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Commentary

I am in love. And Sebastien De La Cruz is his name.
These are the words I was thinking of tweeting Tuesday night at the start of the Spurs-Heat match-

up before one of the kids scampered off with my iPhone.
As it was, I just sat there in an armchair in the living room in awe of the 11-year-old on the TV screen 

boldly belting out “The Star-Spangled Banner” like 14 million people weren’t listening.
But they were listening, and watching. And although the San Antonio crowd roared in delight at Se-

bastien’s Mariachi vibrato and daring high notes, love wasn’t the universal response. For some, it was 
hate.

Immediately, social media erupted with racist, bigoted tweets, spewing epithets and disgust that a 
“Mexican” would be allowed to sing the national anthem and accusing Sebastien of being an illegal im-
migrant, even though the Spurs announcer had made it clear he was a “San Antonio native.”

I won’t honor the tweets with any repeat references here, but let’s just say that many lacked not only 
a firm grasp of our country’s cultural heritage but also the grammatical rules of our primary language.

Apparently, it wasn’t just Sebastien’s surname or his dark hair and eyes that so inflamed some peo-
ple’s sensibilities, but the fact that the boy had donned a charro suit for the occasion.

Most Texans wouldn’t bat an eye at the traditional Mariachi attire. The suits are as ubiquitous 
around these parts as a pair of nice cowboy boots. My nephew is wearing one in the picture above my 
computer right now.

Mariachi and other Mexican music and dance are a part of our lore. It’s in our restaurants and our 
high school band programs. Growing up in Seguin, we danced Ballet Folklorico in elementary PE 
class.

But to viewers in other parts of the country, this boy was singing about “us” in a costume that 
screamed “other.”

Encore performance
The thing is, though, Sebastien isn’t “other” anymore. And he never really was an “other” in a city 
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WEST — Nearly two months ago, an
explosion at a fertilizer plant rocked West
residents, ravaging their little Texas prai-
rie town and killing 15 people.

This week, it was a denial of public
assistance by the Federal Emergency
Management Agency that shocked the
community.

“Everyone is furious; they’re just plain
pis-,“ said Ruby Kotch, stifling herself
from cursing as she sold kolaches at the
Village Bakery, a West institution. “How
can they not call this a disaster?”

Although FEMA has awarded $7 mil-
lion in disaster funds to residents and
businesses, Monday’s announcement
that the agency had denied aid to rebuild
roads, utilities and a school angered

many residents still displaced from their
blasted homes. Many called the decision a
betrayal, especially after President Barack
Obama came to nearby Waco and told
West residents they would not be forgot-
ten.

“He said he would have our backs,”
said Dr. George Smith, West’s EMS direc-
tor and manager of a nursing home devas-
tated by the explosion. “I think it’s pretty
sad that they’re not supporting us. I’m
very disappointed in our federal govern-
ment, especially FEMA.”

FEMA Administrator Craig Fugate

West residents seethe over
federal rejection for funds

By Dug Begley

West homeowners in hard-hit zone 3 are working to overcome the damage caused by the April deadly fertilizer plant explosion.
James Nielsen / Houston Chronicle

Although $7million has gone to help town,
money for infrastructure has been denied

West continues on B4

Governor
celebrates
Christmas
earlywith
new law

RELIGION

AUSTIN — A rabbi, several
Santas and a group of cheerlead-
ers walked into the governor’s
office Thursday …

No joke. The group was there
to watch Gov. Rick Perry sign
into law a bill he said would
allow people of all faiths to
exchange holiday greetings and
display religious scenes and
symbols on public school prop-
erty without fear of being sued.

House Bill 308 by Rep.
Dwayne Bohac, R-Houston, and
Sen. Robert Nichols, R-Jack-
sonville — dubbed the “Merry
Christmas bill” — says a school
district may allow students and
staff to offer “traditional greet-
ings” associated with winter
celebrations, including “Merry
Christmas,” “Happy Hanukkah”
and “happy holidays.”

The new law also says a
district may display scenes and
symbols, including a menorah,
Nativity scene or Christmas tree
if the display includes a scene
or symbol of more than one
religion, or a religion and at least
one secular symbol.

The display may not include a
message encouraging adherence
to a particular religious belief.

Among those on hand for the

By Peggy Fikac

Holiday
greetings
1Online: Do you
think the “Merry

Christmas bill” will withstand a
constitutional challenge? Leave
a comment in the Texas Politics
blog at chron.com/christmasbill.

Perry continues on B4

A civil rights group
sued the Texas Depart-
ment of Criminal Justice
on Thursday, seeking
damages for the deaths of

four inmates, including a
Houston man, who died
of heat-related illnesses
while locked in un-air-
conditioned cells during
summer heat waves.

The lawsuits, filed by

the Austin-based Texas
Civil Rights Project in
Galveston federal court,
allege that prison au-
thorities were aware of
heat-related hazards and
failed to take measures

to safeguard prisoners.
The inmates’ incarcera-
tion constituted cruel and
unusual punishment and
violated provisions of the
Americans with Dis-
abilities Act and related

federal regulations, the
complaints charge.

All of the inmates
received medications that
made them more vulner-
able to heat, which at the
time of their deaths hov-

ered around 100 degrees,
according to the lawsuit.

Identified as victims in
the lawsuit were Robert
Webb, 50, of Houston,
Douglas Hudson, 62,

Prison system sued after 4 inmates die of heat problems
COURTS

By Allan Turner

Law continues on B7

Shelby Gilson and Roy Evans, both of Hico, stroll across the pool deck.
Nick de la Torre / Houston Chronicle

GALVESTON — Wait-
ers handed out compli-
mentary pink margaritas
Thursday to passengers
heading for their rooms
aboard the Carnival
cruise ship Triumph as it
prepared to make its first
outing since a disastrous
trip in February.

Carnival Cruise Lines
appeared to be making

every effort to suppress
the memory of the engine
fire that left the Triumph
adrift without power for
several days on its last

cruise. Tugboats took five
days to tow the ship to
Mobile, Ala., an ordeal for
passengers without air
conditioning or, in some
cases, functioning toilets.
The plight of the Triumph
drew international atten-
tion and became a public
relations disaster for the
cruise line.

The memory of the
ill-fated cruise appeared

Triumphant return to sea
after Carnival’s nightmare

GALVESTON

By Harvey Rice

Triumph on B3

Scenes
on deck
Online: Check
out a photo

gallery from Triumph’s
departure fromGalveston
at chron.com/triumph.

Sebastien De La Cruz, of San Antonio, rejoices in his talent as a Mariachi singer as well 
as in being a “proud American.”

 Billy Calzada / San Antonio Express-News



like San Antonio, which responded to the vitriol by demanding an encore 
Thursday night from the boy known as “El Charro de Oro” for his golden 
voice.

After singing “The Star-Spangled Banner” again at Game 4, he earned 
a raucous ovation and was congratulated by Spurs coach Gregg Popovich 
and Heat coach Erik Spoelstra. It was the latest outpouring of support 
Sebastien has received far and wide.

For those haters in other parts of the country who can’t be bothered with census reports of our 
changing demographic landscape, here’s a news flash: That kid singing the song of our nation is the 
future of it.

Texas, and Houston, specifically, offer a glimpse of that future, as Rice University sociologist Stephen 
Klineberg likes to say: “I have this chart that shows where Houston is today and then shows where the 
United States will be in 2050. And it’s the same chart.”

But he notes that any kind of demographic shift and arrival of newcomers in America has always 
been accompanied by animosity: “We’ve always thought: ‘The last generation of immigrants was great 
for America. This new wave of immigration is destroying the country,’” Klineberg said.

What’s changed is our attitude toward assimilation. Italian, Greek and Polish immigrants in the last 
century became American by being less Italian, Greek and Polish, and left it to future generations to 
rekindle a connection to their heritage.

“The grandson tries to remember what the son tries to forget,” Klineberg said, paraphrasing some-
thing called Hansen’s Law.

But newer waves of immigrants believe they can become 100 percent American while still retaining a 
connection to Mexico, or India or elsewhere. And Klineberg’s latest Houston Survey, released in April, 
showed that Houstonians are more accepting of that idea than ever. The percentage who thought that 
increasing ethnic diversity in Houston eventually will become “a source of great strength for the city” 
rather than “a growing problem” grew from 55 percent in 1996 to 69 percent today.

Of course, as Sebastien pointed out in TV interviews following the flap, he isn’t an immigrant. He 
was born and raised in San Antonio and says his father is a U.S. Navy veteran. For all the passion he 
has for Mexican music, he seems to be even more zealous about living “the American dream.”

Hate is just hate
“It was just a bunch of ignorance, in my opinion,” said Armando Silva, a dance teacher at the Hous-

ton nonprofit Multi cultural Education and Counseling Through the Arts. “It just so happened that the 
young man had on outfit representative of his city and his culture.”

Silva says he’s sickened that many of the Twitter haters appeared to be themselves representatives of 
minority groups.

For some people, it wouldn’t have made a difference if Sebastien had wrapped himself in the Ameri-
can flag for the performance. Hate is hate. Others who are just troubled by the cross-cultural references 
need to study a little American history. We’re all from somewhere else.

In the end, the national anthem isn’t about where your family is from or what you wear. I’m remind-
ed that one of the most amazingly beautiful performances of the anthem I’ve ever heard was delivered 
by Whitney Houston, who wore a track suit and a headband.

The song is about all of us - all colors, all classes, all comers - singing with one voice. It should be 
sung well, sung proudly and sung from the heart. Sebastien, on those notes, you nailed it.

For more columns, go to chron.com/falkenberg
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Falkenberg: Boy in ‘charro’ suit one of us
Falkenberg from page B1
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Meet
Sebastien
1Online: See
photos of

Sebastien De La Cruz at
chron.com/anthem.

informed Gov. Rick
Perry onMonday that the
April 17 explosion, which
severely damaged 100
homes, battered dozens
of others and injured
200, did not warrant
federal public assistance
funds. The money goes to
rebuild roads, water and
sewer lines and public
facilities like schools.
Fugate said state re-

sources were adequate to
handle the damage, which
West Mayor Tommy
Muska said totaled as
much as $57 million.
About $40 million of that
amount will be needed to
replaceWest Intermediate
School.
The school, across a set

of raised railroad tracks
fromWest Fertilizer Co.,
the site of the explosion,
was destroyed.
Muska said roads

and sewer lines in the
area most affected by
the explosion will need
significant repairs as well.
Without federal aid, he
said, he doesn’t know
where the money will
come from.

“This is a town of
2,800,” he said. “We’re not
set up to just replace the
entire sewer line for these
blocks.”
City and state officials

are working on an appeal
of the federal agency’s
decision. Appeals and

subsequent approvals are
common in the disaster
recovery process.
The federal emergency

agency is not the only
source of recovery dol-
lars, however, and often
money already awarded
to the state for general

emergencies is sufficient.
Washington gives states
development money
aimed at disaster relief in
small communities.
State officials say they’ll

helpWest andMcLennan
County recover. But they
leveled harsh words at
Washington.
“Wewill continue to

take care of our neigh-
bors,” Attorney Gen-
eral Greg Abbott said
in a statement, accusing
Obama of reneging on
promises.
As the discussion

swirled around who
should pay for what, some
West residents said offi-
cials fromWaco to Austin
toWashington just need
to get to work.
“That’s politics, and I’m

not paying it any mind,”
said Jerome Lednicky,
who lost his home in the
blast. “Washington is not
going to do a doggone
thing.We’re still going to
rebuild.”

Reporter Scott Huddleston
contributed to this story.

West from page B1

West angry atWashington
A nursing home was heavily damaged. The Federal Emergency Management Agency contends that the state
has enough resources to repair streets, utility lines and other infrastructure without federal assistance.

James Nielsen photos / Houston Chronicle

Ruby Kotch with the Village Bakery says people are
furious. “How can they not call this a disaster?” she
asks about the town being turned down for aid.

Refrigerators from homes ravaged by the April 17 blast are stacked on a basketball court at a West park.

dug.begley@chron.com
twitter.com/DugBegley

ceremonywere cheerlead-
ers fromKountzeHigh
School, whowore T-
shirts saying, “I cheer for
Christ.”
Theywon a court battle

earlier this year allowing
them to display football-
game banners sporting
Bible verses.
“It’s a shame that a bill

like this one I’m signing
today is even required,
but I’m proud that we’re

standing up for religious
freedom in this state,”
Perry said. “Religious
freedomdoes notmean
freedom from religion.”
Asked if hewas

concerned themeasure
would favor Christian-
ity in schools, Rabbi Zev
Johnson of the Chabad
Student Center at UT-Aus-
tin replied, “I understood
it was theHappyHanuk-
kah bill.”

Perry ‘standing up
for religious freedom’
Perry from page B1

pfikac@express-news.net

Women give
panel views on
abortion law

LEGISLATURE

AUSTIN—Women
gave passionate testimony
Thursday before a Senate
committee considering
legislation to ban abortion
at 20weeks and impose
other regulations includ-
ing stricter standards for
facilities that provide the
procedure.
The Senate Health and

Human Services Commit-
tee will vote Friday on the
legislation, said its chair,
Sen. Jane Nelson, R-Flow-
erMound. Gov. Rick Perry
just this week added the
issue of abortion regula-
tion to the special-session
agenda, which he controls.
ShelbyAlexanderwas

amongwitnesses who
dressed in a style remi-
niscent of the 1950s and
1960s. She said the era
has been romanticized by
the television show “Mad
Men,” but she didn’t want
to go back to timewhen
women’s access to health
services and decision-
making over their bodies
was so restricted.

Pro and con
“These bills are very

reflective of the backward
policies of that era,” said
Alexander, 22, a recent
graduate of St. Edwards
University inAustin.
Carol Ann Preston of

Carrollton, who supports
the legislation, recounted
hemorrhaging after an
abortion in 1986. She said
shewas then 29, recently
divorced, and threatened
with the loss of her job and
custody of her two young
childrenwhen she found
herself pregnant.
Preston said she remar-

ried but was unable to
conceive again, so “my
husband also paid the
price formy abortion.”
“I am pro-life,” she said,

but womenwho choose
abortion “have a right
to good, qualitymedical

care” that she saidwould
be the result of higher
standards.
Providers ofmedical

care took opposing sides
on the issue of standards.
“Shouldn’t everyone’s

ultimate concern be the
safety of thewomenwho
undergo this elective pro-
cedure?” askedDr. Ingrid
Skop of SanAntoniowho
supports the legislation.

Fears center will close
AmyHagstrom-Miller,

who opposes the legisla-
tion, runs an ambulatory
surgical center in SanAn-
tonio, alongwith abortion
clinics in SanAntonio,
McAllen, Beaumont, Aus-
tin and FortWorth. She
said clinics would have to
close rather than comply
with costly requirements
ofmeeting higher stan-
dards required of ambu-
latory surgical centers,
such as full post-operative
areas.
One of themeasures

before the committee,
Senate Bill 5 by Sen. Glenn
Hegar, R-Katy, combines
several abortion regula-
tion proposals.
It would ban abortion

at 20weeks after fertiliza-
tion, with exceptions for
conditions that would
threaten the life of the
woman or result in her
irreversible, substantial
physical impairment; and
for profound, irreparable
fetal abnormalities that
would result in the child’s
death soon after birth.
The bill would require

doctors to have admitting
privileges at a hospital
within 30miles of the site
where the abortionwas
provided; require facilities
tomeet the standards of
ambulatory surgical cen-
ters; and establish stricter
standards for administra-
tion of drugs that cause
abortions.

By Peggy Fikac

pfikac@express-news.net




