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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

El Rio Grande as Pedagogy:

The Unruly, Unresolved Terrains of the Chamizal Land Dispute

by

Alana Camille de Hinojosa

Doctor of Philosophy in Chicana & Chicano Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, 2023
Professor Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Co-Chair

Professor Genevieve Gonzalez Carpio, Co-Chair

This dissertation responds to the existing historical literature on the U.S.-Mexico borderlands that
leaves unattended the socio-political significance of the Chamizal Land Dispute (1864-1964) and the
meandering Rio Grande that caused this conflict. In 1964, the Chamizal Treaty returned contested
land known as “El Chamizal” to Cd. Juarez—making it the first and only time the U.S. has ever
returned land to Mexico. Returning El Chamizal was only possible, however, by canalizing the Rio
Grande along a redrawn boundary and displacing 5,600 mostly Mexican American El Paso
residents—recalling the Chicana/o Movement’s refrain, “We didn’t cross the border, the border

crossed us.” Despite this conflict’s ongoing significance to the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands, the

il



Chamizal Dispute has most often been consigned to a trivial, marginal past by scholarship on this
region. In turn, the treaty has been memorialized as a “borderlands beacon” to the U.S.-Mexico

diplomacy that finally and completely ended this conflict by ushering in “progress” to the region.

I offer a new analysis of this history, however, that demonstrates this conflict is not so clear
cut and still unfolding. Drawing on archival research and oral histories, I first uncover the layered,
ongoing efforts to conceal El Chamizal and the stories of its diverse, minoritized claimants (Manso,
Suma, Apache, Tigua Pueblo, Mexicano, Anglo American, and Mexican American). I then leverage
this terrain’s wayward, absented presence to reshape popular geographies and transnational histories
of this region. In doing so, I argue that if we engage this conflict as a much longer, far more
complicated, and ongoing story, the Chamizal Dispute is a stunning microcosm for studying legacies
of displacement and dispossession across differentially racialized nonwhite peoples in this region, for
studying the American frontier, white settler colonialism and racial capitalism, environmental history,
the relationship between cultural memory and the built environment, and resistance to colonial
domination—and all of these things from the Spanish colonial period to the present. I execute this
project through two interventions. First, I demonstrate that El Chamizal was/is produced by
ovetlapping native and colonial (Spanish, Mexican, and U.S.) sovereignties and inter-ethnic/racial
relations to and place-making practices within El Chamizal. My second intervention comes from
examining the river’s unruliness as a lens through which to theorize its land-based pedagogies of
refusal. I argue these pedagogies denaturalize the white possessive logics (borders, property, racial
capitalism, citizenship, settler time, etc.) required to enact the U.S. and Mexico as settler states.
Ultimately, then, I demonstrate how El Chamizal is neither a reconciled conflict nor a wholly
dominated landscape. Rather, El Chamizal is an unfinished, contested, and gendered fugitive

landscape imbued with struggle, refusal, and challenges/alternatives to the status quo.
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OF A LIMINAL TENSE

Sfor Maria Engenia Trillo

And so, in this hallway of flood & saltbush
I arrive, & she comes unhurried (I am learning)
to greet me from that funny place between her hands,
a doorway & phantom limb
to a long memory I ask to cross with her,
the riverbanks
pregnant with rhythms,
pendulum & fugitive stories along a land I know
only in library books, archives, & my diary
where I collect each shade
of you (us)

teeth of the river

toes of the earth
so I may fill my memory, like fireflies
in the night, of El Chamizal’s liminal tense.

I am a child again, sitting at her side,

Marfa Eugenia, girl-child who is 60,
coloring the map of our families browns & blues,
marking relentlessly our separate routes,

Davis Sacramento
Los Angeles Calexico
Durango Zacatecas
Tucson El Paso
Cd. Juarez El Paso
Albuquerque El Paso
El Paso El Chamizal

both of us returning,
crossing the bridge,
the instructions we inherit.

This is my task: take up the pen she set down,
& begin again, stitching that wayward river
fickle thing & her people,

beloved Chamizal into the fabric of this place,
its stories crocheted from water & concrete,
breaking poems the history books refuse—still
& always at night,

after I set down this pen,

brush my fig hair

into fireflies.



INTRODUCTION

When they dispersed our community,

it was as if they had cut off the hand or the arm

but that you could still feel the fingers.

You would look down and there was nothing there,
but you could still feel it. And that’s how we still feel.

— Marfa Eugenia Trillo!

When Marfa Eugenia Trillo recalls her family’s displacement from their South El Paso home
following the 1964 settlement of the Chamizal Dispute, she references the body. To be displaced,
she suggests, is to be corporeally severed from the land; it is to know that land and body are not as
distinct as we may think; that they are intersecting terrains that can become so with emotions and
memory that they “speak back” in ways that remind us that “despite the limitations of remembering
through trauma and semantic and spatial confusion, the violence of loss is unmistakable,
mnemonically traceable, and corporeally inscribed.” > More than fifty years have passed since Trillo

and her family were among the recorded 5,600 mostly Mexican American residents displaced from

! During my interview with Marfa Eugenia Trillo, she explained to me that of the Chamizal community
mothers had once used this metaphor of a phantom limb during an interview for Trillo’s 2002 dissertation.
When Trillo asked if she remembered Rio Linda, the mother replied: “Remember? How can I forget? Es
como si me hubieran cortado la mano...y de vez en cuando todavia siento mis dedos. [It’s as if they had cut
off my hand...and I still feel my fingers.]”” Since then, Trillo explained to me, she has found that she uses the
metaphor herself to describe the consequences of their forced displacement. Maria Eugenia Trillo, in
conversation with the author, August 2016. See also: Marfa Eugenia Trillo, The Code-switching Patterns of the Rio
Linda Community of EI Chamizal in E/l Paso, Texas: An Ethnic Perspective of Syntactic Constraints. Dissertation:
University of Mexico, 2002: 189.

2 Susan J. Scarberry, “Land into Flesh: Images of Intimacy,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 6.3 (1981): 24-
28; Sherene Razack ed., Race, Space, and the Law: Unmapping a White Settler Society (Toronto: Between the Lines,
2002), 89.



their homes within internationally disputed territory known as “El Chamizal” in the El Paso—Ciudad
Juarez borderlands. Yet, even now, Trillo is haunted by a phantom limb that refuses oblivion.
Multiple South El Paso residential barrios were affected by the Chamizal Treaty of 1964. Yet
those displaced from these barrios collectively call themselves the “Chamizal residents” and have
referred to their experience post displacement as the “Chamizal diaspora”: that is, the forced
dispersal of their communities and their recognition of a shared historical trauma (displacement) and
“homeland” (El Chamizal) that is now, literally, across the border in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua.’
The historical literature on the U.S.-Mexico borderlands often relegates the Chamizal Dispute to just
a few fleeting sentences that typically overlook those displaced by the Chamizal Treaty and the
significance of the meandering Rio Grande that caused this conflict to begin with. Instead, the
literature replicates US and Mexican state narratives that insist this conflict was wholly resolved with
the Chamizal Treaty, which is, in turn, memorialized as a “borderlands beacon” to US-Mexico
diplomacy that not only “healed an old sore,” but also finally eliminated the Rio Grande’s
unruliness.” I argue, however, that this territorial conflict and this region’s unruly river are not so
clear cut. Rather, they are still unfolding, deeply unresolved terrains of struggle from which we have

much to learn about the intersections of power, geography, and possibility.

“We didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us.”
Throughout history and well after the river’s designation as the US-Mexico boundary, the
Rio Grande has done as it has always done: move back and forth across the landscape according to

its own needs and desires. Following the United States’ victory in the U.S.-Mexico War, the 1848

3 Trillo, The Code-switching Patterns of the Rio Linda Community of El Chamizal in El Paso, Texas, 26.

4 Marshall McNeil, ““Old Sore Healed,” Says Yarborough,” E/ Paso Herald-Post, July 18, 1963; Leon Metz,
“Chamizal: A borderlands beacon,” Vista: The Magazine for All Hispanics, September 7, 1993.



THE CHAMIZAL TREATY

(XX
AT
N\
A

Q‘

AN\ LU |
& d 1l U
SORSSAS ['D[,]Llf;’ ,——mrﬂ

N
T

-
0

j

‘V

U0

X

N

\\

Al A
¥
7

N

WL

A\ MEXI

7
/ ",
CO._
: g N

17— fro™ S

oem

L

905 005e; * <. S I5]
M%@%%LN“M:WJﬁgﬁﬁzfg
3

200000790058 W iy
s b hihuahuwa JI0E

UUD e 000
070 SEiT OO I5sN0000000
Y rn o0 >
it MBS gy

A

NORTH

I % MILE

630 ACRES TO MEXICO FROM UNITED STATES

193 ACRES TO UNITED STATES FROM MEXICO

NEW RIVER CHANNEL AND BOUNDARY

PRESENT BOUNDARY
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Treaty of Guadalupe established the Rio Grande as the new international boundary. This border,
however, will go unmarked and unmapped until 1852 when a binational team of American and
Mexican engineers and cartographers survey, map, and official established the U.S.-Mexico boundary
between what is now El Paso and Cd. Juarez. According to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo,
everything north of the Rio Grande is the US and everything south is Mexico. However, rivers are
not fixed in place like lines on a map, and the Rio Grande refused to stay put. In the four years alone
between 1848 and 1852, local residents in the region will later testify that the river’s channel shifted
on a year-by-year basis. Over the next fifty years, Mexican authorities recorded at least five distinct
southward movements from the river’s location in 1852—with the most dramatic shifts taking place
after multiple remarkable floods in the 1860s.” One of these great floods in the year of 1864 would
come to mark the beginning of the Chamizal Dispute. Together, then, these floods and meanderings
“transferred” land formerly south of the international boundary north of the river—and seemingly
into U.S. jurisdiction. As the river’s meanderings continued, and as Anglo American settlers began
arriving to this region and settling this territory, these processes created the swath of contested land
known as “El Chamizal.” So began the international land and boundary conflict between the United
States and Mexico known as the Chamizal Dispute.

Both United States and Mexican state records identify the Rio Grande’s refusal to stay “in its
proper place” as the source of the century-long Chamizal Dispute. In 1963, nearly one hundred
years after the great flood of 1864, U.S. President John F. Kennedy responded to Cold War
pressures and concerns over Mexico’s allyship with Cuba by announcing that he would be the one to

finally bring this story to a close. He would do so, he declared, by virtue of the Chamizal Treaty.

3 “In the Matter of the Claim of certain Mexican Citizens to Lands on the Rio Grande known by the name of
District of “El Chamizal,” Republic of Mexico Secretary of Foreign Relations, Library of Congress; M.
Quesada Brandi, El Chamizal, solucion complete: album grdfico, (Mexico: Secretaria de Relaciones Exterirores,
1963).



This landmark settlement streamlined the Rio Grande through a concrete canal along a newly
agreed-on boundary between El Paso and Cd. Juarez—thereby demonstrating how disobedience
must be kept submissively “in place” to (re)secure colonial spatialities. In redrawing and fixing the
boundary “in its proper place,” writers of the Chamizal Treaty claimed to have finally ended the
Chamizal Dispute by taming the unruly Rio Grande and landscaping El Chamizal’s troublesome
terrain out of the U.S. nation. In the redrawing of this boundary, the Chamizal Treaty returned land
to Mexico for the first and only time in US history.’ This land, which consisted of 630 acres meant
to symbolically represent El Chamizal, was the land from which Trillo’s family and thousands more
were displaced between 1964 and 1970—recalling the Chicana/o Movement’s dicho, “We didn’t
cross the border, the border crossed us.”

Despite the insights the Chamizal story has to offer us about the intersections of power and
geography, the power relations that ruptured and reshaped this region of the borderlands and the
lives of those displaced continue to go unseen and unattended in the historical literature. Instead,
this literature continues to replicate US and Mexican state narratives that insist the Chamizal Treaty
was a beacon to the US-Mexico friendship, goodwill, and diplomacy that finally ushered in a “Happy
Ending at Last.”

This study offers a new analysis of this history, however, that demonstrates this official
narrative of friendship and resolution is a dominate narrative meant to distract, conceal, and deny
not only this conflict’s ongoing qualities, but the insights we must learn from this terrain. Indeed, I

argue not only that diverse stakeholders continue to claim El Chamizal, but also that the river’s

¢ Although the two countries engaged in “banco” exchanges in the 1930s to straighten the U.S.-Mexico
boundary, these exchanges have typically involved trades of equal or near equal acreage. The Chamizal Treaty
is the only instance of nonequal exchanges of land and where the United States explicitly ceded land to
Mexico as a return of stolen territory.
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know about El Chamizal’s exact location

and boundaries due to “the Rio Grande’s newspaper advertisement for Chamizal
Treaty. Source: Border Heritage Collection,
stubborn tendency to meander,” what we El Paso Public Library

do know is this: First, that E1 Chamizal is

composed partly of an 1818 Spanish land grant deriving its name from a prolific saltbush known as
chamizo.” We also know that El Chamizal includes an area of Mexico once known in the 1800s as
Paso del Norte’s most northern district, Partido Chamizal. E1 Chamizal, however, also and falls within
lands the Manso, Suma, Mescalero Apache, Comanche, and the federally recognized Tigua / Ysleta

del Sur Pueblo First Nations People identify as stolen by multiple colonial powers.® The Chamizal

7 “Papers Trace El Chamizal Back to 1818,” E/ Paso Herald-Post, October 27, 1967; Latry Rohter, “A Liquid
Border Pays No Heed to Diplomacy,” New York Times, September 26, 1987; Alan C. Lamborn and Stephen P.
Memme, Statecraft, Domestic Politics, and Foreign Policy Making: The El Chamizal Dispute, New York: Routledge,
2019), 52.

8 The Tigua/Ysleta de Sur Pueblo reservation is located in the Ysleta borough of El Paso. Tigua land claims
are typically constrained to the boundaries of this reservation, which coincide with those of their 1751
Spanish Land Grant given to the Tigua by the Spanish Crown. See: Adolph M. Greenburg, “Tigua Land
Tenure and Land Use Practices: An Ethnographic Assessment and Interpretation of Tigua Land Tenure and
Land Use Practices in the Ysleta Grant and Ysleta De Sur Claim Area,” in Yslta de Sur Pueblo Archives: A
Project of Ysleta de Sur Pueblo (Tigna Tribe of Texas) Tribal Council Vol 1 p. 209-312.



story, then, is not simply a territorial conflict between the United States and Mexico, as the historical
literature suggests; rather, El Chamizal is a contested tract of land that also consists of overlapping,
contested claims amongst and between this region’s Indigenous peoples. Nor is this conflict the
reconciled story of an US-Mexico land dispute, as dominant narratives would like us to believe. As
this study shows, the Chamizal Dispute is the story of overlapping native and colonial sovereignties,
inter-ethnic/racial (Manso, Suma, Apache, Tigua, Mexicano, Mexican American, and Anglo
American) relations and land claims, as well as unfinished narratives, displacements, and resistances
from an unruly terrain known as El Chamizal.’

In what follows, I demonstrate that if we blow up this conflict’s official 1864-1964
timeframe, that if we understand the Chamizal Dispute as a far more complicated, longer, and still
unfolding story, this history becomes a stunning microcosm for studying legacies of displacement
and dispossession across differentially racialized nonwhite peoples in this region; for studying the
history of the American frontier and racial formations in Texas at this time; for studying white settler
colonialism and racial capitalism, environmental history, the relationship between urban planning
and race, cultural memory and the built environment, and perhaps most importantly resistance to
conquest and colonial dominance—and all of these things from the Spanish colonial period to the
present. For all its influence and ongoing role in the making of El Paso and Cd. Juarez, El Chamizal
has most often been consigned to a trivial past by the historical literature on the U.S.-Mexico
borderlands. I therefore expose how this conflict has 7ever been trivial to this region or critical
understandings of the U.S.-Mexico border. By first uncovering the layered, ongoing efforts to

conceal El Chamizal and the stoties of its minoritized claimants, I use this terrain’s absented

? For more on “overlapping colonialities,” see: Maylei Blackwell, Floridalma Boj Lopez, and Luis Urrieta Jr.,
“Special Issue: Critical Latinx indigeneities,” Latino Studies 15 (2017): 126-137.



presence to reshape U.S.-Mexico border/lands studies and popular geographies and transnational
histories of this region.

The following four questions guide this study: How might we engage El Chamizal as a
terrain where we can both “see” and “site” layers of subaltern removal, as well as who is “rightfully”
erasable according to settler and racial capitalist logics that reproduce the inevitability of subaltern
placelessness while also securing white settler innocence, dominance, and emplacement? What are
the implications of engaging the Rio Grande as an active (haunting) participant or deliberate social
actor in this history rather than as a mere backdrop or bygone past? How do Chamizal residents
underscore the river’s unruly (haunting) knowability when they name the ongoing consequences of
their displacement? And lastly, How did/do Indigenous, Mexicano, Mexican American, and
Chicana/o Chamizal residents respond to marginalization and geographic domination, and what

might we learn from these responses when we study them alongside the insights of the unruly Rio

Grande?

Methods

To answer these questions, I draw on archival research throughout the U.S. Southwest and
oral histories with more than 30 individuals displaced by the Chamizal Treaty. These methods build
on and deepen the insights of scholarship in U.S.-Mexico Bordetlands History, Chicana/o Studies,
American Indian Studies, Texas History, and Environmental and Urban Studies to contextualize the
localized, ongoing role of the Chamizal Dispute in shaping this region’s socio-spatial power

relations.

10



Across the archival institutions that I visited for this study, I confronted what Anna Laura
Stoler calls the “colonial archive” and what Lisa Lowe calls the “archive of liberalism.”"” As Stoler
defines it, the colonial archive is a highly advanced technology of the imperial state that collects
“codified beliefs that clustered (and bore witness to) connections between secrecy, the law, and
power.”!! Lowe builds on this framework by observing how state and institutional archives absorb
colonial violence within narratives of modern reason and progress that naturalize colonial violence
people and forgetting of that violence.'” Similatly so, the majority of archival materials on the
Chamizal Dispute represent official state accounts that couch this history in narratives of progress,
friendship, and resolution. In turn, these official accounts obscure, erasure, and actively forget the
violences inflicted upon and experienced by multiple generations of differentially racialized, non-
white Chamizal stakeholders. The oral histories I conducted over the course of eight years are
crucial to identifying and reckoning with these erasures. Indeed, they are necessary in attending to
the gaps of these archival records that not only tend to replicate the official narrative on this conflict,
but which do so by obscuring and trivializing the place-making practices, places, and storied terrains
of life and struggle lived and made possible by Chamizal residents. When paired alongside the
memories and coutnerstories of Chamizal residents and examined through a critical race lens, the
archival materials I work with therefore become rich and instructive materials. Together, these
archives and oral histories together tell a fuller, more complex version of the Chamizal Dispute that
deeply trouble dominant narratives and widely accepted interpretations of this conflict and its

afterlives in the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands.

10 Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science 2 (2002): 87.

11 Tbd. 87.
12 1isa Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 2.
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In addition to bridging these archival materials and the counterstories of Chamizal residents,
I insist that a critical Latinx Geographies lens is essential for the historical investigation of the
Chamizal Dispute. At the intersection of geography and Latinx Studies, Latinx Geographies is a
theoretical approach and field of study that examines Latinx experiences and identities in relation to
space, place, and land. It does so, however, by moving beyond a singular identity politics to consider
how Latinx experiences, racial formations, and places do not exist in a vacuum but rather relationally
with other racialized groups. My critical Latinx Geographies approach to the Chamizal Dispute
therefore positions me to trace the places, place-making practices, and overlapping claims to place
amongst El Chamizal’s differentially racialized stakeholders. Those stakeholders include: the Manso,
Suma, and Mescalero Apache Peoples who have tended to this region since time immemorial; the
Tigua / Ysleta del Sur Pueblo People, the only federally recognized tribe in El Paso, who were
forcibly brought to this region in 1680 as slaves of the Spanish Crown, and who continue to claim
the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands, including El Chamizal; we also have the Mexican nationals who
owned property within El Chamizal; The descendants of these claimants; Anglo American claimants
and their descendants; and multiple generations of Mexican Americans in South El Paso. A critical
Latinx Geographies lens is therefore necessary to answering the research questions of this study
because it equips me to engage the relationship between this terrain and Indigenous, Mexicano,
Anglo American, Mexican American, and Chicana/o racializations in this region. Moreover, this lens
traces not only how race becomes space in the El Paso-Cd Juarez, but also how El Chamizal is an
unfinished terrain of life and racial struggle that has been produced overtime via colonial violence
and the place-making practices and resistance of these marginalized stakeholders.

This interdisciplinary methodology diverges from the existing and strictly historiographical,
policy-oriented, or sociological (and often quantitative) scholarship produced about this conflict.

This existing scholarship overlooks colonialities beyond the U.S. settler state by constraining this

12



history to its official 1864-1964 timeframe. This not only forsakes the experiences of the 5,600
residents displaced in 1964 (including the ongoing consequences of displacement), but also
overlooks how El Chamizal falls within the lands of the Manso, Suma, Apache, and the
Tigua/Ysleta del Sur Pueblo peoples who identify this land as stolen by multiple colonial empites.
By drawing on a mix of archival research and oral histories, my methodology traces the place-
making practices, community formations, and the strategies devised amongst El Chamizal’s
differentially racialized, non-white stakeholders in response to living under conditions of conquest
across multiple settler racial capitalist contexts. It also attends to how multiple colonialities sought—

and failed—to eliminate El Chamizal.

Unmapping El Chamizal: Fugitive Landscapes & Haunting Refusals

Answering the research questions of this study requires an interdisciplinary theoretical
approach that contextualizes the overlapping sovereignties and racial geographies of this border
region; it also, however, necessitates contextualizing and analyzing the Chamizal Dispute alongside
what I identify as the Rio Grande’s haunting refusals.”” As we shall see, this wayward river not only
produced El Chamizal’s contested terrain; rather, I argue the river’s unruliness haunts both the El
Paso—Cd. Juarez borderlands and the Chamizal diaspora. I demonstrate, for instance, how the Rio
Grande has haunted vatious, overlapping ideological/geographic projects required to enact and
anchor the United States and Mexico as settler possessions. While the river does so most pointedly

by disrupting and refusing the fixity and inevitability of geopolitical borders, it moreover “unmaps”

13 My thinking here is shaped by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s essay “Land as Pedagogy” as well as what
Indigenous scholars have identified as practices of refusal. See: Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Land as
Pedagogy: Nishnaabeg intelligence and rebellious transformation,” Decoloniazation: Indigeneity, Education &
Society 3.3 (2014): 1-25; Audra Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal: Indigeneity, “Voice’ and Colonial
Citizenship,” Junctures, 9 (2007): 67-80; Glen Sean Coulhard, Red Skins, White Mastks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics
of Recognition. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).
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or denaturalizes differential settler emplacements and constructs of property, racial capitalism, white
settler temporality, the spatial entitlements of exclusionary citizenship, and what Aileen Moreton
Robinson calls “white possessive logics’: that is, grammars and sensibilities that inescapably
naturalize and tighten the grip of white possession, its racist underpinnings, and the myth of
subaltern placelessness. In this way, I theorize this river as a fugitive, haunting landscape."

Like other historians of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands who are concerned with how this
border eluded state control, my attention rests on how El Chamizal evolved into multiple, evasive
forms and meanings that neither the United States nor Mexico could predict, fully control, or
understand. “Corporations, states, and regional entrepreneurs hoped to domesticate and modernize
a fugitive landscape—what they saw as a wild and barbaric frontier—but it continually slipped out
of their control,” argues the historian Samuel Truett about the U.S.-Mexico border’s fugitive
landscapes.'® These hegemonic reorganizations of the bordetlands, however “remained tenuous,
uneven, and incomplete.”"” In El Paso, I similarly argue that the Rio Grande through El Chamizal is
fugitive in that this land refuses to comply/conform with various structures of colonial empire or
become a productive part of settler capitalist conquest in the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands. As the
chapters of this study show, the Rio Grande and El Chamizal’s intertwined fugitive terrain flaunt
this land’s undefinable breath/limits as well as its ability and capacity move outside our grasp. And

this land is a haunting landscape because through this unruliness (its relentlessly unsettled, contested,

14 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty, (Minneapolis and
London: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), xii.

15 For more on histories and theories of “fugitive landscapes” see: Samuel Truett, Fugitive Landscapes: The
Forgotten History of the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2000);
Raymond B. Craib, Cartographic Mexico: A History of State Fixations and Fugitive Landscapes (Durham and London:
Duke University Press, 2004).

1 Truett, Fugitive Landscapes, 6.

17 Ibd.
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and opaque character) this land does not simply challenge the very legitimacy of El Paso, Texas, but
moreover enacts an affective and sinister mutiny against overlapping frontier capitalist colonialisms.
This study, then, is a history of how El Chamizal’s unruly terrain illuminates not only “how the best-
laid plans of states, entrepreneurs, and corporations repeatedly ran aground in fugitive landscapes of
subaltern power,” but how this land enacts in place routes to a different world with alternative
geographies to white settler capitalism."®

In what follows, then, I work through the Chamizal story and the power relations that
ruptured and reshaped this region of the borderlands through a white settler colonial framework that
engages El Chamizal, the Chamizal Dispute, and the Chamizal Treaty as instances in which three
white settler societies (Spain, Mexico, and the United States) accumulated land (El Chamizal)
through multiple constructs of property and the ongoing displacement and dispossession of
racialized difference and the violent reconfiguring of this landscape to serve the needs of empire,
state-making, white supremacy, and racial capitalism.!” The Chamizal Dispute therefore reflects the
insights of Indigenous and critical race scholars who have named, studied, and critiqued, the core
imperatives of what has emerged as the study of white settler colonial racial capitalism: principally,
that settler colonial dispossessive regimes of accumulation through differentiation and exploitation
are entrenched in the racist, economic, social, and political inequalities that capitalism requires.”’ By

engaging the ways white settler colonialism and racial capitalism converge, this study contributes to

18 Truett, Fugitive Landscapes, 9.

1% For more on the multiple constructs of property of the Spanish, Mexican, and U.S. colonial empires, see:
David Cotreia, Properties of Violence: Law and Land Grant Struggle in Northern New Mexico (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 2013).

20 Jodi A. Bytd et al., Colonial Racial Capitalism, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2022).
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analyses that illuminate how white settler colonialism and dispossession are not historical events.”!
Rather, they are continually unfolding processes and structures that reproduce white, capitalist
domination through (1) the constant displacement and dispossession of Indigeneity and racialized
difference, and (2) the elimination of Indigenous responsibilities to and relations with and from land
that are antithetical (and disruptive) to colonial racial capitalism. In this way, engaging the multiple,
colliding colonialities of this region positions me to illustrate not only that El Chamizal is the
unfinished socio-spatial product of colonial encounters and disorientations with indigeneity,
racialized difference, and land. But, more than this, it illustrates the ongoing role of racial capitalism,
dispossession, and resistances to these uneven processes in the making and maintaining of white
settler society. Through this framework, I argue that El Chamizal and the displacements from it are
not bygone events, but rather part of larger, ongoing capitalist processes that have and continue to

shape racial formations and power relations in the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands.

Unruly Geography of Scars

I moreover suggest that there is evidence of the Rio Grande and El Chamizal’s intertwined
haunting when Trillo describes her displacement as felt and remembered in and through the body as
a phantom limb. In this instance, Trillo is not simply naming the brutality of the Chamizal Treaty or
her community’s distinct sense (and loss) of place within El Chamizal; she is also articulating the Rio
Grande’s haunting through its persistent, unpredictable unruliness felt across her body and flesh.
While there is no single rendition of the Chamizal story, Chamizal residents so often reference the

body and a haunting quality in their testimonies that when examined alongside the river’s long-

21 See: Aimee Carrillo Rowe and Eve Tuck, “Settler Colonialism and Cultural Studies: Ongoing Settlement,
Cultural Production and Resistance,” Cultural Studies € =2 Critical Methodologies 17.1 (2017): 1-13; Shino
Konishi, “First Nations Scholars, Settler Colonial Studies, and Indigenous History,” Australian Historical
Studies 50.3 (2019): 285-304; J. Kehaulani Kauanui, ““A Structure, Not an Event’: Settler Colonialism and
Endruing Indigeneity,” Latera/ 5.1 (2016): https://doi.org/10.25158 /1.5.1.7.
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standing unruliness, together they evoke what I call El Chamizal and the Chamizal diaspora’s unruly
geography of scars. Across this unruly geography of scars the Rio Grande “throbs with both fists along”
that “vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary” and
multiply hailed by the river’s intimate and haunting interventions to psyche, body, land, and multiple
colonial empires. *

In what follows, then, I demonstrate the instructiveness of analyzing the Chamizal story as
this unruly geography of scars: a wayward, storied, corporeal, and haunted fugitive terrain of struggle
not only inscribed with Trillo’s phantom limb, or the open wounds Gloria Anzaldda identified from
“where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds,” but also entwined with the wounds,
scars, and ongoing struggles and stories of diverse social actors across the overlapping colonialities
and claims to place that predate the imposition of the US-Mexico boundary and which collide along
the El Paso—Cd. Juarez borderlands.” I argue that this terrain’s haunting quality is an extension of
the racial violence and colonial conquests that produced El Chamizal’s contested, scarred terrain—
and in turn the Chamizal diaspora. To analyze El Chamizal’s scarred terrain is to account for how
these scars illuminate not only the varied and enduring traces of violence from multiple colonialities,
but also how the “vestiges of violence, despite efforts to erase them, do leave traces.””* Hegemony
requires remnants of violence in order to remind the violated and marginalized of their subjugation,

while simultaneously reminding the perpetrator of their dominance.” Furthermore, selective scars

22 Sandra Cisneros, “Salvador, Late or Early,” in Woman Hollering Creek, (New York: Vintage, 1992), 10-11;
Glotia Anzaldaa, Borderlands/1La Frontera: The New Mestiza, (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987), 3.

23 Ibd; Maria Josefina Saldana-Portillo, Indian Given: Racial Geographies across Mexico and the United States,
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2016).

24 Monica Mufioz Martinez, The Injustice Never Leaves You: Anti-Mexican Violence in Texas, (Cambridge and
London: Harvard University Press, 2018), 25.

25 Sherene Razack, “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice: The Murder of Pameal George,”
Canadian Journal of Law and Society, 15.2 (2000): 107.
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and erasures are also mandated to perpetuate particular narratives about our world and its
(im)possibilites. Yet, as scholarship on haunting consistently contends, processes of erasure have
their own remnants that linger—a haunting with its politic born out of necessity.”

In this way, I am convinced that this terrain’s haunting quality is an extension of its
“unwritten, unseen history of resistance” refusing domination as well as the Rio Grande’s colonial
recognition as political boundary and the supposed permeance of white settler colonialism. *’
Indeed, this haunting is the “relentless remembering and reminding” of an unjust settler colonial
past and present wherein phantoms refuse to assure settler society of its innocence or offer
reconciliation for participation in settler colonial processes and structures. ** Due to the legacies and
ongoing practices of settler colonial violence, erasure, and theft historian Renee Bergland argues that
the U.S. is “predicated on haunted grounds: the land is haunted because it is stolen.”” When
Bergland argues that the theft of Indigenous lands results in a persisting haunting, she is arguing that
the taking of Indigenous lands is never untroubled, never without consequence; it is to argue, as I
am insisting here, that haunting produces varied, nuanced, and unexpected space in the present.
“Haunting,” insist the scholars Eve Tuck and C. Ree, “lies precisely in its refusal to stop.” ** These

insights offer attention to the role of violence and erasure, and the (im)material consequences of

26 Maria del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren ed., The Spectralities Reader: Ghosts and Haunting in Contemporary
Theory, New York and London: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, 2013).

27 Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” 20; Coulhard, Red Skins, White Masks.

28 Bve Tuck and C. Ree, “A Glossary of Haunting,” in Handbook of Autoethnography, edited by Stacey Holman,
Tony E. Adams, and Carolyn Ellis, (Left Coast Press, Inc, 2013): 642.

2 Renée L. Bergland, The National Uncanny: Indian Ghosts and American Subjects (Hanover and London:
University Press of New England, 2000): 9.

30 Ibd.
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Figure 4: Mexican map showing the Rio Grande’s meandering, known locations across El Chamizal
from 1827 to 1896. Source: E/ Chamizal, solucion complete: album grifico by M. Quesada Brandi.

Figure 5: American map showing the Rio Grande’s meanderings across the greater El Paso-Cd.
Juarez borderlands. Source: Chamizal National Memorial Archives.
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their injustice: a haunting “that refuses to stop”—just like Trillo’s phantom limb and, as we shall see,

the unruliness of the Rio Grande.™

“Geography is Always Human, and Humanness is Always Geographic”

By using the conceptual metaphor wnruly geography of scars as my guiding analytical framework,
I am also evoking Sandra Cisneros’ short story “Salvador, Late or Early,” in which she describes a
boy named Salvador who is pained by the “geography of scars” and “history of hurt” that make up
his body.” As such, within Salvador’s chest “something throbs with both fists and knows only what
Salvador knows.” I draw on this story because I am interested in the ways that Trillo’s testimony and
those of Chamizal residents who similarly evoke the body when discussing their stories similarly
illuminate individuals pained by a repressed “geography of scars” and “history of hurt” that are
inscribed across their bodies and El Chamizal. Put another way, I want to give attention to what
might comparably “throb with both fists” within El Chamizal’s scarred terrain and what some
residents describe as the Chamizal diaspora.” Indeed, if we are to take Katherine McKittrick’s
insistence that “geography is always human and humanness is always geographic” and that
“geography holds in it the possibility to speak for itself,” the questions at the heart of this study
become deeply interwoven with concerns over land, body, memory, and power.” Which is to ask,

what do Chamizal residents know about the memory of displacement, violence, and loss as it relates

31 Nicole Guidotti-Hernandez, Unspeakable V iolence: Remapping U.S. and Mexican National Imaginaries (Durham
and London: Duke University Press, 2011), 5.

32 Cisneros, “Salvador, Late or Early,” 10-11.
3 Trillo, The Code-switching Patterns of the Rio Linda Community of El Chamizal in El Paso, Texas, 20.

3* Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle Minneapolis and
London: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), ix.

20



to the long-standing Chamizal Dispute as well as the hauntings of these injustices that are etched
across the El Paso-Juarez borderlands? What do they—and the Chamizal stakeholders before and
after them—know that only they know?

If we are to fully think through these questions and the Rio Grande’s lessons on how to
relate and speak to one another from an unruly geography of scars, we must return to Trillo’s
phantom limb as site of haunting. This spectral limb consists of not only what has been erased, as
well as what is being erased s#//, but also what the body—as an extension of land—refuses to forget.
Indeed, when recounting her story to me, Trillo suggested that she and El Chamizal are corporeally
bound to one another because shortly after Trillo’s birth her mother buried Trillo’s umbilical cord
beside a tree in the yard of their Rio Linda home. That Trillo summons this small fact of her life
during her testimony is telling: burying an infant’s umbilical cord, while a common and meaningful
practice in Mexican American communities, is a cultural custom grounded in reciprocal Indigenous
relations and stewardship obligations to land and community.” “We’re still tied,” Trillo explained, as
she grew emotional describing her connection to El Chamizal and her former neighbors. “There's
this ephemeral cord still among us still.”*

I emphasize this narrative detail here because it was crucial to Trillo’s testimony and because,
for the purposes of this study, what it tells us about the haunted and incommensurable place of
Chamizal residents within a geography scarred with layered colonial displacements—rather than
what it may suggest about Trillo’s indigeneity. While the anecdote of Trillo’s umbilical cord may
belie the neat dichotomous divide between settler and native, I am stressing here that when Trillo

tells this story, she gestures not so much toward any particular identity marker, but rather to the

3 Barbara Rogoff, et al, “Constellations of Cultural Practices across Generations: Indigenous American
Heritage and Learning by Observing and Pitching In,” Human Development 57 (2014): 82-95.

36 Trillo, in conversation with the author, 2016.
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insights of indigenous knowledge systems about the literal and figural connective tissues between
land and body—their tethered quality—and how these landscapes can become so imbued with
emotions that they “speak’” in ways that remind us that violence inflicted on land is often directly
connected to the body, and vice versa. Cherrie Moraga might have called this “theory in the flesh,”
as Moraga has long asserted that bodies consist of and generate theory by both refusing oblivion and
enacting “a politic born out of necessity.”” But what is this politic born out of necessity in Trillo’s
caser Is it simply—and only—her body’s recollection of her community’s trauma and displacement?
A corporeal and psychic refusal to forget this contained moment of injustice? Of course, it /s the
result of her community’s forced removal, their shared trauma, and her feelings of stewardship for
this terrain and her former community members. She evokes a politic that vividly demonstrates the
power of place and loss, and how the seemingly unintelligible and supposedly erased nevertheless
intervene in the knowability of our world.

But I also want to propose that Trillo’s phantom limb is the consequence of the psychic core
of an unjust settler colonial past and present—that is, the land/body effects of living along a scarred
geography and its affective, unsettling legacies uncannily bubbling up from the ground and making
their presence felt. Given what scholars of haunting insist, what if Trillo’s phantom limb is the result
of an inherited geagraphy of scars and history of hurt—the transmission of trauma, marginalization, and
an unjust past and present that hold an unrelenting grip on memory and yet is often deemed
unspeakable? Could this unjust past and present also be what #hrobs with both fists within the corporeal
terrains of El Chamizal and the Chamizal diaspora? And if it is, might this bodily haunting illuminate

its own politic born out of necessity—one with its own needs and demands?

37 Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldda, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color, (San
Francisco: Aunt Lute Press, 1981), 19.
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I propose that this ozher politic initiates an uncanny pull to the place (El Chamizal); and this
place-politic encourage clarity about the needs and demands of an unruly, scarred site of memory
that persists within and emerges from under supposed wholly erasure. In this study I consider the
trauma, estrangements, and longevity of displacement’s schisms on memory, land, and body, as well
as what these corporeal/spatial scars and hauntings teach us. Indeed, as historians of racial violence
in Texas like Trinidad Gonzalez and Monica Munoz Martinez have suggested, the profound
violences that enacted the state of Texas “never leave you” but rather continue to haunt the state of
Texas and those who move through this geography. The same must be said about the Chamizal
Dispute and the hauntings of the meandering Rio Grande. I want, then, to propose that the
unruliness of the river is at once the haunting of colonialism’s unjust past and present and the
remnants of the Rio Grande’s meandering that since time immemorial has shaped this region

according to the river’s needs and desires.

El Chamizal as “Site of Memory”
As I proposed above, the Rio Grande’s concrete canalization through El Paso and Cd.

Juarez does not signify a wholly subdued, foreclosed, and dominated landscape. Rather, the canal is a
geographic scar/wound that locates and remembers not only where racial-geographic differentiation
and violence occur in racist capitalist conquest, but also rebellion, refusal, and possibility. Indeed, as
Toni Morrison argued in her 1995 essay “Site of Memory” about the meandering Mississippi River,”
rivers cannot be beaten into total submission because they remember where they used to be before
irrigation and flood control measures straightened them out—and thus flood (haunt) our world with

where they are s#// going.”® Occasionally, Morrison explains, the Mississippi river floods these places.

38 Toni Motrison, “Site of Memory,” in Inventing Truth: The Art and Craft of Memoir, edited by William Zinsser
(Boston, New York: Houghton and Mifflin, 1995), 99.
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“Floods 1s the word they use,” she continues, “but in fact it is not flooding; it is remembering |...]
remembering where it used to be before it was straightened out.” * Morrison herself argues that the
“straightening out” of the Mississippi River does not signified a stifled landscape. Rather, she asserts
that these sites of memory persist in their “route to a reconstruction of a wortld, |...] to the
revelation of a kind of truth” about the possibilities for this world where not only subaltern lives
matter, but where we turn to land and its own needs and desires for insights to imagine and achieve
more just respatializations.*’

The Rio Grande between El Paso and Cd. Juarez may no longer floods like it once used to;
nevertheless, I want to suggest that this river, too, is a particular site of memory in this region of the
borderlands. This site of memory floods with countermemory, recalling where it used to be before it
was straightened out and a without borders. Morrison’s “Site of Memory” has been profoundly
helpful to me in thinking through El Chamizal’s unruly geography of scars because she not only
discusses the poetic relations between memory and landscape, the remains or traces of geographic
narratives, as well as how these various and often obstructed sites of memory offer us a different
(haunting) sense of place, but she further suggests that these different, flooding epistemologies re-

imagine a world where subaltern lives matter.

Land as Insight: Haunting Pedagogies of Refusal & Possibility
What if, then, we were to think about the Rio Grande’s floodings and disruptive
meanderings to the U.S.-Mexico boundary as a material manifestation of the remembering and

haunting that Morrison and scholars of haunting are suggesting? That is, how might we “read” these

3 Ibd.

40 Ibd. 95.
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meanderings as a kind of return—indeed, the haunting—of the repressed, of “modernity’s
phantoms” remembering, resisting, intervening, and producing material effects?*' And, perhaps most
importantly, what can be learned from the river’s hauntings and site of memory?

I am emphasizing here that this unruly river is a haunted terrain from which we have
something to learn about power, land, and our relations to them. In her landmark essay “Land as
Pedagogy,” Leanne Betasamosake Simpson insists on this point by arguing that land is imbued with
distinct and transformative theories and methodologies that, among other lessons, offer pedagogies
to rebel against the permanence of settler colonialism.* The wisdom of theories and methodologies
are “generated from the ground up and its power stems from its living resonance within individuals
and collectives.” She means this both literally and conceptually, and insists through embodied
practices there are crucial insights to be learned from learning from and with the land.* She contends,
then, that in order for Indigenous peoples to mobilize an alternative present where Indigenous lives
matter and guide the rebuilding of our world, land’s “unwritten, unseen history of resistance” must
be reclaimed as an instructing soutce of knowledge.* These insights atre crucial for all those who
wish to reflect on this unjust world in order to work toward changing it, and illuminate how the
unruly Rio Grande’s history of resistance guides us toward a space of possibility. It does so not only
as a repertoire of the repressed “talking back™ to power, but also as the river’s own pedagogic,
decolonial endeavor (not merely resistance) to denaturalize settler spatialities.

I do want to suggest, then, that although the Rio Grande is certainly 7ade unruly within the

4 Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1997), 16.

42 Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy.”
43 Tbd. 7.

44 Ibd. 13, 20.
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framework of Enlightenment capitalist ideology and settlement, the river responded to these ideologies
and structures through unruliness. In other words, the Rio Grande decided and settled on refusal. It
chose to be—to become—unruly; and through this decisiveness, enacted its own kind of haunting.
In this way, the river’s pedagogies are underwritten by what Margo Tamez has called “rivered
refusals” to dispossession in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands and what other Indigenous scholars have
elsewhere identified as the “gorgeous generative refusal of colonial recognition.” * In these cases,
Indigenous practices of refusal not only trouble nation-state borders and settler state sovereignty—
including white possessive logics and racial capitalism—but these refusals also become an opening
enacting terrains through which different, more just worlds and relations with land can be and are
told. Tamez, for instance, argues that in the community of El Calaboz in the Lower Rio Grande
Valley of Texas, Ndé peoples draws on “a memory of refusal” and “ways of remembering through
rivering ancestral relationships to place, language, and family” to reject U.S. government access to

ancestral lands to build the U.S.-Mexico border wall.*

This re-surgent memory of refusal is
grounded in an “Indigenous rivering epistemology,” a dynamic knowing and being within rivered
places that is in no way distinct from the Rio Grande’s meanderings, ebbs and flows. “Rivering ways
flow and swell, ebb and switl in whirlpooled currents across space, time and place,” Tamez writes,
and have also more recently been “deeply affected by borders, militarization, and nonrecogition.”
Through specific knowledge-making sites like weaving and storytelling, however, Ndé peoples draw

on resurgent, rivered refusals to disrupt dispossession in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In his book

Red Skin/ White Masks, Sean Glen Coulhard similarly discusses the transformative, decolonial

4 Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, As We Have Always Done: Indigenons Freedom through Radical Resistance,
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), 9; Glen Sean Coulhard, Red Skins, White Masks:, 130,
Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal.”

46 Margo Tamez, “Indigenous Women’s Rivered Refusals in El Calaboz,” Didlogo 19.1 (2016): 7-21.
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possibilities of refusal. He argues not only how Indigenous peoples refuse the structures and “gifts”
of colonial empires that promise to render Indigenous peoples legible to the state, but also how
Indigenous peoples refuse to participate in colonial structures and processes by selectively “turning
away” from circumstances where participation is coerced and demanded.”’ In doing so, he contends,
Indigenous peoples mobilize the world on their own terms.

This “turning away” is instructive in an analysis of the Rio Grande’s unruliness through El
Chamizal because it allows us to consider how this river “turns away” from its knowability as a
colonial boundary, and thus not only refuses to participate in this colonial project by rupturing the
seemingly natural ideologies of settler domination imposed onto geography. But, more than this,
how its unruliness mobilizes an “otherwise” geography: spaces other than what we may know,
reference, or expect, but which are already present and underwritten by decolonial pedagogies of
refusal and different spatialities to white settler colonialism. In other words, the Rio Grande through
El Chamizal is a site of memory where the river refuses annihilation and assimilation into the U.S.-
Mexico border while simultaneously enacting a rivered refusal and resurgent knowledge that
demands we #urn toward E1 Chamizal’s unruly, scarred site of memory that teaches what it has always
offered: that colonial capitalist spatialities are neither natural, permanent, complete, or without
consequence; that space is malleable and perpetually unfinished; and that different spatialities to
white settler colonialism are not only possible, but they already exist.

I want, then, to summarize the analytical frameworks of unruly geography of scars and haunting
pedagogies of refusal by emphasizing how the Chamizal story has been cloaked in state narratives of
progress, friendship, and diplomacy in order to foreclose the insights of the unruly Rio Grande—to

render El Chamizal a hidden geography—and therefore obstruct what this land makes possible:

47 Coulhard, Red Skins, White Masks, 45.
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geographies of refusal that denaturalize settler colonial racial capitalist ideologies. In this way, this
study illuminates why and how it is necessary to attend to the Rio Grande and El Chamizal’s
intertwined unruliness as sites of expropriation, dispossession, and extraction in El Paso while also
engaging this terrain—and land more broadly—*as the often unnamed but vital actor that is always

exceeding and resisting the violence of colonial racial capitalism.”*

Chapter Breakdown

The interventions of this study outlined above engage Laura Pulido’s recent argument that
Chicana/o Studies must engage white settler colonial studies in order to create meaningful
interventions in the field. These interventions, however, are also necessary in order but demonstrate
the larger argument of this research: that the Chamizal Dispute—despite what dominant accounts
would like us to believe—is not a reconciled, finished story.* Rather, El Chamizal is an unfinished
site of struggle imbued with challenges and alternatives to the status quo.

The chapters of this study unfold largely chronologically. Chapter one offers a historical
overview of the Chamizal Dispute that traces the socio-spatial production of El Chamizal and its
evasive (unruly/haunting) qualities. I begin this chapter with the Chamizal story of Cleofas Calleros,
a highly regarded Mexican American historian and civic leader in El Paso, to introduce and situate
the complexity of El Chamizal. Thereafter, I rewind to late seventieth century when Tigua People
arrived to what is now the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands and became deeply intertwined in the
Chamizal story. This chapter thereby diverges from the Chamizal Dispute’s codified 1864—1964

timeframe that temporally constrains this history in ways that conceal the Rio Grande’s haunting

48 Byrd et al., Colonial Racial Capitalism, 12.

49 Laura Pulido, “Geographies of race and ethnicity I1I: Settler Colonialism and nonnative people of color,”
Progress in Human Geography 42.2 (2018): 209-318.
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pedagogies of refusal long before 1864 and well after 1964. Drawing on a mix of archival materials
including maps, letters, and affidavits, this chapter explores how El Chamizal is a far more
complex—and in many instances #zknowable—tract of land. In turn, this chapter argues that the
Chamizal Treaty must be understood as part of an enduring colonial undertaking designed to erase,
conceal, and deny El Chamizal’s complex geography and lasting presence in the heart of downtown
El Paso.

Chapter two draws on the legal papers of American lawyers representing Chamizal claimants
in the 19th and 20th-century to examine how the historical geography and legacy of colonial El Paso
is entrenched in a complicated web of spatial, temporal, and legal power relations designed to
trivialize and deny the significance of El Chamizal in the (un)making of Anglo El Paso’s nascent
settler capitalist society. I argue that early Anglo American settlers wed rumor and time as their
means to eliminate the self-determined, unknowable chaos of the Rio Grande for a present-future
that could be predictable, certain, and predicated on colonial racial capitalism. In doing so, I uncover
how settler time, rumor, and law helped Anglo American transform the Mexican-controlled borough
of Cd. Juarez’s Partido Chamizal into the Anglo American dominated city of El Paso. I demonstrate
how Anglo El Paso’s particular settler temporal frame of reference hinges on the year of 1848—the
same year of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended the U.S.-Mexico war and declared the Rio
Grande the new international boundary. Coupled with rumor and law, this temporal frame of
reference perpetuates Anglo American possession, permeance, and inevitability in El Paso by
cementing non-white claims to El Chamizal as a permanent fixture of the past. At the same time, I
show how there is an overwhelming sense of apprehension among Anglo El Pasoan about this so-
called bygone past. Ultimately, then, this chapter shows how the historical and contemporary

geography of El Paso is entrenched this time/rumor and rife with settler anxiety and denial.
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In chapter three, my focus shifts to the oral histories I have conducted with those displaced
by the 1964 Chamizal Treaty to illuminate a women-led barrio activism against the 1964 treaty and
how members of “the Chamizal diaspora” still claim this land. This chapter draws on more than 30
oral histories I have conducted with individuals displaced by the Chamizal Treaty. In this way, this
chapter centers the memories of Chamizal residents, their family stories, their place-making practices
and community formations, and barrio activism that carved out dignified and livable spaces within
this disputed terrain. In turn, we learn how members of the Chamizal diaspora continue to know
themselves in and through not only the distinct sense of place and belonging that the Chamizal
barrios afforded them, but moreover the injustices of the Chamizal Treaty and the afterlives of these
injustices.” In turn, this chapter examines the negation of their stories and place-making practices,
whose needs this ongoing negation serves, and the ongoing aftermath of displacement on residents.
I also turn to archival sources that document the residents’ barrio activism in response to the
Chamizal Treaty. When tracing the barrio activism of this generation of Chamizal residents, I situate
this displacement within the context of US urban renewal and uneven development, and a rich
history of U.S. barrio activism to combat injustice and uneven spaces. Here I demonstrate how their
strategies to assert durable, legible scripts against their displacement both enacted and diverged from
the Rio Grande’s pedagogies of refusal that disrupt and denaturalize white possessive logics.

In the conclusion chapter, I examine how Chicana mothers in South El Paso’s “Barrio
Chamizal” are currently organizing against environmental racism and uneven development in their
neighborhood. Both the environmental racism and urban development are directly connected to the
Chamizal Treaty’s urban reconfiguration of South El Paso. This chapter thus demonstrates how El

Chamizal is an ongoing, multifaceted terrain of struggle. More than this, however, this chapter

50 While the treaty impacted multiple boroughs, I refer to these residents collectively as “Chamizal residents”
to evoke their shared history, trauma, and experiences of erasure.
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demonstrates how El Chamizal is an unfinished, gendered site of racial struggle imbued with

challenges and alternatives to the status quo.

These chapters demonstrate that far from being a marginal or bygone event, the Chamizal
Dispute remains central to El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands history and the making of these border
cities. Together, they deepen Texas History, U.S.-Mexico Borderlands History, and the field of
Chicana/o Studies by examining the haunted, racial geographies and ovetlapping colonialisms of the
El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands that together produced the contested tract of land known as El
Chamizal. Although the Chamizal Dispute and story has been largely absent from these academic
tields, this study demonstrates how this history reflects some of the core imperatives of these fields.
It is an instance of “We didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us.” It is an instance of uneven
urban planning development and urban renewal and their lasting impact on Mexican American
communities. And it is a part of a legacy of Chicana-led barrio and fronteriza activism that continues

today.
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UNSETTLING COMFORTS

I knead the creosote clay, draw the beady black curtain,

the many ghosts of El Paso filtering through the slacks,

stars above a river in grief & fury,

moving within me now the water

refusing this city still laughing as I try to make sense of this place:
unsettling comforts, the way this land

is self-determined in how it speaks for itself

breaking time & space the border

as we thought we knew it as they wanted us to know it

but still a mystery still a wonder

& that concrete canal, geography of scars

a callous “healed” streamlined & tamed

along this map of violence where somewhere I remember
this river is a body a verb

& the words that I write from these undercurrents

of parallel countries are not my words

but this land’s long refusal remembering where it used to be before it was straightened out.
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CHAPTER 1

“Inability to Lay the Ghost of the Chamizal:”
Opacity, Wonder, & El Chamizal’s Haunting Unknowability

“For 96 years the United States and Mexico have fought over #z pedazo de
tierra consisting of 630-acres in what is now part of South El Paso, Texas,
and which originally was patt of Segundo Barrio.”'

— Cleofas Calleros, “El Chamizal—;:Qué Es?”

When the late El Paso historian Cleofas Calleros self-published his pamphlet “El
Chamizal—:Qué Es?” in 1963, he was trying to resolve two riddled, age-old questions: What is E/
Chamizal, and where is it exactly? Like those before him, solving these questions—Iet alone convincing
his readers of his answers—would be a challenge. A disputed tract of land somewhere between El
Paso, Texas, and Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, El Chamizal has been so long contested, so fraught
with ambiguity, always too elusive to define and too puzzling to fully seize because of the
meandering Rio Grande that caused the Chamizal Dispute, that it’s exact size and location has
remained a highly debatable obscurity for more than a century.

Long before Calleros became obsessed with resolving this mystery, there were others who
tried to define El Chamizal. President William Howard Taft would be the first U.S. President to try
and settle the Chamizal Dispute, followed by Calvin Coolige, Herbert Hoover, F.D. Roosevelt,

Harry Truman, and Dwight T. Eisenhower. Yet, “in no instance could the baffling enigma of the

51 Translated from Spanish by the author. Original: “Por noventa y seis anos los Estados Unidos de America
y los Estados Unidos Mexicanos han tenido en disute un pedazo de tierra que consiste en 630 acrees en lo
que ahora es la parte sur de El Paso, Texas que ordinariamente se le llama parte del Segundo Barrio.” Cleofas
Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 13, C. L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Dept., The University of
Texas at El Paso Library.

33



ELCH

b7

AMIZAL

Por CLEOFAS CALLEROS

Figure 6: Front page of Cleofas Calleros’ informational pamphlet on the Chamizal Dispute
titled “El Chamizal—Qué Es?” (El Chamizal—What is it?) Source: Cleofas Calleros Papers,
C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Department, University of Texas at El Paso Library.
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Figure 7: Mexican map showing the 630 aces (333 hectares) defined as El
Chamizal by the Chamizal Treaty. Source: EE/ Chamizal, solucion complete: album grafico
by M. Quesada Brandi.
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Figure 8: Aerial photograph taken in 1968 showing the 630-acres defined as El
Chamizal. Source: International Water and Boundary Commission.
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3 ¢

Chamizal be resolved.””* However, Calleros’ “;El Chamizal—Que Es?” obscures this relentless
mystery. It does so by telling a simplified story where the United States and Mexico fought over ux
pedazo de tierra consisting of a neat 630-acres in South El Paso.” It was, of course, no coincidence
that Calleros’ 630-acre definition for El Chamizal was the same definition announced by the
American and Mexican diplomats negotiating the Chamizal Treaty. Long before rumors of the
proposed Chamizal Treaty arrived in El Paso, Calleros had lived a life largely defined by the mystery
of El Chamizal’s whereabouts. Over the course of his lifetime, then, he had wrestled this elusive
tract of land himself. Perhaps, then, he saw in the Chamizal Treaty the opportunity to finally absolve
himself of this troublesome terrain. “El Chamizal—:Qué Es?”” works toward this objective. Not
only does it tell a story that agrees with the settlement’s definition for El Chamizal, but it also

suggests that returning these 630 acres would finally open the door to progtess in the region.” It

would do so, Calleros writes, by putting the question of El Chamizal to rest once and for all.

Although Cleofas Calleros is a prominent figure in El Paso history due to role as a civic
leader and self-trained historian of the city, his contributions to the Chamizal Treaty are seldom if at
all discussed in the historical literature on this conflict. In what follows, I argue that Calleros was
formative in securing the success of the Chamizal Treaty and establishing the settlement’s official
version of the Chamizal story as the oz/y Chamizal story. Throughout this essay, then, I trace and

contextualize Calleros’ relationship with El Chamizal, his personal and professional motivations to

52 Gladys Gregory, “The Chamizal Settlement: A View from El Paso,” Southwestern Studies 1.2 (1963), 6.

53 Cleofas Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 13.
54 “Chamizal Pact Opens Door to Progress,” E/ Paso Herald Post, July 18, 1963.
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QLDEST CENSUS—Page One of a four-page census report of the Partido Cham-
izal as c_ompzled and certified by the Rev. Rafael Montes. Pastor of Our Lady
of Guadalupe Mission and Pueblo, taken May 24, 1813. El Paso area was the
southernmost part of the Provincia del Nuevo, Mexico. —(Calleros Archives)

Figure 9: Excerpt from 1813 Spanish census on Partido Chamizal. Divided into several ¢ido and
private farms, Partido Chamizal was home to hundreds of residents. In 1813, a census conducted in
Paso del Norte recorded 718 residents living in the district. Those who owned their property had
titles that stemmed from Spanish and Mexican land grants—some issued as early as 1781.
Source: E/ Paso Times October 28, 1967.
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settle this conflict, as well as his role in the Chamizal Treaty within a much longer, coordinated
colonial endeavor to obscure El Chamizal’s complex geography and bend social perceptions of it in
service of dominant geographies. In turn, I show how the Chamizal Treaty’s definition for El
Chamizal required a great deal of labor, ongoing modes of erasure, a great many storytellers to
maintain. I suggest that when Calleros wrote “El Chamizal—;Qué Es?” he became one of these
storytellers and part of a long line of historians, cartographers, politicians, power brokers, and urban
planners who have sought to naturalize a particular historical geography of El Paso underwritten by

the erasure of El Chamizal.

“Mexico Debe Recuperar E1 Chamizal”

To date, Calleros’ “El Chamizal-—;Qué Es?” is perhaps one of the few comprehensive
histories of the Chamizal Dispute. Despite its thoroughness, it is also so fraught with omission that
it inescapably bends El Chamizal to fit the needs of a larger dominant narrative intent on trivializing
El Chamizal’s place in El Paso. There was, of course, the pamphlets” omission of 5,600 residents
who would be displaced from their homes within these 630 acres—an omission that reflected the
official messaging at that time that described these homes as blighted areas in the city whose

removal would be El Paso’s gain.”

But of the pamphlet’s many omissions, perhaps the most
significant is rather technical: that is, that the settlement’s 630-acre definition for El Chamizal

contained very little of what historians and many long-standing residents in this region considered El

55 The canon historiography of El Paos often mentions the Chamizal Dispute, but glosses over the key role of
El Chamizal in the making of what is now El Paso, Texas. See: W.H. Timmons, E/ Paso: A Borderlands History
(El Paso: The University of Texas at El Paso, 1990); Leon C. Metz, Border: The U.S.-Mexzco Line (El Paso:
Mangan Books, 1989); C.L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande V'olume 1 1529-1917 (El
Paso: Texas Western Press, 1968); Mario, Garcia, Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of E/ Paso, 1880-1920 (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1981), 143.

56 “Chamizal Settlement, Freeway Bring Gigantic EP Facelifting,” £/ Paso Times, September 25, 1964.
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Chamizal. Indeed, for many in this region, El Chamizal is a much larger swath of land today
covering both sides of the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands—including Chihuahuita, Segundo Barrio,
and part of downtown El Paso—that was known in the 1800s as Paso del Norte’s most northern
district Partido Chamizal”” Nor does Calleros’ pamphlet explicitly say that of these 630 acres
promised to Mexico, only a sliver of this land (173-acres) consisted of Partido Chamizal. This meant
that of the acreage promised to Mexico as El Chamizal, 193-acres consisted of Mexico’s Cordova
Island and another 264-acres included land directly east of this island that the state of Mexico had
never regarded as El Chamizal but which was included in the settlement to “make up” for the parts
of El Chamizal that would remain north of the border.”®

Omissions like these that obscure El Chamizal’s enduring presence within the city of El Paso
were not lost on Mexicans south of the border. Nor was it lost on Mexican nationals that the land
promised to Mexico consisted in large part of territory neglected and exploited by Americans.
Indeed, not only had the United States been so bold to offer Mexico a sliver of El Chamizal, but the
630-acres included an old city dump and the hazardous cattle lands of Peyton Packing. Mexican
nationals were so vocal in their dissent with the Chamizal Treaty that their protest quickly became a
topic of annoyance among U.S. federal officials. ““The Mexicans are barking about a couple of
things,” wrote a White House aid during treaty negotiations, “particularly a packing plant and

slaughterhouse on land which will go to Mexico, because the facilities are public nuisances.””

57 “Chamizal Census Take in 1813,” E/ Paso Times, October, 28, 1967; Joe K. Parrish Papers, MS111, box 1,
folder 44, C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Dept., University of Texas at El Paso Library.

58 Alana de Hinojosa, "El Rio Grande as Pedagogy: The Unruly, Unresolved Terrains of the Chamizal Land
Dispute," American Quarterly 73 (December 2021); Paola Juarez, EE/ Chamizal: Reflexciones sobre nacionailsmo y
frontera en torno de acuerdo tferritorial (1962-1967) (Ciudad Juarez, Createspace Independent Pub, 2017), 35;
Conrey Bryson, The Land Where We Live: Paso de/ Norte (El Paso: Aniversario del Paso 73, 1973), 25.

59 WH Confidential Files, C.F. Oversized Attachments, box 165 4/22/66 #3 Mexico-Chamizal 2 of 2],
Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library, Austin, Texas.
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Figure 10: Front page of informational pamphlet, “Mexico Debe Recuperar El Chamizal”
[Mexico Should Recover El Chamizal], produced by local government in Parral, Chihuahua.
Source: Cleofas Calleros Papers, C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Department,
University of Texas at El Paso Library.
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Mexican nationals responded in turn by publishing their own pamphlets on the Chamizal Treaty. In
1963, for instance, the city of Parral, Chihuahua, distributed 10,000 copies of a 15-page pamphlet
titled “Mexico debe recuperar El Chamizal” that called for the complete return of El Chamizal. ®
Calleros, who was himself annoyed but such protests, just so happened to be visiting the mayor of
Parral when copies of this pamphlet were delivered to the city. Calleros took the opportunity to
meet the Mexican mayor’s administration and afterwards reported on their conversation with his
new friend, Joseph F. Friedkin, the US Commissioner to the International Water and Boundary
Commission (IWBC) tasked with carrying out the terms of the Chamizal Treaty. Unfortunately,
Calleros told to Friedkin, half of those he had spoken to in Parral “were not too happy over the

256

proposed settlement.””" “Most of them expressed the feelings that ‘they were robbed,” because they
did not get the entire original Chamizal,” Calleros explained. Ultimately, Calleros would encourage
Friedkin not to take such accusations seriously. In fact, in “¢El Chamizal—Qué Es?,” Calleros made
light of these kinds of allegations, arguing that “[it] is humanly impossible that every individual will
be perfectly satisfied [by the Chamizal Treaty|. For everyone to agree and be satisfied,” he insisted,
“you would need a Chamizal for each one.””

For those who really knew Calleros, this remark would have been particularly striking. Not

only did it belittle the significance of long-standing and complex experiences of El Chamizal in the

00 In a 1963 letter to the U.S. Commissioner to the IWBC, Joseph Friedkin, Calleros explains that this
Mexican pamphlet has been published and distributed in Parral, Mexico, and that many Parralenses “were not
too happy over the proposed settlement.” The Mexican pamphlet, written by Edmundo Dias Barrientos, was
published in Cd. Juarez and sponsored by the District of Parral in Chihuahua, Mexico. See: Calleros Papers,
MS231, box 34, folder 1.

o1 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 1.

02 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 13.
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borderlands that Calleros was well apprised of, but it also trivialized Calleros” own Chamizal story—

so much so that this story was missing entirely from “sEl Chamizal—;Qué Es?”®

Calleros’ Chamizal story begins on a Sunday in October of 1902. Calleros is six years old and
he and his mother, Refugio, have just arrived in Cd. Juirez.”* They had come by way of the Mexican
Central Railroad, third class, and had traveled nearly 500 miles from a town called Rio Florido in
Chihuahua, Mexico, that by the day’s end would be home in the past tense. Calleros’ father, Ismael,
was already across the border in El Paso where he was waiting for his wife and son in what would be
their new home: a small jacalito between 7th and 8th Street in Segundo Barrio. “And as we got off
the train,” Calleros often narrated this part of the story, “my mother opened a letter of instructions
which she had previously received in Chihuahua City giving us direction what to do to cross El

256

Paso.”®” As Calleros remembers it, these instructions were in Ismael’s handwriting and read: “As you

get off the train come to the Santa Fe bridge, walk and cross the river underneath the bridge, once
you have crossed go to the end of the bridge and be admitted for entry to reside in El Paso.”

Refugio did as her husband instructed, and crossed the Rio Grande with her son out of sight from

U.S. authorities and beneath the Santa Fe International Bridge where she and Calleros then walked

63 Just before Calleros’ death in 1973, historian Oscar Martinez conducted an oral history with Cleofas
Calleros. In that interview, Calleros tells this story. See: Cleofas Calleros, “Interview No. 156 by Oscar
Martinez, lnstitute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso (1972): 1-2.

4 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14; Calleros Papers, box 33, folder 2.

05 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14.

06 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14.
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to the immigration station, registered themselves as immigrants, and then made their way into
Segundo Barrio. Even as a boy, the crossing seemed strange to Calleros. “Being six and a half years
old, naturally my curiosity was aroused,” he recalled of that day nearly sixty years later.”” Despite his
curiousity, something told Calleros not to inquire about the nature of their crossing until it was safe
to do so. But when he and his mother arrived at their new home where Ismael was waiting for them,
Calleros could no longer contain his curiosity. “Why did you tell mother to walk over the dry Rio
Grande, when there was such a nice bridge to cross from Mexico to the United States?” he asked his
father. “Mira hijito,” Ismael replied, “there is no reason why we Mexicans should pay un centavo to
cross a bridge which is built on the Chamizal.”**

Calleros could not have known it then, but his father’s words would shape him and his
perceptions of El Chamizal and El Paso for the rest of his life. “This statement [from my father]
caused me to ask many questions as to El Chamizal,” recounted Calleros in his sixties.”” It was
because of these great many questions that Calleros committed his father’s words to memory and
repeated this Chamizal story over and over to anyone who would listen. As an adult, it was this
version of El Chamizal that Calleros wrote in letters to his friends and colleagues and to local
businessmen and politicians on both sides of the border. Often, Calleros did so in the postscript like
an epilogue noting the significance of El Chamizal on his family’s immigration story and their sense
of place and belonging in El Paso, as if to say: This is how we arrived: with dignity and El Chamizal as onr

doorstep. And with each repetition, the story would change him—and not in some neat, orderly, or

contained way. Because in #bis storied version of El Chamizal, this contested land is a subversive

67 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14.
08 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14.

9 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 14.

43



place beneath the Santa Fe International Bridge from which Calleros and his Mexican family
challenged and refused the United States’ colonial project of innate, impenetrable boundaries and its
cartographic rules for regulating the mobility of racialized difference. In this version of the Chamizal
story, in other words, El Chamizal, is a storied place of political struggle for Calleros.

As a boy, Calleros quickly learned that he and his family were not the only ones with a
Chamizal story. Rather, it seemed that everyone in Segundo Barrio had a Chamizal story—and that
each version, while often distinct from that of others, was no less true. For instance, when Calleros
enrolled in Sacred Heart School as a first grader, a boy in his class named Raymundo Santiago
Garcia introduced himself by telling his own family’s Chamizal story. In this boy’s telling, Sacred
Heart School was built on El Chamizal—land, Raymundo explained, that had been stolen from his
father, Pedro Ignacio Garcia del Barrio. As Calleros listen, he learned that in 1866 Raymundo’s
father had inherited an 1818 Spanish land grant called the Chamizal Land Grant that eventually
became part of an international land dispute between the United States and Mexico.”” When Father
Carlos M. Pinto, the Jesuit priest who ran Sacred Heart Church, overheard Raymundo, he not only
confirmed the boy’s story but added details from his own Chamizal story. In fact, Pinto explained to
the two boys, when Sacred Heart Church was under construction in 1892 residents in the area and
some of his parishioners across the border protested that such “an elaborate brick building” was
being built on El Chamizal.”" Even then, Pinto told Calleros and Raymundo, El Chamizal was a
deeply contested subject.

Just as everyone seemed to have their own Chamizal story, Calleros also learned that

everyone had their own ideas for the boundaries and whereabouts for El Chamizal. Although in

70 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 2.

"1 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 2; Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 13.
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Segundo Barrio “[i]t was common talk and knowledge that everything south of Fifth street belonged
to Mexico,” as Calleros ventured beyond the racialized boundaries of the Second Ward he realized
that Anglo El Pasoans had their own ideas for El Chamizal’s whereabouts. " Later, at the age of
nineteen when Calleros purchased property in Segundo Barrio, he also learned that “[a]ll property
owners who have purchased property in South El Paso, south of First Street to the River since 1900,
have been duly advised and warned that the Chamizal [...] clouds the title.”” In El Paso, he came to
realize, there was no escaping El Chamizal.

What everyone in El Paso seemed to know—but dare not admit—was that there was no
easy, neat, or single answer to the questions, What is E/ Chamizal, and where is i? Because El Chamizal
is not some passive, static place trivial to life and space in El Paso, but rather a storied, complex, and
mysterious terrain that exists along various, distinct, sometimes overlapping—but always equally as

real—lived, imagined, and disbelieved locations.

It is impossible to say why Calleros omitted these stories from his 1963 pamphlet “:El
Chamizal—Qué Es?” just as attempting to unravel who, if anyone, knows “the truth” about El
Chamizal’s whereabouts is an impossible task. In what follows, however, I propose that Calleros
omitted these stories because the Chamizal Treaty’s 630-acre figure promised him (and many others)
an end to the troublesome question of El Chamizal’s whereabouts—an end that he had sought for

nearly his entire life. Calleros wrote a pamphlet that consigned El Chamizal to a trivial, marginal

72 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 2.

73 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 13.
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Figure 11: Sacred Heart School graduating class of 1911. Cleofas Calleros is pictured directly
center in the back row. Source: Cleofas Calleros Papers, C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections
Department, University of Texas at El Paso Library.

past. But if we look closely, this constructed past is fragile and susceptible to moments of fraying
and unraveling.

By tending to these moments, this chapter offers a discussion of space, place, and land
different from other texts on El Paso, which often bypass the very site, complexity, and the ongoing
significance of El Chamizal to the making of this city. In turn, this chapter demonstrates how El
Chamizal was not trivial to the making of El Paso as the official record—or Calleros for that
matter—would like us to believe. Rather, El Chamizal is a much more complicated, unresolved, and

still unfolding story that is part of the fabric of El Paso.
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Producing South El Paso: El Chamizal & Segundo Barrio

A resident of Segundo Barrio for more than 60 years, Calleros knew all too well how Anglo
Americans in El Paso had exploited the riddled boundaries of El Chamizal to build and maintain the
poverty-stricken Second Ward that he called home. “For many the Chamizal’s murky status
conveyed distinct advantages,” writes the historian Paul Kramer in his 2014 essay on the Chamizal
Dispute.” Over time, “it grew into a haven for slumlords seeking to extract the most rent from the
most vulnerable with the least government oversight, and for business owners and city officials
looking to install the slaughterhouses and garbage dumps that other neighborhoods had the power
to stave off.”” As one newscaster put it in 1962, El Chamizal has long “an excuse for not doing a lot
of things that ought to be done in and around the Chamizal zone.””® Indeed, the City of El Paso’s
reluctance to make improvements or guarantee private loans in El Chamizal, together with landlords
who refused to make repairs or upgrade their property on the grounds that their property titles
might be called into question, was rooted in an established relationship between Anglo Americans
and urban planning. This relationship was designed to produce uneven socio-spatial relations and
the “blighted area calling for a solution” that became known as Segundo Barrio and “the

southside.””’

74 Paul Kramer, “A Border Crosses,” The New Yorker, September 20, 2014.
75 Ibd.

76 In 1962, the El Paso radio broadcaster Conrey Bryson described the Chamizal Dispute “as an excuse for
not doing a lot of things that ought to be done in and around the Chamizal Zone.” See: “Everyday Events,”
E/ Paso Times, June 17, 1962.

77 Benjamin Marquez, Power and Politics in a Chicano Barrio: A Study of Mobilization Efforts and Commmunity Power in
E/ Paso, (Lanham and London: University Press of America, 1985), 53; For more on landlord neglect in
Segundo Barrio and El Chamizal see: C.L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 70; Bryson, The Land Where We Live,
30.
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Prior to the Chamizal Treaty, the City of El Paso and southside slumlords used El
Chamizal’s contested boundaries to obscure the deliberate racial capitalist production of Segundo
Barrio through structural neglect and abandonment. The “immoral geography” of Segundo Barrio
and the “moral geography” of the mostly Anglo American households and neighborhoods north of
Paisano Boulevard (Segundo Barrio’s most northern boundary) can only exist in their place of
privilege and power in relation to one another. The production of these unequal spaces is by no
means an inevitable or neutral process, but rather part of “a white spatial imaginary” that requires
and enacts these spaces in order to naturalize uneven social relations of dominance and
exploitation.” “Seemingly race-neutral urban sites contain hidden racial assumptions and
imperatives,” argues George Lipsitz in How Racism Takes Place. “These spaces make racial segregation
seem desirable, natural, necessary, and inevitable,” he continues. “Even more important, these sites
serve to produce and sustain racial meanings: they enact public pedagogy about who belongs where
and about what makes certain spaces desirable.”” To most Anglo Americans, however, the
structural decay and “filth” of Segundo Barrio is “proof” that the barrio is inherently inferior to its
Anglo American counterpart north of the “Tortilla Curtain”—a derogatory term for Paisano
Boulevard.” Just as southside landlord took advantage of El Chamizal to rationalize neglect of their

southside properties, seemingly neutral but racist forms of social description toward Segundo Barrio

"8 George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes Place (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011), 25.
7 George Lipsitz, How Racism Takes Place (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011), 15.

80 For more on the racialization of Mexicans and Segundo Barrio along lines “filth” and “decay” see:
Alexandra Minna Stern, “Buildings, Boundaries, and Bloods: Medicalization and Nation-Building on the U.S.-
Mexico Border, 1910-1930,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 79.1 (1999):41-81; David Romo,
Ringside Seat to a Revolution: An Underground Cultural History of El Paso and Cd. Judrez, 1893-1923 (El Paso: Cinco
Puntos Press, 2017).
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have long rationalized discriminatory policies, infrastructural crises, and landlord neglect in this part
of the city.

Calleros, who had grown up in these exploitative conditions, wanted deeply to be part of
their solution. As a social worker and civic activist in his twenties, Calleros made reallocating city
resources to the Second Ward his life’s work. He advocated for better living conditions and critiqued
landlords for neglecting their properties and tenants on account of their contested property titles
within El Chamizal. As a moderate liberal, however, Calleros believed in the power of government
to solve these problems and that working within the political system was the only viable avenue to
promote meaningful change in the Second Ward.*' In the 1920s, a twenty-something-year-old
Calleros decided that if he was going to help his community, the jacalitos or “slums” like the one he
had grown up in would need to be dealt with. Consequently, Calleros became involved in numerous
activities to clear slums in South El Paso. During this time, he seemed to adopt the racist moderate
language toward these slums when he described them in the E/ Paso Times as “constantly creating
‘bad citizens.””” In this way, Calleros adopted a perspective on South El Paso that was something
akin to the white spatial imaginary that pinned the southside within an innately immoral geography.

As Calleros continued to advocate for the elimination of slums in the southside, El Chamizal
would become deeply entangled in his professional work. In the 1930s, he led a slum clearance
program in Chihuahuita as the chairman of El Paso’s Federal Housing Authority. “Having lived a

tenement for ten years, I could really appreciate what better housing meant to so many

81 For more on Mexican American moderates during the 1960s, see: Guadalupe San Miguel Jr., Iz the Midst of
Radicalism: Mexican American Moderates during the Chicano Movement, 1960-1978, (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2022).

82 Mercedes Lugo, "El Paso's Own Sefior Cleofas Calleros," Junior Historian, December 1968, 25; “Advocates

Destruction of El Paso Tenements,” £/ Paso Evening Post, September 16, 1930; Cleofas Calleros, “Everyday
Events,” E/ Paso Times, June 20, 1952.
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unfortunates,” he later said of his qualifications for the position. ¥ “As a matter of record,” however,
“the fact is that it was a hard and thankless job.” Though Calleros did not outright say why his time
as chairman was so difficult, newspaper coverage from that time suggests that it may have had
something to do with El Chamizal.* In 1937, for instance, the E/ Paso Times ran a story with the
headline, “Persons Born in Chamizal Zone May Be Citizens of Two Countries,” which suggested
that because no one really knew where El Chamizal began and ended, the boundaries of US
citizenship were not as concrete as they seemed.” El Paso officials labored ceaselessly to nullify this
wrinkle to US sovereignty. Three years later, they tried to survey and map El Chamizal with the
added objective of implementing the South El Paso slum clearance program headed by Calleros. But
“|tlhe inability of American and Mexican officials to lay the ghost of the Chamizal,” summarized the
E/ Paso Times, “barred the slum clearance program from the area, as governmental regulations

prohibit federal participation where ownership is in question.”™

Some couldn’t help but see this
troublesome terrain as willfully injuring and even endangering the sanctity of their city. E/ Chamizal
was a risk, they said to one another, 7o the sanctity of American citizenship, to land values, to the public good, to
progress.

The ghost of El Chamizal not only blazoned this terrain’s right to remain unknowable in way

that are self-determined, but this fugitive terrain ultimately also blocked Calleros’ slum clearance

83 Calleros, “Everday Events.”
84 In addition to problems involving El Chamizal, public opinion in El Paso at that time was against public
housing and that the housing board to which Calleros was a part of was accused of socialism. See: Marquez,

Power and Politics in a Chicano Barrio, 62.

85 Henry Yermillion, “Persons Born in Chamizal Zone May Be Citizens of Two Countries,” E/ Paso Times,
August 5, 1934.

86 “Chamizal Zone to be Surveyed,” E/ Paso Times, October 26, 1937.
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vision.” This poetic justice—that the same subversive terrain through which Calleros crossed into El
Paso was now some thirty years later disrupting the spatial entitlements of US citizenship—was
likely not lost on Calleros. Indeed, perhaps he felt some sense of affinity and gratitude to El
Chamizal. But as chairman of the FHA, Calleros was not able to admire the power of El Chamizal.
In fact, his official role as a city employee mandated disdain for this troublesome terrain. In 1963,
when President John F. Kennedy publicly committed to the state and people of Mexico that the
United States would finally resolved the Chamizal Dispute, perhaps Calleros felt that this was his
chance to finally absolve himself of this troublesome terrain. And if Calleros, nearing his 70th
birthday, was focused on his legacy in South El Paso, perhaps he also believed that if he played his
part in bending the complex history of the Chamizal Dispute to fit the settlement’s definition of this
contested land, not only would the Chamizal Treaty be his means to an engineered end, but he
would also be remembered as the champion of South El Paso who helped to eliminate the ghost of

El Chamizal and bring long overdue progress to the place he called home.

Wayward Origins

Calleros’ “El Chamizal—;Qué Es?” is perhaps the earliest reference to how historians of the
El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands have explained away the mystery of El Chamizal to naturalize
narratives of closure and progress in this region. These dominant narratives, however, are only

possible by concealing El Chamizal’s complex geography and bending this terrain to fit the

87 Though Calleros was unable to secure public housing in Chihuahuita, he was able to elsewhere in Segundo
Barrio. On September 3, 1935, the Slum Clearance committee that Calleros was part of secured $2,000,000
from the federal government to build public housing in South El Paso. With these funds, the commission
built what is now the Alamito Garden public housing community on Tays and 34 Avenue—and area in
northeast Segundo Barrio. Calleros later referred to the Alamito as a “blessing” from his time on the
commission. See: Calleros, “Everyday Events,” E/ Paso Times, 1952.
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settlement’s unit of 630 acres. As part of this larger project, even the origins of the Chamizal
Dispute have been obscured.

Indeed, while the Chamizal Dispute was officially anchored in the struggle over the
sovereignty of the modern US and Mexican nation-states, this conflict took place across the unceded
lands of the Manso, Suma, Apache, and the more recent Piro and Tigua Pueblo People who were in
1680 forcibly brought to this region as slaves of the Spanish Crown and Catholic Church. * It was
the Spanish captain Alonso Garcia who forced the Piro and Tigua People from their homes in what
is now Ysleta, New Mexico. Garcia, having just narrowly escaped the 1680 Pueblo Revolt, took the
317 Indians he could and fled downriver to the Spanish Crown’s nearest stronghold in Paso del
Norte (later renamed Ciudad Juarez).*” Although typically left out of the historical literature, Garcia
and the Tigua People’s complexly intertwined arrival to Paso del Norte is inescapably bound up in
what will hundreds of years later become the Chamizal L.and Dispute.

When the Tigua arrived in this region and settled along the Rio Grande in 1682 where the
Isleta Mission and Pueblo of Ysleta del Sur remain today, perhaps a small comfort to their forced
exile was that this region was not entirely unfamiliar to them. * Like their home upriver, this new
place was also along the Rio Grande—a sacred ceremonial site for Pueblo traditions. *! Living in and

tending to this place, they realized, would entail doing so as they had always done: in relation to the

88 While dominant accounts suggest that the Manso, Suma, and Piro Peoples are extinct, others suggest that
they have either intermarried with the Tigua and become citizens of the Pueblo, or have intermarried with the
region’s Mexican/Mexican American population. Greenburg, “Tigua Land Tenure.”

89 Victor M. Guzman Garcia, “The Legacy of Captain Alonso Garcia 1,” Password 43.1 (1998): 159-173.

90 Ysleta Del Sur Pueblo Archives 10l 1,181, 242.

o1 Adolph Greenberg, “Ysleta del Sur Pueblo and the Rio Grande: An Ethnographic Assessment of Ysleta del

Sur Pueblo’s Relationship with the Rio Grande,” in Ysleta Del Sur Pueblo Archives: A Project of the Y sleta del Sur
Pueblo (Ligua Tribe of Texas) Tribal Council, Vol. 3 (El Paso: Sundance Press, 2000), 386-415.
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Rio Grande that continuously reshaped the landscape in its mutable image. And as before, it would
be this river’s ongoing change and transformation of the landscape from which all good things
would come. The months of May, June, and July were always the same: they brought with them
mercurial deluges that moved the river back and forth across a four-to-six-mile alluvial plain that had
developed over centuries of accumulative meanderings. In fact, it was because of this alluvial plain—
this constantly changing landscape and the river’s movement of clay, silt, sand, and gravel across this
landscape—that the land so fertile. Although in 1751 the Spanish Crown gave the Tigua a land grant
of thirty-six-square acres surrounding the Isleta Mission, the Tigua continued to tend to lands far
beyond these boundaries (today covering land on both sides of the international boundary, including
El Chamizal, and well into Presidio County) according to the tiver’s seasonal meanderings.”” When
farming their land base, then, the Tigua left particular areas unoccupied for weeks or months at a
time and cultivated them only after the river shifted its course.” This mobility and relationality not
only defined life along this river, but also yielded abundance and reduced impact of the land. To the
Tigua, the meandering Rio Grande was not a menace or an annoying distraction as the Spanish and
other settlers, who refused to be in relationship with the land, regarded it. To the Tigua, the river’s
meanderings were instances in which the land engaged the world by extending its invitation to
collectively participate in geography’s re-arrangement. Their role as stewards was to live within a
careful balance and relation with the land.

The Tigua People and the Rio Grande co-evolved this way for hundreds of years. But
“colonialism seeks to rapidly block that process of co-evolution, to eradicate the accumulated

knowledge of that process,” argues Manu Karuka, and in its place impose an antithetical conception

92 Ysleta Del Sur Pueblo Archives 170l. 1, 213.

93 Greenberg, “Ysleta del Sur Pueblo and the Rio Grande,” 29, 175.
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of land as lifeless heap of mass, an inert background without any due reverence, meaning, or
relation, and which must moreover be constantly disciplined to suppress its madness and reflect
white dominance.” This refusal to be in relationship with land, to take heed of Indigenous People’s
land-based relations and ontologies manifests as a relationship of war and is the basis for the
violence of invasion and occupation.” Principal to this colonial refusal of relationship is the
insistence that the white subject is both separate from and dominant to land—something that must
be constantly preformed and announced. Cartography serves this dual purpose by not only
representing “the externalization and control” of chaotic, mobile geographies, but in turn, produces

’ Indeed, the missionaries and Spanish men who

the “safely encapsulated” white rational subject.
called themselves “explorers” were quick to observe this river’s changing locations in their dairies
and to draw up maps—however futile in their temporality—depicting the Isleta Mission’s location in
relation to this shifting landscape. A map completed in 1710 shows the Isleta Mission south of the
tiver, while another drawn up three years later shows it north. 7’ Yet each map sought the same vain
outcome: to fix the Rio Grande in a knowable, coherent place that would in turn reflect Spanish
dominance and geographic security. Settlers’ insistence that they could build structures within the
river’s floodplain only further marked them as both foreign and foolish.

There were months, years, sometimes only a matter of days, when the Mission was north of

the river, and others when it was south. To the Tigua, these floods and changes to the landscape

94 Manu Karuka, Empire’s Tracks: Indigenous Nations, Chinese Workers, and the Transcontinental Railroad (Berkely:
University of California Press, 2019), 30.

95 Karuka, Empire’s Tracks, 26.

96 Kathleen Kirby, “Re:Mapping Subjectivity: Cartographic vision and the limits of politics,” in BodySpace:
Destabilizing geographies of gender and sexuality, edited by Nancy Duncan (London and New York: Routledge,
1996): 47.

97 Bill Wright, The Tiguas: Pueblo Indians of Texas, (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1993), 11-12.
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were the facts of their lives; there along the river, they lived a life that matched the patchwork of this
landscape. But although the river was rarely—if ever—exactly as it had been the year before, it was
not an erratic thing that moved without reason, but rather a living relation who moved according to
necessary seasonal rhythms that the land and life depended on. During most of the winter and early
spring months, the river remained dry and dormant; but when summer arrived, and as the Colorado
mountain snows melted, the Rio Grande would swell in size, flood, and meander. It’s tendency to
overwhelm its width, open new bending, ribbon-like channels and sometimes abandon older
channels altogether were not only its defining features, but announced this river’s integral role in
shaping this landscape according to its own needs and desires. It is a river, in other words, that lived
unregulated and free.

Though the river’s changes rarely alarmed the Tigua, perhaps one particular flood in 1740
brought some element of wonder when it swept the Isleta Mission away—destroying the house of
their enslavers and what the missionaries thought to be the permanence of its structure.” When the
deluge settled, however, and the river had determined its course, the missionaries announced the
Tigua would rebuild the mission. By the 1830s, a curious flood formed a new channel south of the
old one, placing the Mission both north and south of the river and turning the Tigua Pueblo into a
small island known regionally as “La Isla” that was twenty miles in length and four miles in width.”
By 1848, however, when the river became the international boundary between the United States and
Mexico, water no longer flowed through the old riverbed and the Isleta Mission found itself north of

the international boundary.'”

98 Ibd.

9 W. H. Timmons, “La Isla,” Handbook of Texas Online, accessed April 21, 2023,
https:/ /www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries /la-isla
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Living in relation with and according to the Rio Grande’s will and sense of time was either
lost on, dismissed, or willfully refused by settlers arriving to this region. When Mexico achieved
independence from Spain in 1821, for instance, Mexican settlers began seizing and settling the
“vacant” Tigua lands the tribe had put aside in anticipation of flooding. Though a Mexican surveyor
in 1825 noted these perceptions of “vacant” lands were mistaken because the Tigua grazed their
livestock on these lands until the floods came and went. """ By 1835, however, Mexican settlers
claimed ownership to a majority of the Tigua Land Grant and had established a practice of selling
parcels within it to arriving settlers. The Tigua protested and repeatedly submitted complaints to the
Mexican government regarding the occupation of their land. Though that same year a tribunal would
agree with the Tigua that only they had title to lands within their land grant, lawsuits between the
Tigua and Mexican settlers would persist through the 1850s."”

Moreover, just as Mexican settlers seized “vacant” Tigua lands, so too would Anglo
Americans arriving to the area after an 1849 shift in the Rio Grande placed the Tigua Pueblo north
of the river/the newly declared U.S.-Mexico boundary.'”” When the Emory-Salazar bi-national
boundary commission arrived to Paso del Norte in 1852 and began surveying the international

boundary, so too did Anglo Americans arrive who had been following the commission and seizing

and settling lands along the survey route by pretending to be commission employees. '** Not a year

10V Ysleta de Sur Pueblo Archives: A Project of Ysleta de Sur Pueblo (Tigna Tribe of Texas) Tribal Council, vol. 1 (El
Paso: Sundance, 2000), 166.

102 This was despite the Mexican government having multiply reaffirmed the boundaries of the Tigua Land
Grant, its inalienable quality, or the conclusion of an 1835 Tribunal that while the Tigua “managed the land
they possess in a different way,” only the Tigua had title to lands within the land grant. See: Ysleta del Sur
Pueblo Archives, 1:27, 175-1706; Ysleta de Sur Pueblo Archives: A Project of Ysleta de Sur Pueblo (Tigna Tribe of Texas)
Tribal Council, vol. 4 (El Paso: Sundance, 2000), 1-2.
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passed before Ysleta’s Justice of the Peace, Pedro Gonzalez, wrote a letter to the governor of Texas
criticizing these Americans who, he argued, “under the guise of surveyors, survey [Tigua] lands,
dispossess them of their property, and bestow the same upon their own friends.” These “ruffians”
and their “accomplices in the plundering transactions” had come to their pueblo “without previous
notice or cause, and without any kind of commission, court, process of warrant, etc.”'”
Consequently, Gonzalez wrote, his people could not tend to their fields or livestock. In this way, the
making the US-Mexico border was both a boundary- and identity-making process critical to the
production of an emplaced white settler “self” and a nonwhite (displaced/ placeless) “other.” The
commission’s arrival therefore brought with it a devastating period of land loss and disruption to
daily Tigua land practices. By the end of the century, and as a result of discrepancies between where
the Mexican and U.S. commissioners mapped the Rio Grande, the Tigua lost almost half of their
official land base, with only the northern portion being placed under the jurisdiction of Texas.'"

It mattered not at all to El Paso’s nascent settler society that the Rio Grande through their
city was alive. It mattered little that the river was an actor, a protagonist, a relation in this region of
the world who since time immemorial brought life and environmental balance by reshaping the
landscape according to its own needs and desires. Like the Mexican settlers who had come before
them, Anglo Americans gave little thought to how Native communities living along this river’s
floodplain had tended to and lived in relation with the Rio Grande’s perpetually changing landscape

1 107

since time in memorial.”" Nor did they give much attention to the fact that the towns of El Paso

105 Ysleta Del Sur Pueblo Archives 1:47.

106 J.J. Bowden, “Spanish and Mexican Land Grants in the Chihuahuan Acquisition,” (El Paso: Texas Western
Press, 1971), 144.

107 Where the river begins in the San Juan Range of the Colorado Rockies, the Ute Peoples tend to and care
for the river, and as it flows south through the state of New Mexico, the Pueblo and Apache Peoples have
done the same. At El Paso, where it becomes in the U.S.-Mexico boundary and flows through the ancestral
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and Paso del Norte were only possible because of the meandering river that carved out what the
Spanish had called “El Paso” or “The Pass” through the Franklin Mountains at the base of the
Rockies. What mattered instead to these Anglo American settlers was that this unruly land was
perceived as terra nullis, as in need of Anglo American control to open it up to settlement and
capitalist production.

It was only a matter of time, however, until the Rio Grande made itself known to the settlers
who dismissed it: no sooner would they settle and begin farming the land than the river would rise
and flood them out. It “was like a mad dog at their heels . . . refusing to let them remain in one
place,” one man named Charles recalled in 1937 about his parents’ constant turmoil with the Rio
Grande when they arrived in this region in the 1880s.'” “Sometimes we would go to bed hoping to
rest after a hard day’s work,” explained another man named Nemecio, “only to be wakened by the
lap, lap of water at our doors; sometimes around our beds. It had a voice that we grew to hate—a
voice that struck terror in our hearts and souls,” Nemecio continued. “It was there in the rising
river, increasing in volume as the water rose, submerging our land, stealing our seed, quite often our
homes, leaving us nothing—nothing.”'"”” It was a voice that refused to stop—a haunting extension
of this river’s unruly hand in constantly reshaping the landscape outside settler possession.

The river responded in this way not only to individual settlers and their homesteads, but also
to entire infrastructures of settler capitalist expansion. In 1884, Anson Mills, one of El Paso’s earliest

Anglo American settlers, described how the Rio Grande had changed its course so “suddenly from

lands of the Manso, Suma, Apache, Piro, and the Tigua/Ysleta del Sur Pueblo, the Rio Grande begins to
curve in a south-eastetly direction toward the Gulf of Mexico.

108 Marie Carter, Charles C. Geck, New Mexico, 1937. Manuscript/Mixed Material:
https://www.loc.gov/item/wpalh001143/.

109 Marie Carter, Nemecio Provincio, New Mexico, 1937. Manusctipt/Mixed Material:
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the Mexican side” that it “crossed the Southern Pacific Railroad and destroyed both track and bed
for a distance of 15 miles, stopping traffic for a period of three months and causing the removal of
the road to hills above the valley.”'"’ These shifts in the river were particularly disturbing to both the
United States and Mexico as they were not isolated geographic events, but were happening from El
Paso all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. These shifts “not only prevent the settlement and
development of such of the lands,” Mills explained, “but by reason of the river being the
international boundary between the United States and Mexico for over 1,200 miles, cause fatal
embarrassments to the citizens and officials of both Republics in fixing boundaries and titles to
lands.”""" The uncertainly of the boundaty’s location due to this fugitive landscape also made it
difficult to prevent smuggling, collect customs, and enact legal punishment for crimes committed
near the supposed boundary line. “It being easy at almost any point in its great length,” Mills
complained, “to produce evidence sufficient to raise a reasonable doubt in the minds of the jurors as
to which side of the line the arrest was made or the act committed.”""* The Rio Grande’s fugitive
landscape, in other words, was not only deeply unsettling to various colonial projects along the U.S.-
Mexico borderlands, but was a humiliating terrain that had to be dealt with. That this river would
create the contested tract of land known as El Chamizal was only part of a much longer frustration

with this fugitive landscape.

Where is El Chamizal?

10 Anson Mills, My Story (Washington D.C.: Press of Byron S. Adams, 1918), 265-266.
11 Mills, My Story, 266.
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For more than a century, Mexicanos and Anglo Americans would wrestle amongst
themselves to measure and bind their differential settler emplacements to the fugitive landscape that
would become El Chamizal. And while El Chamizal remained largely outside their knowing and full
grasp, together they would work to simplify and flatten this wayward place to pacify their own
anxiety. U.S. and Mexican state accounts, for instance, maintain that the Chamizal Dispute began
with a single shift in the Rio Grande in year of 1864. But archival records, local and binational maps,
and regional testimonies tell a more complicated story: one where El Chamizal was the consequence
of multiple meanderings across Partido Chamizal. Although this record suggests that it was likely
three great floods in 1862, 1864 and 1865 that most dramatically moved Partido Chamizal north of
the river, we also know that shifts in the Rio Grande also took place in the years of 1848, 1852,
1858, 1868, 1873, 1883, 1895, 1897 and through the early 1900s. '’ These shifts, however, are just
the ones we have record of. In any case, as these meanderings continued, this growing disputed area
eventually became known as “El Chamizal” or the “Chamizal Zone.” El Chamizal’s size remains
highly contested and perhaps impossible to define due to “the river’s stubborn tendency to
meander” and cursory documentation for this wayward river.'"* It was this tiver’s self-determined
quality that produced El Chamizal’s complex terrain and the mystery of El Chamizal’s location. And
it was this mystery—as an extension of the land’s self-determined agency—that not only refused the
Enlightenment logic that everything can and must be within white possession, but which exceeded

and resisted the violence of Anglo El Paso’s colonial racial capitalism.

113 Cleofas Calleros, “All Talk, Little Done Until 1962 For Settlement,” E/ Paso Times, September 25, 1964;
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Figure 12: Mexican map showing rough location of 1852 Rio Grande channel/border.
Source: Leon Metz Papers, C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Department,
University of Texas at El Paso Library.

Indeed, in the last 150 years alone, there have been so many estimations for El Chamizal that
it is hard to believe any single one that purports to have wholly identified it. Some historians of El
Paso claim that in the city’s eatly years El Chamizal comprised one-fourth of El Paso.'” Owen
White, in his now canonical text, Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso, eluded to breath of
El Chamizal’s size. Speaking to the ecological changes in El Paso between 1850 and 1923, he
explains that “the Rio Grande, which was then a turbulent, muddy stream, has literally ‘picked up its

bed and walked,” until it now flows peacefully along its sandy bottom more than half a middle south

115 Donald W. Peters, “The Rio Grande Boundary Dispute in American Diplomacy,” The Southwestern
Historical Quarterly 54.4 (1951), 414.
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of where its course lay at that time.”"'* Leon Metz, the renowned borderlands historian, once
suggested El Chamizal consisted of 1,200 acres while another well-known El Paso historian, Gladys
Gregory, claimed about 100 of these acres fell within El Paso’s business district. """ On several
occasions even Cleofas Calleros announced his estimations for El Chamizal. More than once he said
in writing that El Chamizal began at San Antonio Street and extended as far south as Cd. Juarez’s
Calle Ignacio Mejia—once known by its former name Calle del Chamizal.'"® In his 1954 book, E/
Paso—"Then and Now, Calleros identified the intersection of Mesa Avenue and Sixth Street as the
center of the Chamizal Zone (although he would later retract this statement to advocate for the
Chamizal Treaty’s 630-acre definition).'” In the 1950s, during renewed efforts to resolve the
conflict, the U.S. federal government identified El Chamizal as a much smaller swath a land at a total
of 590 acres.'”’

While we may never know El Chamizal true size and boundaries, what we do know is that a
Anglo American settlers began arriving to this region of the borderlands and settling this contested

area as part of the United States, what had once been the Paso del Norte’s Chamizal Land Grant

116 ] jke many twentieth century historians influenced by Fredrick Turner’s frontier thesis, White attributes
this “peaceful” Rio Grande to the “rugged and individual kind of Americanism” that he argues was unique to
the American settlers of El Paso. “Without [these men],” argues White, “the Southwest would still be a
wilderness.” Representations of the Rio Grande as an eventually tame and predictable thing are common in
the historical literature; but they are gross misrepresentations. At El Chamizal, this could not have been truer.
In fact, the river’s unpredictable, self-determined quality caused ongoing and deeply frustrating debates about
this contested tract of land. See: Owen White, Ot of the Desert: The Historical Romance of E/ Paso (El Paso: The
McMath Company, 1923), i, 39; Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American
History,” American Historical Association. Chicago Worlds Fair, Chicago, July 12, 1983.

17 Leon Metz, E/ Paso Chronicles: A Record of Historical Events in E/ Paso, Texas, (E1 Paso: Mangan Books, 1993),
212.

118 Calleros Papers, MS231, box 33, folder 13.
119 Cleofas Calleros, E/ Paso Then and Now Vol 111 (El Paso: American Printing Company, 1954), 28.

120 Clark S. Knowlton Papers, ACCN 0153: Box 5, Folder 2, Special Collections, The University of Utah.
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was rezoned in 1885 as El Paso’s First Ward of Chihuahuita and what had been Partido Chamizal
was rezoned as El Paso’s Second Ward or Segundo Barrio. By the turn of the century, as Mexican
migration to the United States increased due to a booming railroad economy and later the Mexican
Revolution, these two barrios became what historians have called the “Ellis Island” of the U.S.
Southwest. Due to racist structural neglect and abandonment by city officials and capitalist
exploitation in the barrio, these boroughs would also become known as El Paso’s “Mexican slum.”

Despite varied answers for El Chamizal’s whereabouts, when the Chamizal Treaty
announced its 630-acre definition for El Chamizal, many rallied behind this figure because it offered
them a solution to the age-old problem of El Chamizal. Calleros, for instance, wrote letters to
Segundo Barrio residents encouraging them to support the proposed settlement. For those who
expressed concern that their homes might be included in the settlement, Calleros assured them that
El Chamizal did not involve as much of Segundo Barrio as previously imagined. “[W]hile there was
once a map that existed in Ciudad Juarez that said Mexico claimed all land south of First Street,” one
of his letters reads, “this is officially incorrect. The line in consideration begins at 10 Street.”"*! But
like all state-sanctioned narratives of this magnitude, the official definition for El Chamizal was
suspectable to fraying and unraveling.

Thirty years later, for instance, Nestor Valencia, who served as El Paso’s Chamizal Project
Director from 1964 to 1969, suggested in an interview that El Chamizal’s size and location has never

been fully known, never wholly certain in the local spatial imaginary."” He made this suggestion

121 Translated from Spanish by the author. Original reads: “La question del Chamizal propiamente no afecta
su propiedad, aunque, segun un mapa que se exhibe en Ciudad Juarez ultimamente, se dice que Mexico quiere
reclamar desde la Calle Primera has el Sur. Esto es oficialmente incorrecto. La linea en consideracion
comienza en la Calle Diez.” See: Calleros Papers, MS231, box 32, folder 13.

122 Nestor Valencia, “Interview no. 844,” by Michelle L. Gomilla, Institute of Oral History, University of
Texas at El Paso, 1994, 5.
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when he referenced his childhood: how as a boy his parents often told stories to him and his siblings
of a vast and seemingly immeasurable parcel of Mexican territory called “El Chamizal” that
enveloped all of El Paso and extended into the lower valley all the way to the Valencia family home
in Ysleta. “I think there was exaggeration at home,” he began, qualifying what was to come next.
“My parents thought that the Chamizal was a much more extensive area that we owed Mexico,” he
continued. “They believed that it covered practically all of El Paso and half of the Valley. And so,
everything was Chamizal to them.”'” Stories like Valencia’s, however, which suggest that El
Chamizal remains north of the border, are unacceptable. They are unacceptable because they
challenge assumptions that El Chamizal was wholly identified and expelled from El Paso by finally

putting the troublesome Rio Grande “in its proper place.”

“Caprices of Nature:” American & Mexican Responses to the Rio Grande at E1 Chamizal

While the meandering Rio Grande was not distinct to the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands,
this this terrain’s unknowable quality via its unruliness was nowhere truer that at E1 Chamizal. Even
those like Anson Mills, the first Commissioner to the International Boundary Commission and a
man who prided himself in his sophisticated understanding of this river, found the Rio Grande
through El Chamizal distinct. At El Chamizal, Mills explained in his 1918 memoir, this river’s
“general characteristics as compared with other rivers with reference to irrigation are so abnormal as
to require different or more heroic treatment.”'* The river’s uniqueness at El Chamizal the result of
a combination of the river slowing down in the lower valley of El Paso and depositing sediment,

which over time had built up an extensive alluvial plain over which the river wandered at will.

123 Nestor Valencia, interview by Michelle L. Gomilla, “Interview no. 844,” 5.

124 Mills, My Story, 268.
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Indeed, before flood control measures, the months of May, June, and July brought with them such
remarkable deluges that the river at E1 Chamizal would shift back and forth along a four- to six-mile
alluvial plain that had developed over centuries of accumulative meanderings. The “abnormality” of
this river is in fact what ecologists seeks to describe as a matter of science.

Although the Rio Grande through El Chamizal has shaped this region’s socio-spatial stories
since time immemorial, with the arrival of colonial powers the river would shape the region by
rupturing colonial spatialities of fixity, predictability, and reason. In turn, the river often imbued
spaces and places with conflict, struggle, and meanings outside and beyond the stability of white
settler and capitalist possession. In almost every instance, the river was therefore rendered a menace.
Historical texts on the Chamizal Dispute tend to operate within this white colonial spatial imaginary
and its disdain for a river that “refused to remain still.”'* In a 1963 essay, Gladys Gregory argued
the Rio Grande was mad like “the witches in Macbeth” for having “brewed an evil influence
destined to defeat the best of human intentions—a striking example of the mastery of matter over
mind.”"* “Throughout its history, the “Great River” has not always been friendly to man,” he
continued. “Sometimes during a period of drought it has failed him altogether, and at other times of
great flood it has washed away what he has built or planted.”"”” Like the many settlers before them,
“the enemy was nature—the Indians were only an incident in the whole—and the newcomers found

that Nature’s obstacles could be the most stubborn and the obdurate of any.”'**

125 George Nathanson, “U.S. Moves on Cession of Chamizal,” Los Angeles Times, July 19, 1964.

126 Gregory, Gladys, “The Chamizal Settlement: A View From El Paso,” in Password, Vol. 111, No. 4 (1963),
51.

127 Gregory, “The Chamizal Settlement,” 7.

128 White, Out of the Desert, 67.
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A flood in 1897, for instance, caused such significant damage to the cities of El Paso and Cd.
Juarez that the Mayor of El Paso, Joseph Magoffin, and the Governor of Chihuahua, Migual
Ahumada, commissioned the straightening of the Rio Grande to prevent future deluges. As a result
of this cut-off, at tract of Mexican territory known as “Cordova Island,” was left north of the now
straightened Rio Grande. Because the cut-off had been man-made, Magoffin and Ahumada agreed
that Mexico would retain Cordova Island as Mexican territory despite being north of the river.
Ultimately, the cut-off only partially worked, as continued flooding in the river continued to change
in the terrain. With the creation of Cordova Island, the cut-off also made the location of the
geopolitical boundary all the more complicated.”” Environmental catastrophes like the 1897 deluge
were not merely cyclical or self-equilibrating. Rather, events of this kind “constitute a history of the
ecosystem in which a unique linear sequence was imposed on the regularly recurring processes
which ecology as a science seeks to describe.”"”” When settlers like Magoffin and Ahumada altered
the river’s channel they became part of the river’s linear history. They may have tried to mimick
certain ecological processes like influencing the natural meandering of the Rio Grande, but they did
so with a crucial difference. Whereas the Rio Grande was part of a constantly changing and evolving
arrangement and ecosystem—its very continuity and lifeway depending on what colonial logics can
only understand as “disorder”— Magoffin and Ahumada “sought to give their landscape a new
purposefulness, often by simplifying its seemingly chaotic tangle.”"”"
As it often turned out, however, efforts to simplify the landscape accentuated settlers’ futile

efforts to control the landscape. In the early 20* century, for instance, flood control measures

129 Cordova Island would eventually become deeply entangled in the Chamizal Dispute and Chamizal Treaty.

130 William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New England (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1983), 32.

131 Cronon, Changes in the Land, 32-33.
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established upriver reduced flooding in the lower valley. > But because El Chamizal remained
internationally contested territory, flood control measures through El Chamizal were not allowed.
Like Calleros’ slum clearance program, El Chamizal’s contested terrain and unknown boundaries
prevented irrigation technologies from altering the bed of the river. In the 1930s, when the Rio
Grande Rectification Project straightened and stabilized the Rio Grande along the Texas-Mexico
border, El Chamizal was also excluded from the program. In turn, rhetoric developed among Anglo
El Pasoans that insisted El Chamizal and the Rio Grande were an intertwined, corrupt force in need
of correction if progress was ever to grace the city. The root of the Chamizal Dispute, he argued,
“can be traced directly to the vagaries of the Rio Grande.”'” As many El Pasoan saw it, these
vagaries stood in the way of El Paso’s capitalist development and had to be dealt with. Rendering
the river as a corrupt force and obstacle to capitalist expansion was useful because it reduced the Rio
Grande into an erratic thing who behaves according to the “caprices of nature.”"** This replicates
scripts of the frontier that tie indigeneity to a savage wilderness and whiteness to rationality.

The Chamizal Treaty emerges from these colonial confrontations and disorientations with
the meandering Rio Grande. Indeed, while the public objective of the settlement was to resolve the
Chamizal Dispute, the settlement’s unspoken motivation was disciplining this unruly terrain to
prevent any future boundary disputes. “The Rio Grande [was| rerouted to conform to this transfer,”
announced the New York Times in 1967, “and its new channel is being lined with concrete to

prevent future waywardness.”'”’

132 Completed in 1916, Elephant Butte Dam and later the Caballo dam in New Mexico were built to harness
the Rio Grande through New Mexico, Texas, and Mexico.

133 Gladys, “The Chamizal Settlement,” 7.

134 “South of Border Was Once North,” New York Times, September 26, 1987.

135 “Johnson and Diaz Formally Settle Boundary Dispute,” New York Times, October 19, 1967.

67



This Chamizal canal thus locates what the historian Donald Worster has called America’s

“epidemic of blindness.”"*

“In his raging, uncontrolled drive for self-preservation and self-
extension,” writes Worster in his book on U.S. westward expansion and its connection to irrigation,
“the dominator loses sight of the very ends of life.”””” Worster argues that Anglo American settlers
responded to their “manifest destiny” by not only dominating the rugged, arid regions of the
American West through irrigation technologies, but by reshaping the region’s water sources into
“rivers of empire.” *® Rivers of empire like the concrete canal through El Paso and Cd. Juirez are
part of what Richard Slotkin has called the frontiet’s “myth of regeneration through violence.”"”” A
process of self-making through violence, violence upon the land and non-white peoples was not
only the means through which Anglo American settlers defined the U.S. frontier, their national
aspiration, and self-determination, but more than this, violence was the method through which these
settlers understood themselves to be coherent, dominant subjects. White settler colonialism and its
citizen subjectivity necessitates the continued repetition of colonial and racial violence because
violence “imprints colonial power onto the skin” and in turn “the settler subject is formed and his or

her entitlement to the land is secured.”* The canal between El Paso and Cd. Juarez is a reminder of

settler dominance, a vestige of the violence required in “expelling” El Chamizal and fixing the river

136 Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1985), 50.

157 Wortster, Rivers of Empire, 56.
138 Worster, Ravers of Empire.

139 Richard Slotkin, Regeneration Through 1 iolence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860 (Middletown:
Wesleyan University Press, 1973).

140 Razack, “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice,” 6.
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in its proper place. Such vestiges, remind the marginalized of their subjugation and the perpetrator
of their dominance.'*!

The vestiges of rivers of empire are everywhere. Like the Rio Grande through El Chamizal,
by the 1920s, the Los Angeles River in California was transformed from a meandering, often-
flooding stream to a contained, flood control device. This transformation, however, was only
possible by establishing a “cartography of memory.” The Anglo American urban planners tasked
with controlling this river needed “evidence of the river’s wanderings and its excesses, a way to map
reminiscence.”'* Local Mexicans who lived in this region of California long before Anglo
Americans atrived offered these urban planners this evidence.'*’ Rivers of empite—built through the
construction of canals, levees, and dams—brutally inscribed reason and capitalism onto the
landscape in ways that naturalized uneven social relations of dominance and exploitation. By
proposing that a canal be carved out of the land to straighten and redirect the Rio Grande, the
writers of the Chamizal Treaty sought not simply to solidify U.S. settler domination over this land by
transforming this river into a river of empire. More than this to foreclose any imagining of this
river’s unruliness or the mystery of El Chamizal. The canal thus locates that which the white settler
state must conceal, suppress, and deny. This site of concealment is not natural, but rather names and
locates where racial-geographic differentiation and violence occur in empire-building, racist capitalist

conquest, and the making of the El Paso-Cd. Juarez borderlands.

141 Razack, “Gendered Racial Violence and Spatialized Justice,” 107.

142 Thd. 118.

143 The story of the Los Angeles River recounts a time when the long-established placeness of Mexicans—and
the insights that were generated because of their long presence in the region—were deployed by Anglo

Americans to build a new environment in which Mexicans would be paradoxically rendered not only placeless
and foreign, but also inherently incapable of properly working the land.
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State Fixations, State Frustrations: Making the U.S.-Mexico Boundary

Since its inception as the U.S.-Mexico boundary, the Rio Grande has been a fraught locator
for this geopolitical border. Although the American diplomats had anticipated at least in part the
challenges of establishing this river as the boundary, they nonetheless assumed they could outwit the
river. Article V of the 1848 Treaty, for instance, specifies that the U.S.-Mexico boundary is a fixed
thing: a line following the middle of the river’s channel. Aware that the Rio Grande often had
multiple channels, the writers also stipulated that the deepest channel marks the “real” boundary.'**
Having assumed that this logic settled any future confusion over the boundary’s exact location, they
declared the boundary would be surveyed and mapped by a binational boundary commission with
“due precision” and thereafter “no change shall ever be made [...] except by the express and free
consent of both nations.”'* This was a foolish declaration—one rooted in a colonial refusal to be in
relation with this river and a reflection of what Raymond B. Craib has called “state fixations:” that is,
narrative and cartographic projects of state formation that impose structures of fixity and rationality
onto land.'** Ultimately, “state fixations all too often ended up as state frustrations. On the ground,
fantasies of fixity ran aground.”""’

Indeed, from the beginning the binational boundary commission tasked with surveying the

Texas-Mexico boundary struggled to enact the treaty’s proclaimed precision and permanence.'*

144 Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo [Exchange copy], February 2, 1848; Perfected Treaties, 1778-1945; Record
Group 11; General Records of the United States Government, 1778-1992; National Archives.
145 Thd.

146 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, 8.
7 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, 11.

148 While the historical record demonstrates that the joint commission repeatedly failed to bend the Rio
Grande to their will, some historians of the Texas-Mexico boundary insist that, “Officials chose the Rio
Grande [as the U.S.-Mexico boundary] for the same reason rivers so often serve as boundaries: because on
maps of unfamiliar (at least to non-natives) territory, rivers are often the most, if not the only, conspicuous
feature, making them convenient points of reference.” Such rationalizes serve to naturalize geopolitical
borders and distract what from other historians have long argued: that the writers of the Treaty of Guadalupe
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When the boundary commission arrived at Paso del Norte (now named Cd. Juarez) in 1850, it didn’t
take long before they realized the Rio Grande was not a passive, lifeless heap of mass upon which
they could impose their state fixations. Rather, the river was a protagonist in this region with its own
will and say on the landscape’s composition. During the river’s flood season, for instance, the river’s
deepest channel was undiscernible. In these cases, the U.S. Commissioner, William H. Emory,
reported that he and his Mexican counterpart, Jose Salazar, often had no idea where to place the
border. ' In some cases, old fence posts assembled by Mexican ranchers along portions of the river
did the commission’s job of “revealing” the boundary."’ Worse still, during times of drought the
river often eroded from the landscape entirely. Only until heavy rains arrived and “revealed” the
boundary were they able to complete their task. Indeed, “rather than establishing the border, they
seemed to be looking for it.”"!

To the American and Mexican boundary commissioners tasked with surveying the new
international boundary, the Rio Grande’s freedom was nothing short of anarchy. It was a force of
nature that moved according to its own inexplicable cadence; a meandering body of water that could

only be described as engaged in open rebellion against them—Iet alone a threat to the sanctity of the

U.S.-Mexico border. “The difficulties faced by the boundary commission not only impeded the

Hidalgo and the politicians and businessmen they represented set the new southern U.S. boundary along the
Rio Grande in 1848 not because of its conspicuous features, but because of the trade and profit that the river
guaranteed to the frontier’s capitalist expansion. See: Jeffrey M. Schulze, “The Chamizal Blues: El Paso, the
Wayward River, and the Peoples in Between,” The Western Historical Qnarterly 43.3 (2012): 305; Martinez,
Oscat. Troublesome Border (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1988).

149 James Mueller, Restless River: International Law and the Bebavior of the Rio Grande. (El Paso: Texas Western
Press, 1975), 58-62.

150 Of particular importance were cottonwood fence posts, which, instead of rotting in the moist bottonlands
of the river, often regenerated into an arc of towering trees whose trace marked where the Rio Grande had

either dried up or shifted across the landscape See: Mueller, Rest/ess River, 59.

151 St. John, Line in the Sand, 13.
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commissioners’ work, but also fundamentally challenged the national sovereignty under which they
operated,” writes Rachel St. John in her book on the making of the U.S.-Mexico border. The Rio
Grande must have seemed fugitive to the commissioners, as if it was an accomplice in a larger
conspiracy undermining their task to establish the boundary." Its fleeting and flooding
characteristics not only refused to become an instrument to the colonial apparatus of the U.S.-
Mexico boundary, but this meandering landscape remained at least in part outside their cartographic
control and knowing. Indeed, “[t]he discrepancy between the ability of the nation-states to delimit
the boundary line in the treaty and to demarcate it on the ground marked the beginning of a long
history in which the border would repeatedly reveal the divide between the states’ aspirations and
their actual power.” Even so, when the commissioners completed their survey of the river/boundary
through El Paso and Paso del Norte in 1852, they refused to acknowledge what they had learned to
be true about this river and the farce of their duty to fix it in place. So instead, they did what was

expected of them. They declared their maps a testament to the boundary’s permanence.

Maps No. 29: A Fatal Conundrum

So persistent was this fugitive terrain and so fraught was the boundary commission with
inaccurate instrumentation and cursory procedures that the commissioners sometimes mapped
entirely different locations for the international boundary.'” In 1854, a discrepancy between the U.S.

and Mexican maps depicting the location of Paso del Norte and the 1852 course of the Rio Grande

152 Craib, Cartographic Mexico, 57.

153 “Why Were Names Mysteriously Erased On U.S. Chamizal Map?” The Southwesterner 2 no. 2, (1963): 14;
Paula Rebert, La Gran Linea: Mapping the United States-Mexico Boundary, 1849-1857 (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 2001), 177. C.J. Alvarez, Border Land, Border Water: A History of Construction on the U.S.-Mexico Divide
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2019), 18; Muller, Rest/ess River, 58-62.
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Figure 13: Map showing the location of the river in 1855 and 1885. The topography shown is taken from
Map 29 of the international boundary survey by Emory. The southern river channel shown in this map is
taken from an 1885 map made by Ygnacio Garfias, a civil engineer, in service of Mexico. Source:
Smithsonian Instution Archives.
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Figure 14: Salazar Map No. 29 showing agricultural farmlands in Partido Chamizal south of 1852
Rio Grande channel. Source: Source: Proceedings of International (Water) Boundary Commission,
Volume 1, Department of State.

through this region fueled U.S. territorial claims—culminating in the 1854 Gadsden Purchase.'
While this discrepancy and its connection to the Gadsden Purchase has been documented by
historians, its role in fueling U.S. and Mexican territorial claims to El Chamizal has largely gone

unattended.'®

154 Donald Meinig, The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years of History 1 olume 2 Continental
America, 1800-1867 New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993), 152.

155 Anglo Americans in El Paso, for instance, insisted that the 1848 and 1852 channel locations were

interchangeable and therefore that El Chamizal was the rightful possession of the United States. Mexico
insisted the opposite. See: “Terms of submission, Proceedings in Chamizal case no. 4”; “Believes Rio Grande
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Known as U.S. and Mexican Maps No. 29, these two maps showed the boundary through
Paso del Norte as following the middle of the river. Only later, when the International Boundary
Commission went to review these maps in 1896 in their investigation of the Chamizal Dispute, did
they realize that Emory and Salazar’s maps depicted different locations for the middle of this river.
Worse still, Salazar’s signature had been erased from Emory’s Map No. 29—thereby making the

U.S. map illegitimate."

Salazar’s map, on the other hand, had both sighatures—making it the only
legally sound map of the two."”” A formal note written on Emory’s map explained this
discrepancy—stating that the U.S. and Mexican maps agreed with another “except in the bed of the
River, which circumstance is the consequence of the two Surveys being made at different periods,
six months apart, during which time the River changed its bed, as it is constantly doing, but always
within narrow limits.”"*® Emory may have been trying diminish the significance of this discrepancy.
Even so, he could not fully conceal the unspoken truth of the matter: that the Rio Grande had
evaded their cartographic control, ruptured their pretenses of scientific accuracy and objectivity, and
exposed the farce of their state fixations."”

Multiple projects of concealment that were each directly connected to the Chamizal Dispute

were at play with maps No. 29. Although Salazar’s Map No. 29 represented the Mexican presence

south of the Rio Grande in Paso del Norte through an extensive and detailed illustration of Partido

Occupies 1848 Channel,” E/ Paso Times, May 15, 1963; Chamizal Title Company Papers MS978: Box 1, Series
1, Folder 8, Arizona Historical Society, Tucson, Arizona; Harry Hewitt, “Mexican-United States Boundary
Commission,” Texas State Historical Association Handbook of Texas, Texas State Historical Association:

https:/ /www.tshaonline.org/handbook/entries /mexican-united-states-boundary-commission

156 “Why Were Names Mysteriously Erased On U.S. Chamizal Map?” The Southwesterner 2 no. 2, (1963): 14.
157 Rebert, I.a Gran Linea, 177.
158 “T'erms of Submission. Proceedings in Chamizal case no. 4,” 109.

159 Rebert, L.a Gran Linea, 196.
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Chamizal’s ranchos, cultivated fields, and acequias, Emory’s map had no such representations. Paula
Rebert has argued that Emory’s map “represent[ed] the Mexican side of the river so sparsely that it
appeared to be undeveloped relative to the U.S. side.”'” In turn, Emory’s map voids Partido
Chamizal and “gives the impression that Mexicans had little at stake in locating the boundary in the

11 Tf this was true, the implication held, then the area was what Americans like to called a

region.
hinterland open for Anglo American settlement.

Perhaps, then, Emory’s map is the earliest cartographic instance of a U.S. state fixation that
hinges on obscuring and denying El Chamizal’s integral place and presence. Even today, maps of El
Chamizal conceal this terrain’s complexity. Indeed, of the maps that depict the river’s shifts across
El Chamizal, few—if any—represent just how often the river rearranged itself across this landscape.
Although Mexican maps tend to represent more of these meanderings, American maps typically
externalize and simplicity El Chamizal by representing only those river localities officially surveyed
and colonially legible to the United States. '** What’s striking, then, about these American maps is
how they collectively conceal El Chamizal’s riddled boundaries. These cartographic maneuvers are
emblematic of s cartography’s dual purpose: “the externalization and control” of geography as the

16

means to produce the “safely encapsulated” White rational subject.'® In other words, the

cartographer must conceal the great pains he takes to convince himself that he and geography are

160 Rebert, Linea, 173.

161 Rebert, Linea, 175.
162 Mexican maps of these meanderings can be found in E/ Chamizal, solucion complete: album grafico by M.
Quesada Brandi. American maps of these meanderings at El Chamizal can be found at the Chamizal National

Memorial and in the following source: Donald Peters, “The Rio Grande Boundary Dispute in American
Diplomacy,” in The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 54.4 (1951): 412-429.

163 Kirby, “Re:Mapping Subjectivity,” 47.
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not “integrally involved.”'** American maps of El Chamizal represent a world where El Paso and El

Chamizal are not fundamentally involved.

El Chamizal, the law of accretion, & the making of El Paso
What few historians of El Paso seem to realize or perhaps dare to admit is that the making

16

of El Paso, Texas, is inescapably wrapped up in El Chamizal.'”® In 1856, the very same year Emory
and Salazar wrote their final reports, one of El Paso’s earliest Anglo American settlers, James Wiley
Magoffin, wrote an “anxious inquiry” to the U.S. government concerning a change in the Rio
Grande’s deepest channel.' Alarmed by the nature of Magoffin’s letter, authorities forwarded it to
the U.S. Attorney General Caleb Cushing who, after reviewing the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo and consulting international law on fluvial boundaries, submitted a response that directly
contradicted the 1848 treaty. In this written opinion, Cushing began by saying that the writers of the
1848 Treaty had been correct when they declared the international boundary was to be forever that
described by the 1848 Treaty: a fixed line mapped with “due precision” wherein “no change shall
ever be made [...] except by the express and free 