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High school football music to Rio Grande Valley


Associated Press

McALLEN, Texas -- As bleachers empty after Rio Grande Valley high school football games each Friday night, Spanish-language disk jockey Hugo de la Cruz is rattling out the region's scores against a background of marching music, as he has for 35 seasons. 

"Football Scoreboard" -- among the nation's highest-rated radio sports shows in its time frame -- attracts grandmothers, local priests, coaches and kids who call in to hail heroes, rib rivals, and in a ritual believed unique to the Rio Grande Valley, request their home team corrido. 

Scholars of Mexican-American culture love to talk about corridos. 

They are ballads, usually with a folksy waltz or polka rhythm, a way of immortalizing events and heroes (or sometimes scoundrels) in song. Believed to have evolved from medieval European romances, they were for a time a way of spreading stories and news. They now are found throughout Latin America, but especially in Mexico and border regions of Texas. 

American presidents have had them. So has Osama bin Laden. When he ran for governor against Rick Perry three years ago, Tony Sanchez had his corrido piped out of his campaign bus. Of late, there is a genre of hip-hop influenced "narcocorridos" -- songs about the drug trafficking world that radio stations censor. 

But high school football teams? 

"To my knowledge this is a very unlikely theme for a corrido," said Guillermo E. Hernandez, professor of Spanish and Portuguese at UCLA. "Although the pickup truck has substituted the horse and now they have high-caliber weapons substituting the guns, still the corrido maintains pretty much a rural flavor. And football games are very urban, very modern, types of activities." 

Benigno Layton, who teaches guitar and conjunto music at Edcouch-Elsa High School, remembered his family band recording a corrido for the de la Cruz show in the 1970s. 

It was at Jesse's place, a dance hall-restaurant, he said, and de la Cruz brought along a reel-to-reel recorder. 

"He just held the microphone and we played it," he said. "It was the very first one, and we're still doing it after many, many years." 

The community went wild for the show, Layton said, and now at least 10 schools have songs, including the Edcouch-Elsa Yellow Jackets: 

"Those wolf cubs from Brownsville/soon are gonna find out/that to beat the bees/they need to muster more desire/howling won't do a thing" goes part of the ballad. 

"El Corrido De La Maquina Amarilla" was written by Thomas Mendez, Enrique Maldonado, and the late Ruben Rodriguez, and has been updated through the years. Many of the others are anonymous, a phenomenon that predates the de la Cruz show. 

"They were performed by fans for fun, just on their own at little private football gatherings," said Joel Huerta, a 42-year-old who grew up in Edinburg and is now working on a book about sports and culture in South Texas. 

He is devoting a chapter to football corridos, which so far he hasn't found outside the Valley. 

Huerta said the corridos reflected the mix of cultures that characterize the overwhelmingly Mexican-American Rio Grande Valley, which may not produce many football stars but does have football spirit. 

"Typically football is kind of an all-American sport, and really it is at the very edge of America, of the United States," he said. "But at the same time, the Valley's a pretty old place, it's been around a long time and there's a lot of exchange with mainstream America." 

Corridos have roots in Mexican history. Among the most famous is the 19th-century, "El Corrido de Kiansas," commemorating the Mexican cowboys who participated in the cattle drives from the Mexican border to Kansas. 

Then there is the "Ballad of Gregorio Cortez," recounting the deadly 1901 Texas shootout sparked by mistranslations between a Mexican-born farmer and a sheriff looking for a stolen horse. 

"All peoples have a tradition, an oral tradition of communicating events through a runner or a walker or a rider," said Tony Zavaleta, an anthropologist at UT-Brownsville. "Did the native pre-Columbian, pre-European peoples have something like that? Yeah. But this particular genre has a European origin which has then been stylized and perfected through Mexican culture." 

Zavaleta sees football corridos as a natural outgrowth of the region. 

"It would stand to reason that football games in the Valley, or any other place where there's outstanding performances or heroic events and persons, would be sung about or sung of," he said. "It's a beautiful example of our culture." 

Huerta called the football corrido a "mock-heroic ballad." 

"It takes what we would call the poetic form and moves it to sports," he said. "They're doing it kind of with a wink." 

The corridos have gained exposure through de la Cruz's radio show. 

Now 60, de la Cruz has risen to program director of Univision's KGBT, but he still devotes football Friday nights to the scoreboard. Fans of all ages know him as "Mr. Nifu/Nifa," for his trademark phrase meaning "neither here nor there." 

"I love it," he said, wrapping up the show one recent Friday. "The callers, the talk of the players, the teams, to make fun of them. When they leave the game in the buses, the coaches put on the radio." 

When he took over the show, the Mexican-born disk jockey had to learn the game. He's now an authority. His favorite corrido? He grins widely: 

"La Maquina Amarilla," [the yellow machine], he said, using the Mexican-style nickname he coined for the Edcouch-Elsa Yellow Jackets, his hometown team.
