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Introduction



Intimate Strangers

One of Demetrio Juárez’s proudest moments was when Joe Maddon came in to his restaurant to order food. In some ways the two men couldn’t have more different lives. Juárez, born and raised in Atzompa, Puebla, a hamlet of roughly three hundred families in the mountains of central Mexico, came to the United States as a migrant worker in the 1980s, at the beginning of a new wave of Mexican migration northward. After living in New York City for many years, he settled in Hazleton, Pennsylvania, a small city in the breathtaking Pocono Mountains of northeastern Pennsylvania, where job opportunities were increasingly plentiful and rent was cheap.


Maddon, on the other hand, was raised in a large, boisterous Italian American family in Hazleton, only a few blocks from where Juárez lives today. He went on to play major-league baseball and eventually become the manager of the Tampa Bay Devil Rays, where he won two American League Manager of the Year awards. He was later recruited as manager of the Chicago Cubs, where he led the once hapless team to its first World Series win in over a century, breaking the curse—real or imagined—that had hung over it.


Maddon has stayed connected to Hazleton, and much of his family still lives here. But Maddon wasn’t in town to see his family or talk baseball the day he came into Juárez’s restaurant, El Mariachi. As on many of his visits to town these days, he was there to try to heal a city torn by divisions between longtime residents and newcomers.


A century ago, Hazleton was a magnet for people leaving poor, isolated pockets of Ireland, Italy, and eastern Europe. The city still has a wide variety of ethnic restaurants, along with churches of every denomination imaginable, from Italian and Romanian Orthodox to Welsh Primitive Methodist. Hazleton once even boasted the nation’s only Tyrolean Catholic Church, which catered to a small population from the Italian and Austrian Alps, as well as the Western Hemisphere’s first Slovak Catholic congregation. “Hazleton is like a miniature Brooklyn, a diverse urban landscape in a semirural, mountainous region,” says Charles McElwee of the Greater Hazleton Historical Society. “In the city, the past remains visible in the present.”


Over a decade ago, in 2006, Hazleton found itself at the center of the national debate about illegal immigration and America’s relationship with Mexico. Faced with a new influx of immigrants, many from Mexico, it became the first city to pass local ordinances that banned hiring or renting to unauthorized immigrants. The city became ground zero for protesters against immigration, and national news cameras camped out in the city for weeks to follow the debate. Protesters were fond of shouting “Go back to Mexico” to express their outrage at the growing Spanish-speaking population in town, and Juárez remembers getting angry phone calls at the restaurant telling him to go home.


The courts eventually struck down the local ordinances; yet the conflict over who should live in the city continues to smolder beneath the surface, as it does in many cities and towns around the United States. Hazleton, almost 2,000 miles from the border with Mexico, became a bellwether for many of the tensions Americans feel in their relationship to the country next door.


Today the debate about Mexican immigrants that tore at the seams of Hazleton has become a national one that increasingly touches on the larger issue of America’s relationship with Mexico. Donald Trump won the presidency in part by promising to deport unauthorized immigrants, renegotiate the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that ties the Mexican, American, and Canadian economies together, and build a “big, beautiful wall” on the border between Mexico and the United States.


Polls show that these positions are not actually popular with most Americans—majorities register positive opinions of Mexico and even more so of immigrants—but they do appeal to a quarter to a third of citizens. That’s still a large percentage of the country, and it’s the source of Trump’s most passionate support, some of it in places like Hazleton, Pennsylvania, and its surrounding towns. And while most Americans may not share these specific positions, deep down many do harbor doubts about the country next door and how we should relate to it.


But if Hazleton and much of the rust belt are at the center of Trump’s rise to power, they have also been at the center of two equally surprising changes going on in the relationship with Mexico. The first is the dramatic drop in Mexican immigration, which actually started a decade ago in 2007. Since then, the number of Mexicans crossing the border illegally has slowed to a trickle, and the number of Mexicans in the United States without documents has fallen dramatically. It’s hard to tell this from the current debate on immigration policy, since our frameworks for understanding what’s happening haven’t yet caught up to reality.


Mexicans continue to enter the country through the visa system—increasingly many of them with college degrees—but the age of mass Mexican migration across the border appears to have ended. And Chinese and Indian immigrants now actually outpace Mexicans in new arrivals.


In Hazleton, too, the number of Mexicans has stayed steady or perhaps dropped a bit over the past decade, but new groups of Dominicans and other Latin American immigrants, as well as Puerto Ricans, many of whom had been living for years in the New York area, have moved in.


The other change—perhaps even more unexpected—is that just as Mexican immigrants stopped flowing north, another flow took its place. Mexican companies started investing north of the border, and financial capital started flowing from south to north.


Bimbo, a Mexico City–based company, now owns two major plants in Hazleton. Few Americans have ever heard of Bimbo—the name is a play on the Italian word for child, bambino—but we all know its popular brands, like Entenmann’s, Stroehmann’s, Friedhoffer’s, Sara Lee, and Thomas’ English Muffins. Bimbo is now the largest baked goods company in the United States—and in the world—and makes over a quarter of the fresh bread we consume in the United States.


About ten minutes from Hazleton in Mountain Top, another Mexican-owned company, Mission Foods, has set up a major plant making corn and wheat tortillas. And Arca Continental, a midsized Mexican company, owns Wise Foods, the makers of Cheez Doodles and Wise Potato Chips, in nearby Berwick, Pennsylvania. Since Arca Continental acquired Wise Foods, the company has expanded operations and hired more workers. Its chips have also become the “Official Potato Chip” of both the New York Mets and the Boston Red Sox, a fascinating connection between Mexican investment, American workers, and America’s national sport.


As it turns out, more and more of the products Americans depend on are made by Mexican companies in the United States using American workers. These include not only bread, tortillas, and potato chips but also hot dogs, lunch meat, milk, and yogurt. And Mexican companies also provide much of the cement and nails that anchor our buildings, the cell coverage that connects us, and the commercial ports that bring goods into the country. These companies, which hire American workers to produce goods in the United States, dominate or are among the top two players in each of these industries, but this trend has gone almost completely under the radar in American life.


And it’s not the only hallmark of change underway in the relationship between the two countries. Today it would be almost impossible to ride in a car, plane, train, or bus in America that doesn’t have parts made in Mexico, the United States, and Canada, since almost all vehicles sold in the United States are assembled in nearly seamless production processes involving the three countries.


While it’s true that some jobs making American cars and car parts went to Mexico, other jobs actually came to the United States when German, Japanese, and Korean car companies decided that it was more cost-efficient to build their cars in North America, sourcing parts and assembling vehicles across the three countries. Auto production in the United States—as well as in Mexico and Canada—has actually increased over the past two decades at a time when most people predicted a long decline for the American auto industry.


Energy too is flowing like never before. Mexico is the fourth-largest source of crude oil for the United States, but it also buys more than half of America’s exports of natural gas, using it for electricity generation. Both countries are now collaborating on renewable resources to supply increasing electricity demand in communities on both sides of the border.


Silicon Valley too has developed its own close ties in Mexico, sourcing talent and placing some of its operations south of the border. And Mexican tech companies have taken off, often with the backing of American venture capital, and they frequently service markets on both sides of the border.


Even the film industries in the two countries are tied together. Movies popular in Hazleton and across the United States—such as Gravity, The Revenant, Miracles from Heaven, Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, Hellboy, and Pacific Rim—have been made in Hollywood by Mexican filmmakers, while others, like Night at the Museum, Brokeback Mountain, the Twilight saga, and Spy Kids, have been filmed by Mexican cameramen. And for true cinephiles, there’s no missing that some of the most celebrated independent films seen at American and international film festivals are coming out of Mexico these days.


Near the border between the two countries, these connections are often quite visible. Tijuana and San Diego, for example, now share an international airport—on the Mexican side of the border—and they have developed a common blueprint for their future together as a shared metropolitan area. San Diego city leaders, including the Republican mayor, regularly refer to the two cities as a “single region,” one that’s large enough to compete with Los Angeles and San Francisco and one day might host a binational Olympics or World Cup.


Further from the border—in places like Hazleton and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Poplar Bluff, Missouri, and Knoxville, Tennessee—the cooperation between the two countries is often harder to see, but it’s no less important for the day-to-day life of average Americans and Mexicans. This book chronicles the irresistible changes that have redefined the relationship between the two countries and made Mexico part of our daily lives—even though that relationship is not always visible on the surface.


[image: ]


On the day that Joe Maddon came into his restaurant, Demetrio Juárez had been impressed not by the star power of the city’s most famous resident but rather by what his own teenage son, manning the cash register that day, had said when Maddon asked where he was from. Juárez’s son replied matter-of-factly, “I’m from Hazleton.”


At that moment, Juárez, watching from the kitchen, knew he’d achieved what he always wanted. His children, who had been born in the United States and grown up in Hazleton, knew exactly where they were from. They might still love Mexico—he took them back there once a year to Atzompa, and they reveled in the attention of grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins—but their home was here in the Pennsylvania mountains, and the United States was their country.


Maddon burst out laughing and said, “We should make a T-shirt out of that: ‘I’m from Hazleton.’” Maddon is known for capturing phrases he hears and putting them on T-shirts—one of the many quirks that are part of his persona as a successful baseball manager. Juárez has no idea if Maddon ever made that T-shirt, but his comment captured a moment of understanding between the new and old Hazletons, between the young son of Mexican immigrants, who was born there in the 1990s, and the grown grandson of Italian immigrants, whose family settled there almost a century ago.


Since 2010 Maddon has been on a crusade to bring the older and newer residents of his hometown together. That year he spent Christmas in Hazleton and was shocked to find the city he had grown up in so angry and divided. The next night he joined his cousin, Elaine Curry, a local community leader, for dinner with one of the Spanish-speaking families in town. He remembers thinking that his experience that night was just like what he remembered from their family dinners when he was a child, where there were always three or four generations present, children running around, and two languages spoken. “My god, this is exactly what my house used to look like in the fifties and the sixties,” Maddon has said. And he realized that night that history was repeating itself—that the immigrants who had come to his hometown were there to revitalize it in the same way his grandparents’ generation had done a century ago when they arrived from Europe.


But by the 1990s that Hazleton—the dynamic city that had once boasted a thriving downtown with restaurants, a theater, and a streetcar and had been among the first three in the United States to get electric street lights—had become a shadow of what it once was. When the mines closed in the 1950s, the city had entered a long slide, shedding jobs and losing population steadily for decades.


Then, in the mid-1990s, the city hit a home run. A group of business leaders, calling themselves CanDo, built three industrial parks and began attracting major national and international companies to put warehouses and factories there. State tax breaks and a successful marketing campaign convinced the companies that Hazleton was strategically located on two major highways and had a competitive workforce.


Amazon built a major distribution center in Hazleton. Cargill built a slaughterhouse. Bimbo Bakeries took over the old Stroehmann’s bakery facility and then built a new, even larger one for its many other products. By the early 2000s, the city’s economy—and its population—were expanding again for the first time in decades.


But the companies weren’t from Hazleton, and many of the workers weren’t either. Mexicans and later other Latin Americans living in New York and New Jersey moved in to take some of the jobs. They were attracted by the steady wages and the city’s low housing costs. In 1990 only 4 percent of the city’s residents identified as Hispanic or Latino in the census, but by 2010 it was 37 percent, and today it’s around half. It was a massive wave of change, not unlike what the city had experienced a century earlier when Italian, Irish, and eastern European immigrants poured into the city to take the expanding mining and textile jobs.


And the newcomers did not come to work only in the factories and warehouses. Many took their savings and started small businesses, often Mexican restaurants, Dominican grocery stores, Puerto Rican bodegas, and even a Peruvian American-run newspaper, alongside the few pizzerias, diners, and retail stores that remained. Hazleton’s old business corridor, Wyoming Street, mostly boarded up at the end of the 1990s, sprung to life again with small shops and eateries that had Spanish names. When developers restored a few of the stately old buildings on Broad Street, the city’s main artery, most of the new commercial tenants were enterprises with Spanish names. After all, immigrants drive much of the growth of small businesses across the United States, since they are more than twice as likely as native-born Americans to start a small business.


And even the largely shuttered Alter Street Business Corridor, a few blocks away, came back to life with ethnic markets and restaurants, including Demetrio Juárez’s restaurant El Mariachi. When Juárez first rented the building, he found old movie posters in the basement—John Wayne, Marilyn Monroe, Frank Sinatra—his own personal connection to the past of his new hometown. It turns out that the boarded-up building he had just rented had been a thriving movie theater during better days.


But the backlash came quickly. After the killing of a young man born in Hazleton, apparently by two Dominican immigrants, the mayor at the time, Lou Barletta, decided he would take action. Partnering with national advocates who were trying to restrict immigration, the city council passed this century’s first municipal ordinance aimed at outlawing anyone from renting to or hiring someone who lacked legal papers. Some residents would later question why he focused on immigrants rather than crime, but Barletta was clearly channeling a deeper sense of unease running through the community.


Crime usually drops in communities when immigrants move in, and national statistics suggest that immigrants—and Mexican immigrants in particular—commit far fewer crimes than native-born Americans. In fact, they have incarceration rates only a fifth to a tenth that of native-born Americans, according to some studies. But Hazleton was a bit unusual. Many of the immigrant families moving in had children born and raised in New York City, and they brought big-city ways to the small town in the mountains. Crime rates never became particularly high in Hazleton—and they were always below the average for the state as a whole—but they did go up for a few years in the early 2000s before dropping back again recently, and the increase was enough to raise legitimate concerns in the community.


Violence was a two-way street, as it turned out. Soon after the killing that sparked the local legislation, a group of white teenagers, in 2008, beat a twenty-five-year-old Mexican immigrant to death in the small town of Shenandoah, right next door to Hazleton, while yelling, “Go back to Mexico.” For both sides, real violence, not just economic and cultural fears, defined the rocky encounter between longtime residents and newcomers and left deep scars that have only now begun to heal.


Over the past decade, Hazleton has evolved, and the two sides have begun to encounter each other in new ways. Joe Maddon and his cousin Elaine Curry, with her husband, Bob, played a major role in this change. After the fateful night when Maddon understood the forces tearing his community apart, he and the Currys, convened a group of residents—some native-born and others immigrant—to create the Hazleton Integration Project (HIP) to build bridges in the community. “In the middle of a city that was torn apart by racial tension,” says Bob Curry, “we needed to do something.” He adds, “If not, this city is going to die, it’s going to blow away.”


Today HIP runs a community center for children and youth in what was once an abandoned school building. After school each day, young people gather there for science classes, computer training, and basketball games. And when in town Maddon holds occasional gatherings that bring together old and new residents of the city to celebrate “unity”—the rallying cry of the Hazleton Integration Project. Occasionally he brings other baseball greats, like Cal Ripken Jr., to these meetings to attract the city’s residents. One year HIP even sponsored a Unity Walk through the city, drawing one of the most diverse groups of town residents ever to come together.


Still, a huge gulf remains. Newcomers and longtime residents mostly eat in different restaurants, often shop at different stores, and attend different church services. Even at a recent HIP celebration, the distance was visible: mostly white residents gathered to watch a folk singing group, while three blocks away a Mexican dance troupe performed for a mostly Latino audience on the steps of the Catholic Church. Amilcar Arroyo, a member of the HIP board and publisher of the city’s Spanish-language newspaper, says that Hazleton today is “like a river that seems calm on the surface but has strong currents below.”


But beneath the surface things are changing too gradually. A few eateries, like Frankie’s Pizza, a local institution, have figured out how to cater to both newcomers and longtime residents. The owners have a new Spanish-language menu, which has helped draw in a new clientele and boosted business. El Mariachi too is filled with both English and Spanish speakers every day, and Demetrio Juárez notes with pride, “Even city council members eat here.” And the schools, the local YMCA, and even the annual Hazleton Day celebration have increasingly become key spots where new and old residents find themselves in the same place, if not always truly together.


Most longtime residents of Hazleton recognize that the city is growing again—both in population and economically—for the first time in decades, but they are not always comfortable with the way it is changing. It may be more dynamic now than before, but it’s not the same city they grew up in, and they often find themselves in the minority when they walk down the streets. Perhaps the original settlers of Hazleton, themselves the descendant of German and English immigrants, didn’t feel much different at the beginning of the twentieth century when the Italians, Irish, and eastern Europeans arrived. History may not repeat itself, but often it rhymes.


Something similar is taking place across the United States. Many of the country’s small cities and towns are now growing thanks to the influx of immigrants and their American-born children. Almost all population growth outside of metro areas in the 2000s came from the arrival of foreign-born residents and their families. This may help reverse the decline of these cities and towns, but it doesn’t guarantee that the growth will take place without stresses and strains between older and newer residents.


In Hazleton city leaders are still trying to figure out how to harness the city’s diversity—the heritages and cultural traditions of both its older and newer residents—as an asset that will attract investment. The Downtown Hazleton Alliance for Progress, a relatively new nonprofit supported by CanDo, several other civic groups, and private companies, is now leading a revitalization of downtown, hoping to attract new retail shops, university programs, high-tech companies, and creative professionals. So far it has attracted sixty small businesses to the downtown area in five years, a good start. Alliance director Krista Schneider notes that the city’s mix of old and new diversity is part of its calling card for the future.


The city hopes, in particular, to attract businesses in the innovation economy. So far, it’s been a hard sell, but one high-tech company has set up shop in Hazleton already, and it’s run by a dual citizen of Mexico and the United States, Francisco Torres-Aranda. He and his late father, a Mexican businessman and chemist, patented a process to make environmentally friendly sealants for oil and gas pipes, and they’ve hired three dozen local residents to manufacture the product. Torres-Aranda lived most of his life in Mexico, but he and his family chose to move to Hazleton because it was close to the Pennsylvania hometown of Francisco’s mother, and they found a beautiful place to build a house on a mountain top just outside the city.


Torres-Aranda has now become a major proponent of Hazleton’s development and the benefits of bringing its newer and older residents together. And he’s convinced that economics will eventually do what goodwill alone can’t accomplish. “The barriers you can’t break through with human interaction are sometimes broken by the wallet,” he says knowingly.


Even with economic breakthroughs such as these, Maddon and the leaders of the Hazleton Integration Project still believe it is crucial to keep working on the power of human interaction. They are betting that the more people get to know each other across ethnic and linguistic boundaries, the more they will see themselves as part of the same community and recognize similar goals for their future together.


Their latest project is to build a park for the city’s young people to learn about gardening and the environment, something that children of new and old families can do together.


And perhaps in a sign of things to come, the donation for the park came from one of the city’s largest employers, Bimbo Bakeries, the US subsidiary of the Mexican bread maker.
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Demetrio Juárez feels lucky to have made his home in Hazleton and that his children are truly American, but he also can’t help feeling a twinge of pride when he thinks back to his brothers and sisters in Mexico. Most still live in Atzompa, the rural village of three hundred homes where he grew up, or in one of the other small towns nearby, but all of them lead lives they could barely have imagined when they were growing up.


Back then, Atzompa was an isolated rural village, connected to the slightly larger town of Tulcingo De Valle by dirt roads that were hard to cross on a good day and almost impassable when it rained. Located in the verdant mountains of the Sierra Mixteca, which join the states of Puebla, Guerrero, and Oaxaca, this was—and still is—one of Mexico’s poorest regions.


Juárez remembers that he first understood how poor his family was on the day that his mother sent him to the store to buy rubber flip-flops, the most rudimentary footwear, because she couldn’t stand going barefoot on the dirt roads any longer. He had to buy them on credit because they didn’t even have money for such a basic item.


By then Juárez’s father had already left for the United States, crossing the border to wash dishes and deliver food for a diner in New York City. Mexicans from states further north had long been crossing the border to work in America, but Juárez’s father was one of the first pioneers from his hometown to do so in the early 1970s. By the 1980s and 1990s, a slow outflow had turned into a flood of desperate men and women heading north to try their luck in the United States in order to help their families.


Juárez had managed to finish high school by sleeping on the floor of a school a few towns away, and he wanted to go to college, but, as the oldest son, he realized that he could only realistically help his family get ahead by joining his father.


It was a risky bet, but it paid off. Juárez shared a cramped apartment with his father and a dozen other men in New York and worked long hours delivering food on Manhattan’s streets, but he learned English, discovered a passion for food, and eventually was able to send money home by working as a cook in a string of small restaurants.


During a fortuitous encounter, the owner of a restaurant he had once worked for in New York invited him to come open a new diner with him in Hazleton, two hours away. Juárez leapt at the chance. In Hazleton he could afford to rent an entire house for a fraction of the price that he had paid to share a small New York apartment. He was now married to his childhood sweetheart, and they would be able to start a family. And small-town Hazleton even reminded him of Atzompa.


But by then Atzompa was changing too. The success that Juárez and his father enjoyed north of the border was beginning to pay off for the family back home. The money they sent year after year enabled every one of Juárez’s brothers and sisters—six in all—to finish high school and five of the six to go to college. The family now includes a lawyer, an accountant, two orthodontists, a dental assistant, and a doctor, his youngest sister, who chairs the surgery department at a regional hospital. It’s a gigantic leap in the space of a single generation.


Today a major highway now connects Atzompa to the larger city nearby, Tulcingo De Valle—now just an eight- to ten-minute journey. The village even has a modern school, a small church, a basketball court, electricity, running water, and paved streets. Some of these were built with money sent home by the village residents who migrated abroad, like Juárez and his father. But in other cases, citizens managed to pressure the government to get the services they lacked because they increasingly had the means to worry about their quality of life, not just their survival.


Today Juárez’s father lives in Atzompa again, surrounded by his children and grandchildren, who almost all live nearby. The father still can’t believe that after all the years working long hours in a foreign country, he can now afford to live comfortably in his hometown and near his family. And the rest of his children—Juárez’s siblings—have made good lives for themselves without ever having to migrate. Some have even chosen to live in Atzompa itself, since it’s so well connected to the cities where they work.


In fact, relatively few people still migrate from the Sierra Mixteca. But, as in Hazleton, it’s impossible to miss the imprint of migration on life in Atzompa and the surrounding region, though in reverse. Over the summer, large banners over the highway welcome back the paisanos who live in the United States. Summer and Christmas are times for family reunions, baptisms, quinceañeras, birthdays, and weddings, paid for by relatives who live abroad and return to celebrate awash in dollars.


Mexican migrants played a huge role in the region’s improving fortunes, but so did other factors. Mexico’s transition to democracy in the 1990s gave people a chance to pressure their government for schools, clinics, roads, and public services. Social spending in Mexico almost doubled as a percentage of public expenditures in the span of two decades, as politicians felt obliged to respond to citizen demands.


Demetrio Juárez’s next older brother, Salvador, has become one of the region’s most important political party leaders, playing a role in getting municipal and state authorities to bring services to the village. While their father, in his younger days, took part in peasant organizations to pressure the government, the children have flexed their muscle at the ballot box—and in the local political parties—to bargain for public investments.


Mexico’s decision to open its economy to the world in the 1980s and 1990s also played a part in the country’s changing fortunes. Over the past two decades, Mexico has built a dynamic manufacturing sector, tightly linked to the US market and American manufacturers. In contrast to the image of American factories moving to Mexico, many of Mexico’s most important industries—including the auto and aerospace industries—manufacture together with American plants, often building different parts for the same final product.


Initially most Mexican factories featured low-wage, low-skilled work for American companies, but increasingly Mexican plants are involved in advanced manufacturing and often include their own research and development facilities. And now many, if not most, of them are Mexican managed and sometimes Mexican owned. Today Mexico produces more engineers per capita than the United States, a major reason for the country’s rise into higher-skilled industry.


Since the early 1990s, average income in Mexico has increased by about a third and educational attainment by more than half. Today a quarter of all young people in their teens will end up going to college—three times the percentage of those who did in the early 1990s. The Mexican economy is now the fifteenth largest in the world and is projected to become the seventh or eighth largest by 2050.


Mexico is gradually becoming a more middle-class society as well, with somewhere around 40 percent of all Mexicans—and a majority in most big cities—part of the middle class. In many ways, Americans in the 1950s and 1960s took a similar journey in the postwar economic boom. Life expectancy—a useful indicator of health-care access—has expanded by four years over the past generation and is now only two years less than that in the United States. These are gigantic changes in just a generation or two.


But not all the changes in Mexico have been good ones. Only fifteen minutes away from Atzompa, the Mexican state of Guerrero has become a hotbed of gang warfare between rival groups that supply illegal drugs to American consumers. Mexico’s homicide rate, which had declined steadily from the mid-1990s, tripled between 2007 and 2011. It began to decline after that, as Mexican and American cooperation to dismantle the organized crime groups ramped up. But since 2016, there has again been a spike in violence in Mexico, as the growing demand for heroin in the United States has driven a fight for control over poppy production in Mexico.


And the rise in violence has highlighted another, perhaps even deeper malaise: Mexico’s persistent government corruption, which has helped facilitate the rise and survival of the drug gangs. And corruption goes beyond just drug trafficking. It seeps into every form of government activity, from small bribes to get a driver’s license to large payoffs to win lucrative government contracts. Corruption undermines public confidence in government, diminishes rule of law, and essentially levies a giant, unseen tax on the country’s productive capacity. Mexico has achieved much over the past generation, but it would have accomplished even more if not for this all-pervasive drag on the country’s progress.


Mexicans have now been rising up against corruption and starting to hold their government leaders accountable. It’s a long, slow process, but all signs indicate that average Mexicans are no longer willing to tolerate business as usual. Civic groups, courageous journalists, and business leaders have all challenged—and begun to reveal—corrupt practices, often at great danger to themselves. And voters have increasingly turned to candidates who make rooting out corruption their top priority, creating the first real wave of elected leaders who feel accountable to citizens to follow through on these promises. There is still a long road ahead—and no guarantee that old practices will disappear—but the battle for a different future in Mexico is underway.


Yet, even with these very real and persistent problems, Mexico has managed to transform itself over the past generation in surprising ways, and this transformation is a big piece of the puzzle of why Mexicans suddenly stopped migrating to the United States in large numbers a decade ago and haven’t started again since. Mexico may have a long way to go to become the country most Mexicans want it to be, but few, if any, could have predicted the dramatic turnaround it has made in a generation.


No one is more surprised by—or pleased with—these changes than Demetrio Juárez. Now when he visits Atzompa, he revels in seeing how well his family and his community are doing since he left. And he’s even built his own home in the community, an elegant brick house across from his parents, which they use when he’s away and where he and his family stay when in town.


But his biggest pride every time he visits isn’t that house: it’s seeing that his family has managed to make a good life for themselves without having to leave the area. His decision to migrate along with his father ultimately helped the rest of the family stay in Mexico.
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Hazleton is in many ways a microcosm of the relationship between Mexico and the United States, both the one that exists between the two countries across our shared border and the one that exists within our own society. After all, Mexico has become both an intricate and intimate part of American life and a proxy for our own hopes, expectations, and frustrations.


Donald Trump’s campaign prescriptions for the relationship—a border wall, more deportations, and withdrawal from NAFTA—may be at odds with reality, but they struck a note with an important segment of the American population because they captured the fears of change—and some of its painful realities—that Americans project onto Mexico and Mexicans.


In Hazleton, as in many of the other smaller cities and towns across the United States, Trump’s message about Mexico quickly caught on. Voters in Hazleton, who had supported Barack Obama in the two previous elections, gave Trump a comfortable majority in the city, and Trump won by an even bigger margin in the surrounding county.


In many obvious ways, Trump’s Hazleton supporters were voting against their own self-interest. After all, the influx of immigrants from Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America has rejuvenated the city, both literally and metaphorically. And some of the area’s biggest employers today are Mexican, their presence closely tied to NAFTA. And now they are becoming part of the city’s still limited philanthropic and innovation landscape too.


But Mexico has become, in today’s America, as much a symbol as a real country next door. Polls show that a quarter to a third of Americans consistently dislike Mexico and see it as a source of unfair trade competition, illegal drugs, and harmful immigration. Mexico and NAFTA have become shorthand for concerns about global trade more generally and whether the American economy is on the right track. Americans also see Mexico’s role in the drug trade as an extension of their fears about addiction and overdoses in the United States, an increasingly pervasive reality in many of America’s smaller cities and towns. And Mexico often becomes a proxy for all debate about immigration. Even though the era of large-scale immigration from Mexico actually ended more than a decade ago, its effects continue to shape communities across the country.


Mexico has also become a symbol for those on the other side of these issues. A Gallup poll in February 2017, shortly after Trump’s inauguration, showed that Mexico’s favorability among all Americans had risen to its highest level in recent years, 64 percent. This jump of nine points in two years appeared largely driven by Democrats and Independents who disliked Trump’s attacks on the country next door and expressed their opposition to the president by reaffirming their support of Mexico.


Much like those who dislike Mexico, those who appreciate it are also often projecting domestic concerns onto the neighbor next door. Sometimes it seems that Mexico has become more an emblem of Americans’ hopes and fears for our own future than a real country that we deal with on its own terms.


Today, with Donald Trump as president, political discussions of Mexico have become focused, above all, on his promise to build “a big, beautiful wall” to keep Mexicans from jumping across the border into the United States. It’s sold as a way of stopping illegal immigration and the flow of drugs into American communities, but it’s also a powerful symbol of how he wants to deal with the larger forces shaping American society. For Trump and some of his most ardent supporters, the wall is less about effective policy than about making a statement.


Yet the contrast between Trump’s symbolic promise to build a border wall and what’s actually going on between Mexico and the United States is dramatic. For more than a decade, Americans and Mexicans have been building bridges across the border—often in very new and creative ways. Some of these bridges are quite literal—like the new bridge that connects San Diego residents to the Tijuana airport, allowing them to use it for international flights as easily as if they were in the United States. The bridge started as a practical solution to San Diego’s search for an international airfield that would help connect the city to global markets, but it’s also become an affirmation of the growing connection between the two cities.


But most of the bridges are metaphorical. These include the bridges between American farmers and Mexican consumers and those that connect workers in the auto and aerospace industries, who make cars, buses, trains, and airplanes together. There are also strong and expanding bridges between tech innovators in Silicon Valley and Mexico’s technology capital, Guadalajara, and still others between Mexican filmmakers and Hollywood producers, who are pushing the boundaries of filmmaking together.


Then there are the bridges among law enforcement officers on both sides of the border who work together, usually out of view, to track and dismantle drug trafficking rings that operate in both countries. A wall would do little, if anything, to stop drug trafficking, which depends mostly on hiding illicit substances in vehicles passing through border ports of entry, not in the vast expanses between them. But cooperation in sharing intelligence across the border and coordination in takedowns of organized crime cells have played a huge role in challenging the hold of these criminal enterprises.


And, of course, there are the migrants, like Demetrio Juárez, who are living bridges, helping develop their communities back home in Mexico while raising their American families in the United States. And though few Americans yet realize it, this flow is now going in both directions: today around a million Americans live in Mexico, almost as many as in all of Europe, and they too are becoming transmission belts between the two countries.


My family is one of these bridges. My wife, Alejandra, was born and raised in Mexico, not far from where Demetrio Juárez grew up, though she has now spent most of her adult life and professional career in the United States. She has also become an American citizen, though she also remains deeply grateful to her country of origin and proud of its traditions.


I was born and raised in the United States, the son of a Danish immigrant mother and a father from rural Colorado, but moved to Mexico after college, spending several years living and working in low-income communities on the outskirts of Tijuana and engaged with community projects around Mexico. I later went on to conduct research in Mexico, trying to understand how the country next door was changing, and then afterward in the United States, trying to understand how we were changing through our relationship with Mexico. I’ve been fascinated watching these transformations firsthand, both as a researcher and someone whose family is immersed in them day to day.


By the time Alejandra and I met in the United States, we were both bilingual and bicultural and trying to figure out each other’s country—so it was no surprise that friends who knew both of us tried very hard to get us together. That may not have been the spark that actually made us fall in love and eventually marry, but it’s certainly what prompted our friends to introduce us the first time.


Since then, we’ve been privileged to move back and forth easily between the two countries, mostly living in the United States but spending as much time as we can south of the border. Our three young children, all born in the United States, have both countries as part of their heritage and their identity, and they remain close to family on both sides of the border.


But in this, we are only one family among many millions claiming a piece of their lives in each country. Indeed, if economics and common sense are driving Americans and Mexicans together—despite the political rhetoric—the personal ties between people on both sides of the border will likely build the strongest bridges between the two countries. It would be hard to find a Mexican these days who doesn’t have family in the United States or an American who doesn’t know a Mexican. And with the demographic changes in both countries, these ties are becoming increasingly personal and close, as they are in our own family. It’s a relationship of increasing intimacy, not merely of economic convenience.


In the late 1980s, New York Times journalist Alan Riding wrote a book titled Distant Neighbors to explain how two countries as different as Mexico and the United States could live side by side and yet barely interact with each other. This was before trade, immigration, and the growth of border communities transformed the relationship. People on both sides of the border knew little about those on the other side, and the economies and societies were, in most ways, quite distant from the other.


But today, after more than two decades of rapid change, the reality on the ground is transforming. The United States and Mexico are increasingly integrated and interdependent, far more than most people on both sides of the border could ever have imagined back then—or perhaps most people realize even now. Today we are no longer “distant neighbors,” as Riding aptly labeled us, but rather “intimate strangers,” deeply connected to each other yet with few of the tools we need to understand our growing intimacy.


This book is a journey through the inevitable forces that are transforming Mexico and the United States and the way we relate to each other—forces that are far more powerful than political rhetoric and that have profound consequences for our daily lives as Americans. It’s a chronicle of how Mexico has changed, but even more, of how we in the United States are changing as a result of the encounter with our neighbor next door. It’s a story not about a wall but about the bridges we have been building between us and how they will shape our future.
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“We Built a Bridge Across the Fence”
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San Diego and Tijuana Become a Single Metropolitan Area


For more than two decades, politicians and business leaders in San Diego struggled to find a way to build a bigger airport. They knew that without a bigger airfield—one that could accommodate the larger aircraft needed to connect to cities in Asia—theirs would always be a second-tier city, far behind Los Angeles and San Francisco in economic potential. Unfortunately, Lindbergh Field, the city’s principal airport, was located next to downtown and couldn’t expand beyond a single runway. So while San Diego had emerged in the 1990s and 2000s as a hub for innovation in biotechnology, software, communications technology, and sound equipment, the airport remained an obstacle to the city’s economic growth. And even though the city had a burgeoning Mexican-origin community and strong trade links with the country next door, there were few flights to anywhere in Mexico except the capital.


Eventually city leaders hit on a solution: instead of trying to build their own new airport, why not just connect to the much larger airport next door in Tijuana? After all, Tijuana’s airport was located right at the border, in clear sight of San Diego, and already had the kind of long runways needed for big airplanes. And not only that, it already had flights to China and Japan.


What if they just built a bridge across the border wall?


The project took a few years to negotiate and bring to fruition, but in December 2015, the two cities inaugurated the pedestrian bridge that now connects San Diego to Tijuana’s airport. Passengers coming from the United States park in an American parking lot, check in at a small terminal on the American side of the border, and then walk across the bridge, passing through Mexican immigration and customs on the other side, before heading straight to their gate to catch their flights. Built by private investors from both countries, the bridge was a gamble: no one was quite sure if people living in the United States would really use an airport in Tijuana to travel internationally.


Yet it has been a resounding success: the number of people using the US-side terminal and the pedestrian bridge has far surpassed expectations. The bridge has generated healthy profits for the original investors, as well as paid for its own upkeep and the cost of the extra border inspectors. It’s also become an example of how the private and public sectors can work together to solve a pressing problem across two cities and two countries.


But perhaps equally as important, the beautifully designed bridge, which looks like something out of a Star Wars set, has become a monument to the new relationship emerging between the two border cities, which increasingly resemble a single metropolitan area. The bridge soars majestically over the rusted border fence below, creating a powerful symbol of how the two cities have been overcoming the distance that once existed between them.


“We built a bridge across the fence,” says Denise Moreno Ducheny, a former Democratic California state senator from San Diego who helped promote the project. “It has become a visually powerful symbol of the integration of two municipalities and two states across an international boundary.”


Kevin Faulconer, the Republican mayor of San Diego, highlights the bridge as one of many examples of the ongoing cooperation between the two urban areas. “We don’t talk about two cities; we talk about one region,” he tells me.


Increasingly, he observes, San Diego and Tijuana are planning their future together as a single metropolitan region with economic-development planning taking place in tandem. Many of the industries that are most important to San Diego today are the same ones that are essential to the economy of Tijuana, and many companies have plants on both sides of the border carrying out different parts of the same production process. And cultural offerings, from music to food to wine, increasingly attract people across the border in both directions, as citizens of both countries get to know the offerings on the other side.


This development would have been hard to imagine two decades ago when I lived in the region, first in Tijuana and later in San Diego. Back then, San Diego residents feared the city to their south and saw little advantage in crossing, unless it was to go drinking in one of the tourist bars on Revolution Street, the city’s main downtown drag. Tijuana residents, in turn, envied San Diego’s beautiful beaches and cultural offerings but agonized over the time it took to cross the border to take advantage of them—if they even had visas to cross in the first place. The two neighboring cities were actually much further apart than the distance on the map might suggest.


But Tijuana has risen from the ashes of violence and disorder to become one of Mexico’s most livable cities, known for its exquisite culinary offerings, its well-respected orchestra and opera, and the successful vineyards that stretch out for miles just south of the city in the Guadalupe Valley. And Tijuana has become, increasingly, a middle-class city. The economy now rests not on piecework factories but rather on advanced manufacturing in medical devices, electronics, and communications equipment—industries with strong counterparts in San Diego—often with research and development (R&D) in both cities.


As Tijuana has transformed itself from a chaotic border town into an increasingly modern city on the rise, its relationship with its northern neighbors has changed too. Once a backroom industrial base for US-owned businesses and a cheap place for an adventurous night out, today the city is an integral part of high-tech supply chains, the home of innovative new businesses, and a cultural mecca for people in Southern California.


San Diego–Tijuana is the world’s largest binational metropolitan area, with a population of at least 5 million, and leaders on both sides of the border have started to plan for a future together, with shared production chains, joint proposals to host international events, and a large international airport on the Tijuana side of the border. Today the two cities are the combined hub of a shared cultural and economic space that stretches all the way from the vineyards of the Guadalupe Valley to the production studios of Los Angeles.
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Javier Plascencia began planning his restaurant in Tijuana in 2008. That year more than eight hundred people were murdered in the city as rival cartels fought for control of the drug trade. Bodies were decapitated, burned, and hung from bridges. Gangs fought gun battles in broad daylight and funded themselves with kidnappings. “We knew we were opening up in a period in which there might be only five clients,” Plascencia admits. “But we were making a statement that we were going to invest.”


There were, it turned out, considerably more than five clients. By the time Misión 19 opened its doors three years later, cartel violence had declined dramatically. Star chef and television personality Rick Bayless visited. So did CNN’s No Reservations star Anthony Bourdain, along with contributors to the New York Times, San Diego Magazine, the New Yorker, StreetGourmetLA.com, and All Things Considered. Now on any given night, Plascencia’s customers are a boisterous mix of local Tijuana diners and American visitors.


Patrons come for Chinese-style roasted pork with cilantro, chilis, and tortillas and for risotto with wild mushrooms, huitlacoche, and epazote. Plascencia’s dishes, presented with artistic flair, fuse the flavors of Mexico—especially Tijuana’s smoky street food—with those of the Mediterranean and Asia. “That’s what Tijuana is,” Plascencia says, “this mix of cultures.”


Some know this eclectic but emphatically Tijuanense style as Baja Med, and Misión 19’s executive chef has become its most visible ambassador. Plascencia, whose talent in the kitchen and movie-star good looks sometimes seem at odds with his natural shyness, grew up cooking in his parents’ Italian restaurant and chain of pizzerias scattered around Tijuana. He attended high school in San Diego, where he learned to surf, play golf, and speak fluent English, before coming back to Tijuana to take over the kitchen in a new upscale Italian restaurant his parents had just started.


Then he decided to branch out and start Misión 19, focused on Mexican food. “Halfway through my career I changed and went into Mexican food,” he says, “back to my roots.” At Misión 19, most of his ingredients travel no more than 120 miles to the restaurant. The bulk of the wines are from the nearby Guadalupe Valley, whose vineyards produce some of the earthiest and most flavorful wines in the Americas.


Misión 19 may be Tijuana’s best-known restaurant, but dozens of sit-down establishments, street stands, and even food trucks attract culinary tourists from north of the border. This city previously known for its gritty industrial complexes and seamy tourist traps has undergone a dramatic cultural transformation in the past decade.


Tijuana now has several popular art galleries and an expanded cultural institute. The city even holds an annual opera festival, part of which takes place in the streets of Colonia Libertad, a working-class neighborhood that overlooks the border fence. It was originally the inspiration of a local man in the rough-and-tumble neighborhood who loved the opera and started it as a street fair.


Nowhere are these changes more visible than in downtown Tijuana, where visitors once encountered kitschy souvenir shops, cheap bars, and brothels. But the violence that overwhelmed the city from 2007 to 2009 drove out the tourists who used to frequent Revolution Street and ultimately led to the establishment of new businesses that catered more to Tijuana’s own population. Today a street-food market, two craft breweries, and dozens of small restaurants line the thoroughfare, catering mostly to locals as well as a handful of well-off tourists from the United States. On weekends one of the buildings becomes a market for local artisans, whose small stands spill out onto the street. A few bars and table-dance places still dot the area, giving downtown Tijuana the feel of a transitional neighborhood, but it’s abundantly clear which way things are transitioning.


The anchor of the new downtown is, not surprisingly, another of Plascencia’s restaurants, Caesar’s, the place where the Caesar salad was invented in the 1920s, either by Italian-immigrant owner Caesar Cardini or by his chef and compatriot, Livio Santini. If Misión 19 is Plascencia’s vision for the future of his hometown, Caesar’s—which the Plascencia family reopened in 2010—is his homage to the city’s past. “It’s an icon of the city,” he says. “It’s one of the few pieces of cultural history that we have here.”


In a city where everything seems to have been built yesterday—and often on top of whatever was there before—Caesar’s was a constant in Tijuana from the 1920s through the early 1980s, entertaining Hollywood stars, politicians, and gangsters. After the owners closed it in the late 1980s because of labor and financial troubles, it was turned into a dive bar and table-dance venue separated by a gaudy red curtain. I remember visiting once in the 1990s, attracted inside by a small plaque on the wall that explained how the Caesar salad had been invented there. I was shocked to find how seedy it had become and left even before ordering a drink.


Plascencia’s brother, a jazz musician, first spotted the opportunity. Passing by Caesar’s after an all-night gig at a downtown club, he saw that the restaurant’s furniture had been put out on the street and that it must be going out of business. He phoned Javier Plascencia and told him that this was their opportunity to resurrect a piece of the city’s history.


Plascencia’s family obtained the lease and set about restoring the restaurant—completely refurbishing the once elegant mahogany bar, adding period photographs and antique coffee machines, and creating a menu based on the restaurant’s continental past but with a contemporary Baja Med flair mixed in.


The timing couldn’t have been better. As Plascencia and his family opened Caesar’s and Misión 19, Tijuana was undergoing a huge economic transformation, almost unnoticed by city residents. In the 1970s and 1980s, Tijuana had grown exponentially as hardworking women and men from south and central Mexico moved north looking for opportunities on the border. The children of many of these families had done well, acquiring education and professional success far beyond their parents’ dreams, and they began to form an emerging middle class that could afford to invest in leisure and cultural activities.


At first they had crossed the border for entertainment and leisure activities, but increasingly they wanted to enjoy life in their own city, without sitting in a line to enter the country next door. They were ready for their own city to have its own cultural offerings.


Beach resorts in Rosarito and Ensenada, towns just south of the city, and the burgeoning vineyards of the Guadalupe Valley became the first places developed for entertainment, but soon restaurants, cafés, and movie theaters started popping up in Tijuana itself. The group that built the dramatic glass-paneled office tower where Misión 19 is located not only invested nearly $500,000 to bring in Plascencia but also made space for a café, a bar, a wine shop, an art gallery, an event center, and a sky garden. Hovering over the bustling Zona Río, the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED)–certified building is as much a symbol of the new Tijuana as the city’s star chef.


So too are the city’s opera and symphony, both increasingly prominent throughout Mexico and the US Southwest, where they tour periodically. Then there is the Center for the Musical Arts, a graduate university that is training a new generation of musicians. And there is no shortage of art galleries, including El Túnel—the Tunnel—one of the city’s most experimental arts venues, whose name speaks to its not-so-distant past as a building that once hid a drug tunnel under the border into the United States.


That, in a nutshell, is the new Tijuana: classy and entrepreneurial, yet edgy and unpredictable. It’s a world-class city on the rise but not yet completely beyond its past as a hub for piecework, cheap tourism, and contraband. This combination gives the city a distinct flair—exciting but with an undercurrent of daring.
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Twenty years ago, it would have been nearly impossible to imagine the Tijuana of today. When I moved there in 1992, it was still known as the “appliance capital of the world” because of the countless refrigerators, television sets, and dishwashers manufactured in the factory parks that dotted the city.


The factory jobs were often repetitious and low paying, but they provided regular wages and basic benefits, advantages unheard of for many workers elsewhere in Mexico. People from other parts of the country streamed into Tijuana to get work in the factories—and in the construction and consumer industries that grew up around them. By the mid-1990s, most residents lived in makeshift neighborhoods on the outskirts of town, many without electricity or running water.


I lived in one of these neighborhoods for several years in the 1990s. We were a community of roughly a quarter million people living on the far side of a mountain that separated us from the rest of the city. A single paved street wound its way around the mountain, connecting us to a bumpy, potholed avenue that eventually ambled its way into the main part of the city, often an hour-long journey. During the rainy season, the remaining roads in our neighborhood, all made of compacted dirt, became thick with mud, while in the summer they become slippery with dust.


My neighbors taught me how to connect wires to the power lines overhead to steal electricity for a few light bulbs at night. During the day we burned trash in a pungent haze to make up for the lack of garbage collection. Many of those who moved to Tijuana in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s lived in neighborhoods like this one and worked in the low-wage factories that surrounded them.


These factories, known as maquiladoras, were spawned by Mexican legislation in the 1960s that allowed foreign-owned companies to set up shop in the border region to manufacture goods for the US market. They were exempt from import and export tariffs and could hire Mexican workers at a fraction of the cost of US labor. The maquiladora program had been designed to create job growth in the border region after the US government suspended the bracero program, a migrant guest worker program begun during World War II to bring Mexican farmworkers into the United States for short periods. When that program ended in 1964, the flow of Mexicans to the United States continued, but some stayed in border towns and cities to work in the maquiladoras.


By the late 1990s, Tijuana had somewhere between 1.5 million and 2 million residents, making it Mexico’s fourth-largest metropolitan area. But by the 2000s the factories could no longer compete based on low wages alone, especially as Mexican salary levels began to increase. Many closed down, and manufacturers moved to countries in Central America, the Caribbean, and Southeast Asia that offered lower-cost labor. Residents of Tijuana worried about the complete collapse of the maquiladora industry, which had been the backbone of the city’s economic growth.


Yet as the new millennium dawned, without most people noticing, advanced manufacturing plants, ones that depended on more skilled labor, had begun taking root in Tijuana. Tijuana couldn’t compete based on low wages any more, but it had an increasingly educated workforce that attracted companies to put more sophisticated operations there. Many of those companies were either based or had major operations in San Diego, giving the two-city combination a huge comparative advantage. Two industries in particular—medical devices and communications equipment—took off as anchors of Tijuana’s new growth, because they were already important industries in San Diego.


Plantronics, one of the largest audio-engineering companies in the world, which supplies headsets for air-traffic controllers, pilots, astronauts, emergency workers, and ordinary consumers, was one of the first communications equipment companies to discover the city. While earlier maquiladoras had used low-skilled workers, Plantronics needed people who could assemble precision equipment. And it also built its own design team of more than a hundred engineers drawn from Tijuana’s universities, which were pumping out a new generation of educated professionals. To retain employees, the company invested in a gym, a basketball court, and employee-wellness programs.


As more technologically complex industries have taken root, leadership of the factories has also become increasingly local. In the 1980s and 1990s, foreign managers from the United States, Europe, and Asia typically ran the maquiladoras, overseeing Mexican workers on the assembly lines. Now much, if not most, of the maquiladora management consists of Mexican professionals—people like Alejandro Bustamante, who ran the local Plantronics plant for years and now heads the company’s global operations in the United States, Mexico, and China.


Mexican engineers also increasingly staff research and development teams, like the one at Plantronics. And at some factories, like that of nearby Parker, a maker of custom-built packaging with plants on both sides of the border, the R&D team is binational. Engineers in San Diego and Tijuana meet weekly—sometimes several times a week—to design products for the company’s plants in each city.


The shift of Tijuana’s economy toward advanced manufacturing and engineering has driven the growth of the city’s middle class—the people who today eat in Javier Plascencia’s restaurants, attend the city’s opera performances, and participate in gallery openings at El Túnel. And this new middle class largely consists of the children of men and women who came to Tijuana from the 1970s to the 1990s to work in the city’s assembly plants.


Today, even the city’s low-income settlements have been transformed. The neighborhood where I once lived is now crisscrossed by paved streets and connected to downtown by a modern highway. Not only do residents have electricity, running water, and regular trash service, but small stores and quite a few large, modern shopping plazas dot their brightly lit streets. And the neighborhood is bookended by factory parks with advanced manufacturing plants making medical devices, packaging, and car parts.


On one visit, I spent an hour searching for a friend’s home that I had visited dozens of times before. Finally, I realized that her once humble wood house on a dirt road had metamorphosed into a giant concrete home with metal gates on a paved street. In the space of a few years, all my markers had been turned upside down, and I couldn’t get my bearings even in the parts of the neighborhood I’d known best. Like my friend, most of the neighborhood’s residents have gone from dirt poor to respectably working-class in a generation, with quite a number of educated professionals among them.


And while advanced manufacturing now forms the backbone of the economy, the city is becoming home to innovative start-ups that take advantage of proximity to California. One of the more successful ones, Boxel, is an animation company that contracts with Hollywood studios, and the city has smaller ventures in everything from video services to online marketing that seek to tap the big economy to the north. Tijuana even has its own innovation hub, BITCenter, which has incubated many of the start-ups.


Javier Plascencia too has taken advantage of the binational market in new and creative ways. Not only does he draw much of his clientele for Misión 19 from the other side of the border, but in 2015 he opened a new, upscale restaurant in San Diego’s hip Little Italy neighborhood near downtown. The restaurant is called Bracero, or “farmworker,” in honor of the low-wage workers who once came to the United States and the simple food they ate.


But much like his hometown, Plascencia’s San Diego eatery shows how something impressive can be built on humble foundations. Zagat named it one of 2015’s top restaurant openings in the United States.
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As José Galicot prepared for heart surgery in San Diego, he was surprised to learn from his doctor that the heart valve he was about to receive was made in Tijuana, in one of the many medical device plants that now employ around 40,000 city residents. A successful telecommunications entrepreneur in Tijuana, Galicot could afford good medical care, so he had sought out the best doctors he could find in a prestigious hospital in San Diego. But as he prepared for surgery, he found that the critical piece of equipment in the heart valve that would ensure his survival actually came from a factory in his hometown.


As he recovered, Galicot, then in his mid-seventies, began thinking of other things he admired about Tijuana, and he developed the conviction that he should try to help change the image of his city among both its residents and the wider public, including his friends and colleagues in San Diego.


When restored to full health, Galicot, whose passion elicits enthusiasm from those around him, convened several of Tijuana’s business and civic leaders and suggested they think of what they could do to promote their town. This sparked the idea for Tijuana Innovadora (Innovative Tijuana), a landmark event highlighting the city’s economic, cultural, and civic renaissance.


Galicot, a committed Zionist organizer in his youth, used everything he had learned about mobilizing people to get this project off the ground. He began by signing up the city’s business leaders to help, starting with Alejandro Bustamante of Plantronics. Together they went to twenty-five companies and asked them to pay anywhere from $15,000 to $50,000 to display their products at the festival. “I was convincing them to show their booth to a public that didn’t need their products,” Galicot says, smiling. After all, most of the companies sell their products abroad, not in Tijuana. Yet all of them said yes. The displays may not have won the companies new clients, but they gave residents a stronger sense of the many things made in their city, from sophisticated medical devices to sound systems to drones and robots.


The first citywide event was celebrated in 2010, right as the gang violence was subsiding; it was followed by similar massive events in 2012 and 2014. Galicot coaxed top talent from around the world to participate, including former US vice president Al Gore and Nobel Prize–winning chemist Mario Molina to talk about the environment; Twitter cofounder Biz Stone, Apple cofounder Steve Wozniak, and Mexican billionaire Carlos Slim to discuss innovation; TV and radio host Larry King and political scientist Francis Fukuyama to address politics; and, of course, Javier Plascencia to speak about the city’s culinary scene. And the talks were only part of the multiday events: there were food stands showcasing the local Baja Med cuisine, as well as musicians, dancers, and stalls displaying the many goods produced by companies in the city.


Several hundred thousand people participated in the first Tijuana Innovadora festival, and the numbers grew over the next two festivals as word spread about the events. People poured in from neighborhoods throughout the city, including the one I once lived in on the outskirts of town. Most came for the festival’s free concerts and cheap food but stayed because they were amazed by what they learned about their city.
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