig
h

b
o
rh

o
o

d
o
f

65
H

ispanic
fam

ilies,
p

erh
ap

s
400

p
eo

p
le

in
all.

It
is

ju
st

o
u
tsid

e
o
f

M
ercedes,

w
hich

has
a

p
o
p
u
latio

n
o

f
12,000

in
the

co
u
n
ty

o
f

H
id

alg
o

at
the

so
u
th

ern
tip

o
f

T
exas

w
here

the
R

io
G

ran
d
e

flow
s

into
the

G
u
lf

o
f

M
ex

ico.
H

ere,
the

w
orld

seem
s

to
dw

indle.
E

ven
the

low
,

w
ide

h
o

rizon,
the

o
ran

g
e

groves,
an

d
the

p
atch

w
o
rk

fields
o
f

onions,
cabbage,

o
r

carro
ts

can
n

o
t

stop
the

feeling
th

at
you

are
in

a
lan

d
th

at
sh

rin
k
s

its
p
eo

p
le,

fo
rcin

g
th

em
inw

ard,
isolating

th
em

fro
m

th
eir

n
earest

n
eig

h
b
o
rs,

fro
m

the
rest

o
f

A
m

erica,
an

d
p
erh

ap
s

even
fro

m
them

selves.
L

a
M

eza
is

directly
across

the
ro

ad
fro

m
the

S
unrise

H
ill

P
ark,

a
public

p
ark

w
ith

picnic
tables,

p
lay

g
ro

u
n

d
eq

u
ip

m
en

t,
an

d
a

sw
eeping

sp
rin

k
ler

system
to

keep
the

grass
a

b
rig

h
t

w
in

ter
g
reen

.
B

u
t

unlike
th

e
p

ark
,

L
a

M
eza’s

people,
m

ostly
m

ig
ran

t
farm

w
o

rk
ers,

have
no

g
reen

grass.
T

h
ey

have
no

w
a

ter.
O

r
sew

ers.
O

r
paved

streets.
T

o
d
rin

k
,

they
m

ust
take

a
w

aterju
g

to
th

e
S

unset
D

riv
e-In

G
rocery

w
here

the
paved

ro
ad

by
th

e
p
ark

begins.
A

t
the

grocery
store,

they
pay

th
e

ow
ner

25
cents

to
use

an
o

rd
in

ary
o
u
td

o
o

r
spigot

to
fill

th
eir

w
aterju

g
s.

T
o

w
ash

th
eir

clothes
o
r

dishes
o
r

faces,
they

can
n
o

t
affo

rd
th

e



20
I

W
e

A
re

W
ilting

to
S

acrifice
W

e
A

re
W

itling
to

Sacrifice
/

21

tap
w

ater
and

so
they

fill
their

barrels
from

pools
o
f

w
ater

in
the

irrigation
d
rain

ag
e

ditches
th

at
hold

the
ru

n
o
ff

from
nearby

vegetable
fields.

T
h
e

ditches
are

full
o
f

pesticides
and

h
e
rb

i

cides,
and

the
people

o
f

L
a

M
eza

know
th

at
w

ater
in

the
ditches

is
bad

for
them

,
but

w
hat

else
can

they
do?

W
ater

is
w

ater.
A

nd,

som
etim

es,
life

itself.
E

lida
B

ocanegra
and

20
L

a
M

eza
residents

m
eet

the
van

pulling
into

the
p
ark

in
g

lot
o
f

the
S

unset
D

rive-In
G

rocery.

Y
oung

couples
w

ith
sniffling

children
are

w
aiting.

O
ne

w
om

an

holds
a

little
girl

of
about

2
w

hose
left

eye
is

en
cru

sted
w

ith
a

blackened
tu

m
o
r

the
size

o
f

a
lem

on.
S

everal
older

m
en

and

w
om

en
are

in
the

crow
d,

the
m

en
in

w
ork

clothes
standing

back

and
a

little
ap

art
from

the
group,

th
eir

w
rinkles

and
calluses

g
ran

tin
g

them
rights

to
a

certain
skepticism

th
at

they
w

ear
on

th
eir

faces
like

tran
slu

cen
t

m
asks.

A
boy

o
f

6
holds

a
sm

all
sign,

its
m

essage
h
an

d
-lettered

in
red

paint:
“H

elp
us

A
nn

R
ichards.

W
e

need
w

ater
to

drink.”
O

n
this

w
arm

day
in

F
ebruary,

T
exas

T
reasu

rer
A

nn
R

ich

ards
and

a
sm

all
g
ro

u
p

o
f

state
officials

com
e

to
L

a
M

eza
on

a

“fact-finding”
m

ission.’
R

ichards,
the

w
itty

and
attractive

g
ran

d
m

o
th

er
w

ho
had

m
ade

h
er

m
ark

both
in

T
exas

and
n
a

tionally,
had

been
invited

to
to

u
r

the
cotonias

by
V

alley
In

te
r

faith,
a

coalition
o
f

40
R

io
G

rande
V

alley
churches

rep
resen

t

ing
about

55,000
people

w
ho

w
ere

w
aging

a
cam

paign
to

call

national
attention

to
the

plight
o
f

people
in

the
cotonias.

P
e
r

haps
R

ichards’
ties

to
the

financial
netw

orks
in

T
exas

and
N

ew

Y
ork

could
help.

B
ut

first,
she

w
anted

the
facts.

S
tatistically,

the
fo

u
r

counties
of

the
R

io
G

ran
d
e

V
alley

c
o
n

tain
the

poorest
people

in
the

U
nited

S
tates—

the
highest

u
n

em
ploym

ent
and

the
low

est
p
er

capita
incom

e
in

the
nation.2

A
lm

ost
100,000

people
live

in
the

V
alley

cotonias,
the

400-plus

u
n
in

co
rp

o
rated

ru
ral

com
m

unities
unique

to
the

900-m
ile

T
exas-M

exican
b
o
rd

er.
C

otonia
is

a
S

panish
w

ord
for

n
eig

h
b
o
r

hood,
and

along
the

T
exas

b
o
rd

er,
the

cotonias
have

com
e

to

signify
a

p
articu

lar
kind

o
f

ru
ral

slum
w

ith
conditions

m
ore

akin

to
N

icaragua
or

H
o
n
d
u
ras

than
the

U
nited

S
tates

o
f

A
m

erica.

M
ore

facts:
o
p
en

sew
er

ditches,
u
n
p
av

ed
streets,

no
ru

n
n
in

g

w
ater,

and
in

som
e

cases,
no

electricity.
C

lapboard
houses

often

have
d
irt

floors
and

w
all-to-w

all
beds

for
grow

ing
fam

ilies.

C
hildren

have
chronic

dysentery,
skin

rashes,
lice,

and
h
ep

ati

us;
d
ark

yellow
stains

m
ark

their
teeth

from
the

chem
ical-laden

d
rin

k
in

g
w

ater.
T

h
e

V
alley

has
the

highest
incidence

o
f

p
a
ra

sitic
intestinal

diseases
outside

o
f

the
T

h
ird

W
orld.

S
hallow

w
ater

w
ells

are
frequently

polluted
by

overflow
ing

septic
tanks.

A
fter

heavy
rains,

people
in

the
cotonias

literally
d
rin

k
their

ow
n

sew
age.

It
is

a
public

health
nightm

are.
B

ut
because

fly-by-
night

developers
established

these
u
n
reg

u
lated

subdivisions
in

ru
ral

areas
outside

o
f

any
T

exas
governm

entaljurisdiction,
the

w
ater

and
sew

er
problem

s
are

suspended
in

a
bureaucratic

sw
am

p
that

m
ost

politicians
hesitate

to
enter.

M
rs.

B
ocanegra,

G
0ish,

sm
all,

and
serious

in
h
er

turquoise
cotton

pants
suit,

calls
the

g
ro

u
p

together,
m

akes
polite

in
tro

ductions,
and

tells
the

state
officials

about
the

problem
s

o
f

L
a

M
eza.

S
he

has
the

facts
they

w
ant.

T
h
ere

is
a

w
ater

m
ain

along
the

county
road

a
few

h
u
n
d
red

yards
from

the
hom

es
o
f

L
a

M
eza.

S
he

has
the

figures
they

need.
It

w
ould

take
only

$29,000
to

extend
a

line
from

the
m

ain
w

ater
pipe

to
provide

hookups
fo

r
the

residents
o
f

L
a

M
eza.

S
he

has
questions.

“H
ow

is
it

possible
to

go
w

ithout
w

ater
in

the
richest

nation
in

the
w

orld?”
she

asks.
M

rs.
B

ocanegra’s
w

ords
are

echoed
by

old
F

ather
José

M
a

teus,
w

hose
m

ism
atched

clothes,
scuffed

shoes,
and

kindly
sm

ile
indicate

that
he

m
ight

be
a

true
C

hristian
o
f

the
R

om
an

and
R

io
G

rande
V

alley
C

atholic
church.

T
h
e

church
w

as
jo

in
ing

w
ith

V
alley

In
terfaith

in
this

quest
for

w
ater

and
good

sense.
A

pow
erful

endorsem
ent.

B
ut

w
hereas

it
m

ay
have

been
F

ath
er

M
ateus

and
the

C
atholic

church
th

at
su

p
p
o
rted

her,
it

w
as

E
rnesto

C
ortes

and
V

alley
In

terfaith
that

had
given

M
rs.

B
ocanegra

and
the

residents
o
f

L
a

M
eza

the
tools

to
act.

T
ools

that
allow

M
rs.

B
ocanegra

to
co

n
fro

n
t

the
officials

before
her.

S
he

does
not

shrink
from

the
encounter.

In
fact,

M
rs.

B
o
can

e
gra

seem
s

to
ex

p
an

d
as

she
speaks.

H
er

voice
gains

strength.
H

er
shoulders

rise
and

arch
w

ith
h
er

com
posure.

H
er

black
eyes

fix
on

the
g
ro

u
p

w
ith

determ
ination.

S
he

is
like

a
fo

u
rth

-
grade

teacher
patiently

explaining
the

logic
o
f

the
m

u
ltip

lica
tion

tables.
It

is
sim

ply
illogical

for
the

people
o
f

L
a

M
eza

to
have

no
w

ater.
“W

e
are

w
illing

to
pay

w
hatever

w
e

can,”
M

rs.
B

ocanegra
says.

“W
e

are
w

illing
to

sacrifice,
if

w
e

ju
st

have
the

chance.”
T

h
e

g
ro

u
p

listens
to

M
rs.

B
ocanegra.

T
hey

ask
questions.
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W
e

A
re

W
itting

to
Sacrifice

T
h
ey

look
at

th
e

spigot,
the

houses,
th

e
ro

ad
.

T
h
ey

co
m

m
iser

ate
w

ith
th

e
resid

en
ts.

T
h

ey
shake

h
an

d
s,

an
d

they
leave.

In
the

old
days

in
T

exas,
a

trip
like

this
w

ould
soon

be
fo

r
g
o
tten

;
after

all,
w

hat
could

you
do

w
ith

such
b

u
reau

cracy
,

such
poverty!

B
ut

the
state

officials
can

n
o

t
fo

rg
et.

F
or

o
n
e

th
in

g
,

th
eir

h
earts

are
to

u
ch

ed
,

an
d

th
eir

consciences
p
rick

ed
.

F
or

an
o

th
er,

V
alley

In
terfaith

w
as

d
ev

elo
p
ed

by
the

In
d

u
strial

A
reas

F
o

u
n

d
atio

n
,

an
d

its
o
rg

an
izatio

n
s

in
T

ex
as

are
n
o
t

to
be

trifled
w

ith.
T

h
e

V
alley

In
terfaith

invitation
to

see
an

d
h
elp

th
e

cotonias
is

n
o
t

ex
ten

d
ed

o
r

accep
ted

casually.
W

h
en

V
alley

In
terfaith

issues
an

in
v
itatio

n
like

this
an

d
w

hen
a

politician
a
c

cepts
it,

it
m

eans
th

at
each

ag
rees

to
be

h
eld

acco
u
n
tab

le
fo

r
b
o
th

w
ords

an
d

d
eed

s,
to

strip
aw

ay
th

e
public

show
th

at
o
ften

passes
fo

r
politics,

an
d

to
get

dow
n

to
public

business.
W

hich,
in

this
case,

is
to

fin
d

a
w

ay
to

deal
w

ith
th

e
public

h
ealth

n
eed

s
o
f

th
o

u
san

d
s

o
f

T
ex

an
s

in
the

R
io

G
ran

d
e

V
alley.

A
n
n

R
ich

ard
s

is
a

w
ise

en
o

u
g

h
politician

to
u
n
d
erstan

d
th

e
u

n
w

ritten
co

n
tract.

“I’m
n
o
t

going
to

p
ro

m
ise

you
an

y
th

in
g

I
can’t

deliver,”
she

tells
the

L
a

M
eza

resid
en

ts.
“B

ut
I

w
ill

stan
d

by
you

an
d

w
ork

w
ith

you
to

do
w

hat
w

e
can

together.”

3

W
e

N
eed

P
o
w

er
to

P
ro

tect
W

h
at

W
e

V
alu

e

A
u
stin

,
1988

C
harles

“L
efty”

M
orris

an
d

I
spot

E
rnie

C
ortes

w
alking

ah
ead

o
f

us
into

the
T

ex
as

F
ren

ch
B

read
B

akery
an

d
D

eli.
W

e
are

going
to

m
eet

him
fo

r
a

late
lu

n
ch

.
M

orris
is

a
successful

atto
rn

ey
an

d
fo

rm
er

p
resid

en
t

o
f

the
T

exas
T

rial
L

aw
yers

A
s

sociation
w

ho
has

recently
grow

n
d

isen
ch

an
ted

w
ith

the
gritty

little
skirm

ishes
o

f
political

com
bat

an
d

has
been

seeking
ideas

ab
o

u
t

how
to

ch
an

g
e

the
stru

ctu
re

o
f

th
e

w
ar

itself.
H

e
h
ad

h
eard

ab
o

u
t

C
ortes

an
d

w
an

ted
to

know
m

o
re

ab
o

u
t

him
.

C
ortes

has
ju

st
com

e
fro

m
a

doctor’s
ap

p
o

in
tm

en
t,

w
h
ere

he
w

as
w

arn
ed

o
n
e

m
o
re

tim
e

to
shed

a
few

p
o

u
n
d

s.
O

nly
ab

o
u
t

5
feet

7
inches

tall,
C

ortes’
genetic

ten
d
en

cy
to

be
overw

eight
w

orries
his

w
ife

O
ralia,

b
u
t

his
obvious

co
m

fo
rt

w
ith

his
teddy-

b
ear

body
belies

w
orry

an
d

lends
a

su
rp

risin
g
ly

sensual
air

to
him

.
It

is
h
ard

n
o
t

to
be

d
raw

n
to

his
d
ark

eyes,
w

hich
co

m
p
ete

w
ith

a
bushy,

g
ray

in
g

m
u
stach

e
to

d
o

m
in

ate
his

face.
P

hysically,
he

is
alm

ost
oblivious

o
f

him
self.

H
is

attire
is

conservative,
b

u
t

he
is

as
m

in
d

fu
l

o
f

his
clothes

as
a

3-year-old.
D

u
rin

g
the

day,
his

sh
irttail

m
ig

h
t

w
ork

its
w

ay
o
u

t
o

f
his

tro
u
sers,

his
tie

m
ig

h
t

be
w

itness
to

his
m

eals,
o

r
the

u
n
n

o
ticed

strin
g

o
f

a
price

tag
m

ig
h
t

d
an

g
le

fro
m

his
sleeve.

N
o

m
atter—

to
him

o
r

to
an

y
o
n
e

else.
C

ortes
clearly

does
n
o
t

d
ress

to
be

the
cen

ter
o

f
atten

tio
n
.

In
fact,

th
ro

u
g

h
o
u
t

his
career,

he
has

tried
to

d
eflect

the


