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A migrant family of Mexicans on the road with tire trouble, February 1936. Photograph by Dorothea Lange, courtesy of the Library of Congress, FSA Project.





Introduction



Saludos










	En malos tiempos hay
Que hacer buena cara.


	In bad times one should
Remain optimistic.







	—Dicho Mexicano


	—Mexican proverb








For all Americans, the decade of the 1930s was one filled with frustration and disenchantment. The very tenets of our democratic/capitalistic system came under close scrutiny and vociferous criticism. Some critics diagnosed the system’s condition as terminal and predicted its imminent demise. Fed by record unemployment, rampant hunger, and a dulling omnipresent sense of despair, the dire predictions seemed on the verge of becoming realities.


Americans, reeling from the economic disorientation of the depression, sought a convenient scapegoat. They found it in the Mexican community. In a frenzy of anti-Mexican hysteria, wholesale punitive measures were proposed and undertaken by government officials at the federal, state, and local levels. Laws were passed depriving Mexicans of jobs in the public and private sectors. Immigration and deportation laws were enacted to restrict emigration and hasten the departure of those already here. Contributing to the brutalizing experience were the mass deportation roundups and repatriation drives. Violence and “scare-head” tactics were utilized to get rid of the burdensome and unwanted horde. An incessant cry of “get rid of the Mexicans” swept the country.


Although the Mexican community was especially hard hit by the depression and endured incredible suffering, discrimination, and maltreatment, barrio residents did not lose hope. With unwavering determination, they withstood the onslaught unleashed against them. In their efforts to survive, a cadre of grassroots organizations developed. However, the lack of resources seriously impeded their efforts to combat the ever-worsening crisis. Nonetheless, the groups made a valiant attempt to assist colonia residents as well as Mexicans who decided to leave the United States or were being repatriated. In many instances, those unable to eke out a living, but too proud to accept charity or to apply for welfare, opted to return to Mexico.


For thousands of indigents, the option of returning to Mexico presented what appeared to be a viable alternative to a life and an economy gone sour. Visions and promises of a better life and the push/pull effect of the border convinced many depression-weary families to return to la madre patria, Mexico. The bewildered repatriates were victims of a tragedy that they did not understand and which defied all logic. Many believed the depression was merely a scheme to get rid of them and to ship them back to Mexico. This belief was reinforced by the fact that other ethnic groups were not being hassled and repatriated.


Across the nation, colonias and barrios literally disappeared as families lost the struggle to survive. The oft-repeated phrase “el diablo nos está llevando,” “things are going to hell,” seemed to aptly sum up the situation. A gnawing, fatalistic sense of apprehension prevailed as families remaining behind tried to hang on to the last vestiges of a normal life. There was little the beleaguered communities could do but wait for the depression to end and for the anti-Mexican hysteria to subside.


Many Americans sincerely believed that getting rid of the Mexicans would create a host of new jobs. According to the zealots, alleviating the unemployment situation would automatically end the depression. Succumbing to vocal outcries, employers laid off their Mexican workers. A few employers regretted their action and helped their former workers return to Mexico. Travel arrangements and transportation costs were often shared by local charity organizations and county relief agencies. Welfare officials cynically calculated how much money they could save by getting rid of the unemployed Mexicans. Some businessmen, growers, and church groups felt compelled to protest against the callous, often illegal methods used in expelling the Mexicans. The Spanish-language press on both sides of the border vociferously protested the harsh treatment accorded their compatriots. They resented the fact that no other racial or ethnic group was subjected to as much abuse as the Mexican community.


The Mexican government, although still struggling to recover from the effects of the 1910 Revolution and its aftermath, endeavored to assist returning Nationals and their American-born children. A series of programs and concessions including suspension of import duties, reduced transportation costs, subsidized colonization ventures, and guaranteed loans were implemented. However, the unceasing stream of refugees strained the nation’s resources and created a backlash among local residents.


The difficulties encountered in attempting to adjust to two conflicting cultures exacerbated the situation. Adults found that the family and friends they had left behind were now total strangers. The Mexico they remembered no longer existed. For American-born children, trying to adjust to life in Mexico proved to be a very traumatic experience. Their turmoil would not end until they returned to the land of their birth. But the deep-seated scars of rejection by both cultures would remain imbedded in their lives forever.


In recounting the tragic experiences and suffering endured by the Mexican community caught in the throes of the depression, deportation, and repatriation, Decade of Betrayal explores the most crucial and significant series of events ever to befall a group of immigrants and their children. It delineates the resultant consequences on both sides of the border, from the American and Mexican perspectives. However, its uniqueness lies in emphasizing the calamitous experiences of the individuals who underwent the ordeal of betrayal, adjustment, and shame. In doing so, it adds to the studies conducted by economist Paul Taylor, anthropologist Manuel Gamio, and sociologist Emory Bogardus during the 1930s. These eminent scholars initiated a new era in the field of American and Mexican historiography by focusing on the role of Mexicans in the United States.


Other researchers did not focus on the Mexican repatriations until the 1970s, with the emergence of the study of Chicano history. Abraham Hoffman’s Unwanted Mexican Americans emphasized repatriation policy primarily as it was carried out in Los Angeles. Mercedes Carreras de Velasco’s Los Mexicanos que devolvió la crisis outlined the Mexican government’s orientation toward repatriation.1 Additional depression studies have appeared in the 1980s and 1990s. Significant works have focused on the role of the urban center of San Antonio, Texas; industrial workers in the Midwest area of Detroit; and the exploitation of women in the canneries of southern California.2


More recently, significant studies have appeared contributing to our understanding of repatriation. Repatriation has been explored as a leading factor among others in two respective investigations of the depression. George Sánchez’s Becoming Mexican American regarded the repatriations in Los Angeles as an influence on the formation of the ethnic and cultural identity of Mexican Americans. In Mexican Workers and the American Dream, Camille Guerin-Gonzales studied the American dream, with its promise of opportunity, and how it became a justification for exploitation, including repatriation of rural Mexicanos in California. In El valle del Río Bravo Tamaulipas, en la décade de 1930, Mexican scholar Fernando Saúl Alanis Enciso also has uncovered new information and presented important findings regarding the policies of President Lázaro Cárdenas and its impact on the repatriation of Mexicans. These works substantiate the impact and significance of repatriation on the Mexican population.3


Decade of Betrayal provides the first comprehensive treatment of the repatriation movement in the United States and Mexico. The work chronicles the treatment of the Mexican community by American and Mexican authorities during the decade of the Great Depression. The emphasis is on relating the story rather than exploring sociological theories. Decade of Betrayal is a social history rather than historical sociology. The narrative is based largely upon archival materials and oral interviews in order to present a comprehensive view of the Mexican experience during the decade.


The work makes an important contribution to the field of Mexican American and Chicano studies. It adds significantly to the limited number of works dealing with Mexicans and Mexican Americans during the decade of the Great Depression. Consequently, it should be of interest not only to scholars or students of Mexican American history, but also to individuals interested in ethnic or race relations and their effect on society and governmental policy.


In telling this tragic story, a sincere effort has been made to enable readers to understand and appreciate the full extent of the calamity. The courage and perseverance of Mexican Nationals, Mexican Americans, and their children, as exemplified in this volume, should serve as an inspiration not only for their heirs, but for all who share and continue to believe in the American dream. Inexplicable as it may seem, it was that dream that nurtured and sustained many of the repatriates during their banishment and exile in Mexico. The hope and desire to someday return to the land of their birth aided and abetted them when tearful despair seemed to be their only destiny. This was especially true among teenagers who longed to return to their native land. In some instances, many years passed before the dream became a reality. For those who had arrived in Mexico as very young children or as mature adults, there was no reason to return; often there was nothing to go back to. For those who desired to return, the lure of steady jobs and good wages during the World War II era provided added incentive for coming home and fulfilling their dream. A number of young men returned in time to render military service to their country and most did so willingly despite the treatment that had been accorded them and their families.


Repatriates who returned to the United States were so busy assimilating, working, and raising families, that they did not have time, or cared to dwell on the fate that had befallen them in their youth. Few of them ever discussed the ordeal with their children. Bits and pieces of conversation were overheard from time to time but most of their offspring had to wait until the advent of Chicano Studies classes before becoming fully aware of the extent of the deportation and repatriation terror unleashed against the Mexican community during the Great Depression. An interest and burgeoning curiosity led their children and grandchildren to explore the ordeal and to emulate the indomitable spirit exemplified by their elders.


Their quest has been invigorated, in part, by legislative hearings, a lawsuit, and the resulting media coverage. A topic that had been essentially ignored, even in history texts, was suddenly accorded a degree of attention that surpassed anything ever conceived. There is talk of demanding a formal apology, a fiscal remuneration and inclusion of the topic of repatriation in the educational curriculum. The belief and hope is that by creating public awareness, hysteria will not be allowed to overcome an innate sense of decency and fair play, to the detriment of some other unpopular or suspect minority group. A nation that ceases to be governed by law and justice places itself in dire peril.
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A truckload of Mexican migrants returning to their homes in the Rio Grande Valley from Mississippi where they had been picking cotton in October 1939. Photograph by Russell Lee, courtesy of the Library of Congress, FSA Project.





Immigration



Al Norte










	Voy a los Estados Unidos
Para ganar la vida
Adiós, mi tierra querida
Te llevo en mi corazón


	I’m going to the United States
To earn a living
Good-bye my beloved country
I carry you in my heart







	—“Corrido del Inmigrante”


	—“Ballad of the Immigrant”








Changing one’s place of residence in the eternal quest for a better life is a common historical phenomenon. The wave of expatriates continues unabated to the present time.1 The ebb and flow of migration has always resulted in increased tension and apprehension. This has been especially true when immigration involved significant numbers of newcomers or outsiders. Differences in class, language, religion, culture, and race or ethnicity have traditionally tended to estrange new arrivals from the established or native residents. These diverse factors have fostered divisiveness and exerted a negative influence even in modern times. There were many critical factors that determined an immigrant’s role and place in their newly adopted society.


Mexicans emigrating to the United States during the early decades of the twentieth century encountered the same problems and challenges as former immigrants. They found that their adjustment to American society was profoundly influenced by such factors as social class, culture, language, religion, and ethnicity. Seemingly, no immigrant group has escaped the stigma attached to their particular nationality or place of origin. All newcomers must “pay their dues” before being accepted or assimilated by their adopted country. By a sheer stroke of fate, massive immigration from Mexico coincided with the end of massive European immigration.


Traditionally, it has been the lure of steady employment and wages surpassing what they could earn at home that has enticed Mexicans to come to America. Not many of them made the trek north with the intention of becoming permanent residents or of seeking U.S. citizenship. They came por sólo un poquito tiempo (for only a little while). Most of them intended to return home after they had accumulated a financial nest egg. The passage of time and acculturation to “Yankee ways” dimmed or subverted their original intent. For them, the border was merely an inconvenience. Prior to 1924, traffic moved easily in both directions almost at will and facilitated field hands returning home after the harvest season.


Although Mexicans are often regarded or treated as recent arrivals, they are actually part of a well-established community in the United States. Mexicans have resided in the Southwest—especially in the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas—since the halcyon days of the missions and the ranchos of storied folklore. However, the number of Mexican Nationals increased dramatically when immigrants began pouring into the area after the turn of the century. “The large numbers of Mexicans . . . arriving daily to Los Angeles,” observed Mexican Consul Guillermo Andrade, “is truly notable.”2 In 1908, economist Victor S. Clark echoed Andrade’s observation. In a report to the U.S. Labor Department, he noted that an increasing number of Mexicans were living outside of the Southwest.3 This dispersement continued to grow over the years. By the 1920s Mexicans could be found harvesting sugar beets in Minnesota, laying railroad tracks in Kansas, packing meat in Chicago, mining coal in Oklahoma, assembling cars in Detroit, canning fish in Alaska, and sharecropping in Louisiana.


Adventurous immigrant families and single men fanned out across the United States from border to border and sea to sea. Among them were Genaro Torres and three companions who worked their way along the gulf states and eventually settled in Portsmouth, Virginia in 1916. There, the town’s only Spanish-speaking family befriended them. Torres, formerly a major in Francisco Villa’s army, finally felt safe and secure. He had been captured at the battle of Agua Prieta, across the border from Douglas, Arizona, and sentenced to death by the Federales, but had escaped. Fearing for his life and safety, he obtained a “safe-conduct pass” to leave Mexico.4 Like many other immigrants, he had no intention of remaining permanently in the United States. He planned to return to Mexico as soon as it was opportune or safe to do so.


In Portsmouth, Torres got a job in a shoe repair shop and learned the cobbler’s trade. Like many married men, once established he sent for his wife, who was waiting for him in the city of Guanajuato with their three young children. Before joining the Villistas, Torres had been the mayordomo of a local hacienda. Due to his influential connections, his wife, Wenceslada, affectionately known as Vence, was able to obtain a letter guaranteeing her safe passage to the border. This enabled Vence to join her husband Genaro without any serious incident, even during the chaos of the Mexican Revolution.5


The massive flow of Mexicans to the United States grew dramatically during and after the 1910 Mexican Revolution. The increase was reflected in the official statistics of the United States Immigration and Naturalization Service as well as in reports of Mexico’s Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE), the Department of Foreign Relations. While the two governments varied in their reporting procedures, the assessments by both indicated that at least half a million Mexicans entered the United States legally between 1899 and 1928.6 United States census takers in 1930 calculated that approximately 1,422,533 Mexican Nationals and Mexican Americans lived in the United States.7 Knowledgeable historians and demographers have concluded that by 1930 more than 10 percent of Mexico’s entire population was residing in the United States.


The preceding statistics were undeniable evidence that Mexicans were the largest new immigrant group in the United States. These quantitative figures provided misleading undercounts. Research indicates that in all probability more than a million Mexicans entered the United States before the advent of the Great Depression. These revised estimates have taken into account those who entered without proper documentation. These undocumented migrants, as is the case even today, feared detection and avoided government surveys and census takers.8 Even though a precise count was impossible, Mexican emigration was truly phenomenal and ranks as one of the great mass movements in history. The onset of immigration drastically transformed the nature and character of the Spanish-speaking population in the American Southwest. It also added extensively to the growth of Mexican colonias and enclaves in other parts of the United States. Except for the state of New Mexico, where the offspring of the settlers who came during the Spanish/Mexican era remained a majority, in other areas the new immigrants quickly outnumbered the original Spanish or Mexican residents.


Mexican immigrants were usually associated with unskilled, backbreaking jobs and marginal or menial occupations. The Dillingham Commission Report, an early immigration study, noted that “the members of this race have always been the hewers of wood and drawers of water.”9 The caste-like employment pattern that developed was a very effective way of denying Mexican Nationals as well as native-born U.S. Mexicans the opportunity to attain better or higher-paying jobs. Even though some Mexicans had the requisite skills, training, or experience qualifying them for skilled positions, they were restricted to pico y pala, or pick and shovel work. The prevailing discrimination encountered in seeking meaningful employment was readily attested to by many early immigrants. Merchant Eduardo Negrete and optometrist Dr. Reynaldo Carreón recalled the prejudicial treatment accorded them by American society when attempting to market their goods and services.10


In spite of being relegated to unskilled, poor-paying jobs, Mexicans continued to trek north. During the early part of the century, crossing over into the United States was relatively easy. Immigrants Ramón Curiel from Jalisco, Pablo Alcántara from Durango, and Jesús Casárez from Michoacán all recalled that their entry into the United States consisted merely of walking or wading across the border. Others, such as Juan Rodríguez, avoided the inconvenience of wading the river by paying a penny to walk across a small footbridge spanning the Rio Grande.11 These and numerous other testimonies confirm the fact that there were few legal barriers imposed on Mexican immigration during the early decades of the twentieth century. It should be noted that Congress did not impose the eight-dollar head tax or require Mexican Nationals to pass a literacy test until 1917.12 While many immigration laws were passed during this early period, their enforcement was usually extremely lax.


There were seldom more than sixty Bureau of Immigration agents stationed along the entire length of the U.S.–Mexican border at any one time. This was ludicrous, to say the least, for the International Boundary between the two countries stretches from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. This is a distance of nearly two thousand miles and spans the states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. In 1924, Congress, recognizing the growing traffic along the border, belatedly established the U.S. Border Patrol with a complement of 450 agents. This limited force was responsible for patrolling both the Mexican and Canadian borders. The primary impetus for creating the new agency was to stop the smuggling of Asians and Europeans into the United States. Those aliens, rather than the Mexicans, were perceived as a threat to the integrity of America’s northern and southern borders. Although deterring Mexican immigration was not the main concern of the bill, the new legislation did establish regulations that could be applied to immigrants from Mexico.13


However, the Border Patrol and the Immigration Service exercised their extensive police powers selectively. This was done in order to serve the needs of influential growers and industrialists. Regulations were loosely enforced when Mexican workers were needed to harvest crops or increase production in the mines or on the assembly lines. Conversely, the strict letter of the law was applied when Mexican labor exceeded the seasonal demand. Then, deportation raids at the work sites, usually before payday, became common occurrences. The raids were sometimes conducted at the request of unscrupulous employers. The Border Patrol and the Immigration Service were often assisted in their roundups by local police and sheriff’s deputies.14 It is therefore not surprising that Mexican communities viewed local law-enforcement agencies with fear, enmity, and distrust.


Although the United States government did not consider the Mexicans a serious immigration threat during the early twentieth century, neither were they greeted or welcomed with open arms. Mexicans were often accorded rude treatment, even when following official procedures and seeking legal entry. Immigration officials consistently displayed disdain and obnoxious behavior toward Mexican Nationals. Immigrants were repeatedly forced to wait long, tedious hours before being serviced. It was not unusual for them to wait patiently all day long only to be told that they must return again the following day and endure the same arduous procedure. During the process, all immigrants, men, women, and children, were herded into crowded, examination pens. As many as five hundred to six hundred persons were detained there for endless hours without benefit of drinking fountains or toilet facilities. Mexican immigrants viewed the mass public baths and clothing disinfections as indignities.15


The immigrants resolutely endured these degrading procedures because they had no other choice. America provided their only hope for a better life. Parents sought gainful employment for themselves and educational opportunities for their children. Neither of these was deemed readily available in their native land. A variety of socioeconomic and political factors combined to generate and foster the compelling necessity to leave the land of their birth. For Mexicans, a major factor contributing to their plight was the scarcity of good farmland. Early twentieth-century Mexico was an agriculturally oriented nation. Over 90 percent of the people lived on farms, ranches, or in rural villages. Yet, despite long, arduous backbreaking work, even in the best of times, its agrarian population barely eked out a living. Each year, fewer and fewer farmers were able to support themselves by tilling the increasingly marginal land. The amount of good farmland barely equaled that found in the combined states of Iowa and Nebraska.


Sparse rainfall also made agriculture a difficult and precarious undertaking. Only about 12 percent of Mexico receives adequate and timely rainfall. This is particularly critical in the Central Plateau, where the majority of the Mexican population has traditionally resided. Only 10 percent of the Central Plateau is suitable for the production of foodstuffs. This region includes the states of México, Guanajuato, San Luis Potosí, Querétaro, Hidalgo, Jalisco, and Aguascalientes. This area contributed more than two-thirds of Mexico’s immigrants to the United States.16 Compounding the situation was Mexico’s dramatic increase in population. Demographers have estimated that Mexico mushroomed from approximately nine million people in 1876 to over fifteen million inhabitants in 1910.17


Coincidentally, this period encompassed the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. Under his reign, Mexico experienced an expanding land monopoly controlled by a few rich agriculturalists, commonly referred to as hacendados. These individuals were often foreign or absentee landowners living in Mexico City, the United States, or Europe. Aided by favorable government legislation and a sympathetic legal system, these land barons acquired massive tracts of Mexico’s national domain as well as control of ejidos, lands formerly farmed collectively.18 This avaricious accumulation of land resulted in over five million families losing their small farms or plots of land. In 1910, the agricultural population of Jalisco, Michoacán, and Guanajuato was at a record high of approximately 2,537,625 persons. Nonetheless, only 3.2 percent of the rural heads of households owned any property.19


The disparity between the increase in population and the loss of land and homesteads made life in the countryside extremely austere for countless campesinos, or farm workers. These two factors created a large, landless labor force that could be readily exploited. Wages for rural peasants never rose above fifteen cents per day from 1876 to 1910, the span of the Porfiriato dictatorship. Whereas wages remained low, the costs of basic commodities and food increased significantly. The price of corn, the staple of the poor working class, rose by more than 50 percent from 1877 to 1903.20 Such a momentous increase in this vital mainstay of the campesino’s diet was due to a shift in agricultural priorities.


A booming international market for sugar, coffee, henequen, cotton, and cattle meant greater profits. This financial windfall convinced large landowners to shift to ranching and the cultivation of export crops. Predictably, less land was allocated to the planting of crops required for sustaining the peones’ meager diet. Visitors to the Porfirian countryside often encountered campesinos who were barely able to subsist on a near-starvation diet of corn tortillas, beans, and a few vegetables. Hunger and malnutrition were accepted facts of life. Reports of actual starvation in the Mexican countryside were not uncommon.


Accolades were heaped on Porfirio Díaz’s administration for creating a stable government and a profitable commercial environment. This achievement was attributed to the pax porfiriato, the first prolonged era of peace and order in Mexico since the overthrow of Spanish rule. An equally critical factor was the extensive increase of foreign investments. Given what amounted to carte blanche by the government, foreign investors took the lead in developing the lucrative oil and railroad industries. Foreigners were also the chief proponents in reviving the mining and textiles industries, which once had been thriving enterprises but had been allowed to languish and stagnate.


This overpowering foreign influence gave rise to the popular refrain, “Mexico, mother of foreigners and stepmother of Mexicans.” The statement probably best summarized the pro-foreign policies and practices of the Porfiriato regime. In reality, along with foreign entrepreneurs, a small, elite native bourgeoisie developed. It believed fervently in the sanctity of the free-market concept of supply and demand. However, the vast majority of Mexicans did not share in nor benefit from the nation’s economic growth. To the contrary, low wages and a declining standard of living further eroded the miserable lot of the average campesino. Thus, many of them, in their relentless search for survival, were forced to leave their rural pueblos and mountain villages in the hope of earning a decent living elsewhere. A few were fortunate enough to find gainful employment in the revitalized mining and textiles industries or in the new oil exploration and railroad-building enterprises. A campesino could earn fifty cents a day working on the railroad, or el traque.21 It was a skill many of them would later find useful in the United States.


By Mexican standards, wages were significantly higher in the northern part of the country. In comparison to other regions, the frontier borderlands traditionally provided better employment opportunities. This was apparent even during the turn of the century. Miners who earned twenty-five cents a day in the Central Plateau could earn three times as much in the quarries of the northern border states.22 In spite of the rigorous climate and harsh conditions, the lure of a living wage was too tempting to resist. Once in northern Mexico, the substantially higher wages and steady work to be had on the American side of the border acted as an irresistible magnet. Campesinos simply crossed the línea, or international boundary. According to Lucas Lucio, José B. Solórzano, and Enrique Vásquez, these aspects were irresistible factors in influencing their personal decision to emigrate to the United States.23


Although pressing economic need was the overwhelming force compelling Mexicans to cross the Río Bravo del Norte, some immigrants were also victims of the political turmoil sweeping the country. The Revolution of 1910, the first social revolution of the twentieth century, began as a crusade against the tyrannical and corrupt dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, but it soon developed into a bitter civil war to determine which revolutionary faction would rule Mexico. The Revolution shook the very foundations of Mexico’s rigid society. It is frequently cited as a major factor in inducing Mexicans to emigrate. Yet contrary to this popular belief, immigration figures during the war-torn period from 1910 to 1920 were lower than for either the ante- or postbellum years.24 The ensuing land-tenure issue was more effective in driving people out of Mexico than the war’s lethal bullets or its wanton destruction had been.


The Revolution and its bitter aftermath created a situation that gave the United States an aura of a safe haven. The refugees included not only poor campesinos but also gente decente, or people of stature. Among the latter was Adolfo de la Huerta, a major political figure who had served as interim president in 1920. After leading an unsuccessful rebellion against President Alvaro Obregón in 1923, de la Huerta, like many of his disillusioned compatriots, fled to the United States.


Many Catholics seeking sanctuary from the religious upheaval and persecution that followed the Revolution also fled the country. Since gaining its independence from Spain, the central government’s relationship with the Catholic Church can best be characterized as tenuous. Nevertheless, a modus vivendi had been worked out between the two entities during the Díaz dictatorship. However, the Revolution disrupted the government’s precarious relationship with the Roman Catholic Church. Apart from the government, the Church with its vast wealth was the nation’s second major institution. Its position was unquestionable since approximately 50 percent of the land was owned or controlled by the Church.


Open confrontation between the Church and the revolutionary government flared when Archbishop Primate José Mora y del Río, the Church’s leading spokesman, publicly opposed implementation of the 1917 Constitution. Church leadership viewed the Constitution as a charter for the secularization of Mexico because it espoused the socialist principles and ideals of the Revolution. The revolutionary document sanctioned what the Church considered were radical changes in areas that had traditionally been within its domain. The Church’s primary objection was the secularization of public education. It was not prepared to cede control over the minds and morals of the young to a government espousing socialistic ideas.


In essence, the gauntlet had been thrown down and the Church could either submit or defy the government, by force if necessary. The leaders of the holy crusade managed to mobilize and field armies against the revolutionary infidels. Marching under the banner of “Viva Cristo Rey!” “Long, live Christ the King!,” some twenty-five thousand Catholics fought the government’s armies from 1926 to 1929. The battle cry of “Viva Cristo Rey” christened this insurrection as the Cristero War or the Cristero Revolt. The government’s ruthless suppression of the rebellion precipitated enormous destruction of property and loss of life. Due to the vast amount of destruction in the El Bajío region, the area accounted for over 50 percent of the immigrants fleeing Mexico during the height of the revolt in 1926 and 1927.25 Resident expatriates, among them Catholic lay leaders José David Orozco and Julio C. Guerrero, welcomed their banished compatriots.26


The Cristero Revolt affected families on both sides of the border. Among those adversely affected by the Cristero Revolt were Genero Torres and his family, who had earlier settled in Portsmouth, Virginia. In 1924, the family decided it was safe to return to la madre patria (motherland) and made their way from Virginia to El Paso. “There, we learned that the Cristero Revolt was brewing,” recalled Dan Torres, who had been born while the family lived in Virginia.27 “Since we were Methodists, we did not believe it would be safe for us to continue our journey. Since we had relatives in California, it seemed a good time to visit them. My dad eventually opened his own shoe repair shop and earned his living as a cobbler.”28


Although the revolutionary government prided itself on overthrowing the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz and crushing the religious revolt, it was not able to cope with the emigration problem. Emigration actually increased after the 1910 Revolution, much to the chagrin and embarrassment of the new ruling junta. Part of the exodus was due to circumstances beyond the new government’s control. A decade of war had claimed one-tenth of Mexico’s population and its economy was in ruins. The Cristero Revolt and de la Huerta’s insurrection made a bad situation worse. As a result, the government was saddled with financial and social obligations that it was not in a position to resolve.


Plagued with a myriad of domestic problems, the question of emigration was assigned a low priority as the nation struggled to survive. Despite its internal problems and chaotic state, the revolutionary government did attempt to provide some degree of protection for citizens emigrating to the United States. It endeavored to do so via the provisions in Article 123 of the 1917 Constitution. Article 123 stipulated that Mexican immigrants must have a valid, signed contract indicating hours, wages, and conditions of employment. By 1920 the government had designed a model contract to facilitate implementation of the stated requirements. Unfortunately, this administrative gesture was doomed to failure because the contract proved to be legally unenforceable. Effective implementation required the cooperation of the American government, but it was not forthcoming. The proposed contract, therefore, could not be relied upon to produce any benefits.


In truth, both nations benefited by ignoring Article 123’s protective constraints. Like the Porfiristas, the revolutionary government recognized that emigration served as an important safety valve for relieving political and economic pressures at home. Each campesino who left lessened the burden on the nation’s faltering economy. It also meant one less malcontent demanding economic change and political reform. A recurring benefit to the local economy was the fact that Nationals in the United States regularly sent money home to their families. This financial largesse helped to relieve economic pressure on the government.


Especially effective in attracting Mexican workers to the United States was the presence of American economic interests in Mexico. American businesses played key roles, particularly in the major industries of mining, ranching, and railroads prevalent in northern Mexico. Investor William Cornell Green operated mines in Cananea, mining magnate Solomon R. Guggenheim built smelters in Monterrey, and mogul William Randolph Hearst owned ranches in Chihuahua.29 American companies conducting business in Mexico frequently transported Mexican employees across the border to American plants and facilities. A classic example was Anaconda Copper, which relocated Mexican employees as early as 1908 from northern Sonora to southern Arizona.30


Railroad companies and agricultural bureaus followed the example of Anaconda Copper. Other companies preferred obtaining Mexican labor through the use of free-lance labor contractors known as contratistas or enganchistas. Enganchistas, representing major American firms, were common in the border cities by the end of the first decade of the twentieth century.31 A recruitment handbill distributed by the Ford Motor Company enticed José Santos Herrada and other Mexicans to leave San Antonio, Texas and to relocate in Detroit, Michigan. The lure of steady work and earning five dollars a day as promised in the handbill was impossible to resist.32 In addition to recruiting workers in the border states, enganchistas frequently crossed the border, going as far south as the Central Plateau in a relentless search for Mexican labor. Although the hiring of Mexicans to work in the United States was in clear violation of the contract labor law of 1885, seldom did the contratista’s flagrant disregard of the law lead to criminal charges, convictions, or substantial fines. J. O. White Driggs, of Idaho, for example, frequently advertised for Mexican workers to harvest peas and consistently failed to pay wages. According to numerous complaints received by the Mexican Embassy, he was over $5,000 in arrears.33 Recovery of lost wages was virtually impossible and unscrupulous employers defaulted workers with impunity. Often, they were abetted by law enforcement officials.


The enormous profits to be made from the illicit traffic were too tempting and made the risk worthwhile. Additional profits were drawn from fees garnisheed from the wages of the workers. Excessive profiteering was generated by charging the workmen exorbitant prices for transportation and sustenance.34 Among the more notorious cases of ill treatment by enganchistas was the virtual imprisonment of Mexican laborers on ships from San Francisco and Seattle bound for the salmon canneries in Alaska. Money paid in advance enticed Mexican workers to sign contracts to work in Alaska. Contracts were written only in English and were usually incomprehensible to most Mexican workers. The contracts required cannery workers to follow all orders given by the foreman: to work all day, seven days a week, and to eat only Chinese food. The employees were also required to waive all rights to request higher wages or better working conditions.35 As early as 1917, the Mexican embassy complained to the American State Department upon learning of Mexican workers being shanghaied to Alaska. Even though the State Department requested action from both the Department of Labor and Department of Commerce, the Mexican embassy reported that “nothing tangible has been obtained.” This violation of human rights continued unabated. In 1931, fourteen years later, Mexico City’s El Universal Gráfico headlined “5,000 Mexicans living as virtual slaves in Alaska.” The newspaper claimed that “thousands of Mexicans were stranded in California without work,” and were willing to sign up for jobs in the canneries.36


The contratistas were a vital factor in providing the workers needed for the spectacular economic growth taking place in the southwestern states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. Mexican labor was needed to produce the raw materials and foodstuffs required by the burgeoning industrialization in the Northeast. The number of Mexican workers in the United States increased significantly. The need for cheap labor coincided with the restriction of immigration from Asia and Europe. Beginning in the 1880s, exclusionary laws denied entry to Asian immigrants, particularly to the Chinese and Japanese. Massive European immigration was severely curtailed by the outbreak of World War I. Fear of Bolshevism and disillusionment with postwar Europe resulted in the enactment of immigration quota laws in 1917, 1921, and 1924.37


Afraid that the emerging immigration quotas would severely restrict their accessibility to Mexican workers, growers and ranchers took their case to Congress. Agriculturists clamored for the right to import the Mexican workers needed by corporate agriculture and large-scale ranching. Massive reclamation and irrigation projects had been undertaken with the passage of the Newlands Reclamation Act in 1902. These projects made possible the extensive irrigation required for planting melons in the Imperial Valley of California, citrus crops in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas, and cotton in the Salt River Valley of Arizona. The sudden extensive development made a cheap source of labor necessary. Growers pleaded for the admission of Mexican workers because “nothing else was available.”38


Profitable farming depended on a skilled and readily available labor force. Agricultural production, particularly during the critical harvest season, entailed a labor-intensive process employing vast numbers of agricultural workers. Even more workers were required with the advent of refrigerated railroad cars and improved methods of preserving and packaging vegetables. Perishable, but highly profitable, exotic fruits and vegetables could now be shipped to the heavily populated eastern cities. Farmers and ranchers first doubled and then tripled production as markets grew and profits soared.


Agricultural expansion stimulated extensive railroad construction in the Southwest. By 1909 there were six railroad companies servicing the region. They employed more than six thousand Mexicans to lay track and to maintain the right-of-way. Working on el traque provided ready employment and a relatively easy transition for many Mexicans. Many of those who laid track in Mexico before migrating north found employment on American railroads. Working on the various railroad lines contributed significantly toward establishing a Mexican presence beyond the Pacific Southwest. As a result of their jobs, Nationals traveled to the Pacific Northwest, the Midwest, the Northeast, and virtually every other region of the country. Slowly, around each rail terminus, new enclaves developed. A classic example was Chicago, with a population of approximately twenty-five thousand Mexicans. In Chicago, in addition to working for the railroad, Mexicans secured employment in meat-packing plants, in machine shops, in steel mills, and on the assembly lines. In 1928, the Mexican Consulate in Chicago reported that Mexicans were obtaining better jobs and estimated that “more than four hundred young Mexicans” were employed as clerks and semiskilled workmen by Stewart Electric, International Harvester, Victor X-Ray, and Western Electric. Better-paying jobs in similar industries were also available to Mexicans in Omaha, Gary, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and other major cities of the Midwest and Eastern seaboard.39


Only the sugar-beet industry rivaled the railroads in serving as a powerful catalyst in establishing Mexican communities where none had ever existed before. The presence of Mexicans outside of the American Southwest, especially in the Midwest and the mountain states, astonished American society. “How in the world did they [the Mexicans] get way up here; when and why did they come?”40 The preceding comment was how the International Institute of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) began its report on Mexicans in St. Paul, Minnesota. In investigating the Mexicans, as part of its mandate to assist immigrants and ethnic groups in adjusting to American society, the International Institute concluded that prejudice and lack of education were the two outstanding problems faced by Mexican immigrants. The YWCA study was surprised to discover that there were some 1,459 Mexicans living in St. Paul, Minnesota and observed that many of them were former employees of members of the Sugar Beet Growers Association.41


The important relationship between the Mexican and the sugar-beet growers began when the Dingley Tariff Act of 1897 placed a high tax on foreign sugar. This tariff made domestic production of sugar highly profitable, and the sugar beet industry boomed. The industry expanded dramatically from producing 793,000 tons of sugar in 1899 to 3,902,000 tons in 1909 and 7 million tons in 1929.42 According to a 1933 estimate, the Mexican beet-worker population totaled “55,000, one-third more than in the late 1920s.”43 The betabelero, the Mexican sugar-beet worker, became the primary source of labor. They replaced the Poles, Russians, and others who had labored in the fields before the 1929 immigration quota law went into effect.


Mining also experienced an unprecedented boom. As in agriculture and manufacturing, mining required a readily available and cheap labor force. Mexicans filled this need perfectly. They usually worked longer shifts and did the most perilous jobs in the bowels of the earth without proper safeguards, lighting, or ventilation. In spite of this, they were paid only half of what white miners earned. The mines were situated in isolated company towns, and workers were strictly segregated. No fraternization or interaction between Mexican and Anglo miners was permitted. Among the worst offenders was the Phelps-Dodge Company. On one occasion when workers rioted demanding better housing, pay, and working conditions, the protesters were hauled hundreds of miles into the desert and abandoned. No water, food, or means of transportation were provided. It was a severe object lesson for others who might hold similar ideas.44


Given the significant contributions made by Mexican workers, when Congress considered applying immigration quotas to Mexico in 1928, growers and ranchers objected strenuously. Among them was Fred H. Bixby, a prominent Southwest rancher with some 100,000 acres in California and 250,000 acres in Arizona. In an impassioned plea, Mr. Bixby stated: “We have no Chinamen, we have no Japs. The Hindu is worthless, the Filipino is nothing, and the white man will not do the work.”45 Similar protests were heard from Texas to Alaska and from California to New York. Opposition to restricting immigration was voiced not only by ranchers and farmers, but by industrialists and mine owners as well.


Efforts to restrict Mexican immigration peaked when potent anti-immigration bills were introduced by East Texas Congressman John O. Box and Georgia Senator William J. Harris. Ostensibly, the measures sought to limit immigration from the Western Hemisphere. But opponents believed the true intent was to curb immigration from Mexico. Box and Harris represented cotton-growing areas. Their constituents wanted to reduce or eliminate competition from cotton growers in the Southwest who were employing Mexican labor.46


The proposed immigration-quota bills reflected the fears of many politicians, community leaders, and civic organizations. These groups often labeled Mexican Nationals as “the most undesirable people to come under the flag.”47 Newspapers in Mexico and Spanish-language newspapers in the United States launched a vigorous campaign disparaging the United States for its racist attitudes and calling for the defeat of the proposed legislation.


Eventual defeat of the Harris/Box bills, however, was due primarily to international repercussions rather than to their perceived racial overtones. One of the key deterrents was that if restrictions were applied to Mexico and the rest of the hemisphere, they must also be applied to America’s northern neighbor, Canada. Additionally, restricting immigration from Mexico and South America would generate extremely negative publicity and ill will. The U.S. government was anxious to maintain positive relations in the region because they were perceived as beneficial to American business interests. An increasing amount of raw materials from Latin America was being imported to sustain the United States’ industrial and commercial empire at home and abroad.


Although the Harris/Box bills were defeated, the ensuing debate clearly revealed America’s attitude toward Mexican immigrants and the perception of their role or status in American society. Opponents claimed that Mexicans were mentally, physically, and culturally deficient and classified them as substandard human beings. University of California noted biologist and eugenist Dr. S. J. Holmes lent his professional reputation and gave credence to the debate by declaring that Mexicans were “below par physically, and in intellectual capacity.”48 It was a common view shared by academicians in major universities, ranging from Berkeley to Harvard. Pseudo-biological arguments were employed to illustrate or to prove the alleged inferiority of all Mexicans. They were depicted as being indolent and amoral, with a proclivity toward criminal behavior.49 Conversely, proponents of immigration claimed, just as vociferously, that Mexicans were honest, hard workers and ideally suited to perform hard physical labor under the most adverse working conditions.


Among those praising Mexican immigrant labor was Charles C. Teague, president of the California Fruit Growers Exchange. He declared, “Mexican casual labor fills the requirements of the California farm as no other labor has done in the past.” Teague expressed his admiration for the Mexican worker’s ability to withstand “the high temperatures of the Imperial and San Joaquin Valleys.”50 The Santa Paula citrus grower also pointed out that white laborers refused to do farmwork because they were constitutionally (physically) unsuited to perform it. On the other hand, he concluded that Mexican workers were well adapted to field conditions.


Charles Teague was not alone in his praise. The seemingly natural ability and reputation of Mexicans as extraordinary farm workers was frequently stressed in testimony before congressional committees. C. V. Maddus, an official of the Great Western Sugar Company, also gave Mexicans high marks. He praised them for being a “God-fearing, family-loving, law-abiding set of people.”51 According to other employers, Mexicans were credited with the virtues of being “docile, patient, usually orderly in camp, [and] fairly intelligent under competent [meaning Anglo] supervision.”52 But the key factor for American agriculturalists and industrialists was the Mexicans’ “willingness to work for low wages.”53 In reality, of course, they had no other choice.


The virtues of Mexican immigrant labor became a litany recited by industrialists as well as by agriculturalists. Bethlehem Steel President Eugene G. Grace expressed high regard for Mexican workers’ willingness “to work hard and return to their homeland when need for them has passed.”54 Despite their praise of the Mexican workers’ character and traits, employers joined Mr. Grace in assuring Congress that the Mexicans were here only on a temporary basis. California grower S. Parker Frieselle vowed before the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization that the civilization of California would never be built on a Mexican foundation.55


Echoing a similar sentiment, Texas Congressman John Nance Garner asserted that Mexicans had a “homing pigeon” instinct that assured their return to Mexico. Community leaders and civic groups viewed their anticipated departure as beneficial since Mexicans were considered socially and culturally inferior and therefore unsuitable for American citizenship. Some individuals cited climate as a deterring factor. Mexicans, it was averred, could not survive the cold weather of the Midwest, the Eastern seaboard, or the Pacific Northwest. Therefore, the rationale went, they would never settle permanently in the United States. This meant that Mexican Nationals could be exploited with impunity and discarded when their services were no longer required.56


The views of Eugene G. Grace, S. Parker Frieselle, and John Nance Garner were shared by Dr. George P. Clements, in charge of agricultural affairs for the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce. Clements was an avowed advocate of unrestricted importation of Mexican farm workers. He advised growers and ranchers that they should treat the Mexican well “until his term of employment is over, then return him to his home.”57 Clements based his advice not on humane compassion, but on the grounds that fair treatment guaranteed farmers and growers a constant supply of dependable labor. A day laborer summarized the adverse attitude of employers toward their Mexican workers with the sage observation: “You want us as long as we are strong and well and able to do five dollars [worth of] work for three dollars; when we get sick and we can’t work [then] we get nothing but kicks.”58


Lack of understanding or appreciation of the Mexican immigrants’ vital economic role was a result of how they were perceived by the Anglo community. They were viewed primarily as an exploitable labor force imported to perform seasonal tasks. As such, they were considered as temporary rather than permanent residents. Ironically, this view was prevalent even in the Mexican community. Most Mexicans regarded themselves as being here por sólo un poquito tiempo (for only a little while). Many of them actually came with the hope or intent of acquiring a little nest egg and then returning to Mexico to live out their remaining years in modest comfort. The unintended length of their stay was attested to by the number and progressive ages of children born while their Mexican parents were in the United States.59 Even those who had been in the United States for a long time held on to their dream despite the fact that as the years passed their hopes faded. This attitude was a very distinctive feature or characteristic of Mexican immigration. For Mexican immigrants, the mother country was always just next door.


This was especially true in the Southwest, where the proximity of the border constantly beckoned loyal sons and daughters. The umbilical cord did not have to be severed. It provided them with a sense of security and well-being. This was important, for rampant discrimination convinced them that regardless of their status, to the Anglo community they “would always be Mexicans.” Laborer Emilio Martínez and merchant Francisco Balderrama Terrazas shared this view despite being longtime residents.60 Mexicanos, therefore, preferred to retain their Mexican citizenship. Naturalization statistics underscored this fact. Applications for American citizenship were substantially below those of other immigrant groups. In 1910, 1920, and 1930, the Census Bureau reported that only 5 to 13 percent of the Mexican Nationals were American citizens. The percentages for European-born nationalities was 45 percent to 49 percent in the same period. During the Great Depression only about 2 percent of Mexican Nationals applied for citizenship.61 Proud of their cultural heritage, Mexican Nationals saw no reason to pledge allegiance to a nation that viewed all Mexicans as second-class citizens. In actuality, family allegiance superseded all other ties or bonds in the Mexican community.
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“DO THEY GO BACK” CHARLES C. TEAGUE


Source “A Statement on Mexican Immigration,”


Saturday Evening Post 200, 10 March 1928.


A STATEMENT ON MEXICAN IMMIGRATION


By Charles C. Teague


Do They Go Back?


Though it is true that the itinerant Mexican laborers who would be chiefly affected by the projected exclusion measure are not of this class, they are so far from being undesirables that the Southwest would experience great difficulty in getting along without them. Most of the great development work of this area has been accomplished and is maintained by Mexican labor. The great industries of the Southwest—agricultural, horticultural, viticultural, mining, stock raising and so on—are to a very large extent dependent upon the Mexican labor which this law would bar out. This region’s railways were built and their roadways are maintained by Mexicans.


If, as it is claimed, the city of Los Angeles is devoting much of its charitable funds to Mexican relief, it is probable that the funds are not as carefully handled as they should be, as it is a significant fact that El Paso, with a Mexican population of from 60 to 70 per cent, devoted but 6 per cent of its charitable budget to Mexican relief in 1926. Los Angeles’ Mexican population, as stated above, is but 5 per cent of the total.


Dr. George P. Clements, manager of the agricultural department of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce and a close student of the Mexican both in Mexico and California, says that misguided and unconsidered charity makes a habitual indigent of the Mexican. As long as he is “being taken care of by the Government”—the Mexican’s primitive conception of food-and-clothes dole—he need not work. He won’t work, consequently.


Congressman John N. Garner, of Texas in a statement before the House Committee on Immigration, in 1926, said: “My observation is, living right there on the border, or within fifty miles of it, that 80 per cent of the Mexicans that come over for temporary work go back.”


Observations by California farm advisers, labor agents and large employers of Mexican casual labor confirm this statement.


There is little evidence anywhere in rural California of a Mexican disposition to acquire land and make permanent settlement. There is no large body of Mexicans on the soil as citizens and landholders such as the solid units of Europeans in the Northern Middle West.


There are around 136,000 farmers in California. Of these, 100,000 have holdings under 100 acres; 83,000, farm tracts under forty acres. With these small farmers their project is one-man affair until harvesting period is reached, then they need ten, twenty or fifty hired hands to get their crop off and into market. Fluid, casual labor is for them a factor determining profits or ruin. Specialized agriculture has reached its greatest development in California. The more specialized our agriculture has become, the greater has grown the need for a fluid labor supply to handle the cropping.


Mexican casual labor fills the requirements of the California farm as no other labor has done in the past. The Mexican withstands the high temperatures of the Imperial and San Joaquin valleys. He is adapted to field conditions. He moves from one locality to another as the rotation of the seasonal crops progresses. He does heavy field work-particularly in the so-called “stoop crops” and “knee crops” of vegetable and cantaloupe production- which white labor refuses to do and is constitutionally unsuited to perform.


W. E. Goodspeed, superintendent of the California Orchard Company in the Salinas Valley, says: “Our peak harvest demands run from 400 to 500 employees as against a normal labor demand of from 75 to 100. We have tried out every form of transient labor except the Negro, with the result that we have found it necessary to confine our surplus as nearly as possible to Mexicans.” This statement is typical of growers’ experience on both large and small properties. Farm advisers, labor agencies and ranch managers in the San Joaquin Valley, in the citrus and walnut districts south of Tehachapi and the irrigated districts of the Coachella and Imperial valleys agree that at present Mexican casual labor constitutes between 70 and 80 per cent of the total of that class.


California agriculture is not wedded to Mexican labor because it is cheap labor. According to statistics of the United States Department of Agriculture, California paid the highest farm wage—ninety dollars—in the country in 1926. Where white labor is available it works with Mexican and at the same wage. According to the same statistics the average United States farm wage is fifty dollars.


It is increasingly demonstrated that in certain production areas, notably in the growing cotton acreages of the San Joaquin Valley, white casual labor refuses to work at these jobs. Of 2000 whites from Oklahoma who came to the San Joaquin cotton areas two years ago, less than 2 per cent finished the season.


If, as some claim, there is some social problem connected with the immigration of Mexicans, those who are proposing the closing of the door to them will bring to the Southwestern states a much more serious one by forcing agriculturists to bring in Porto Rican negroes or Filipinos which they certainly will do as a matter of self-preservation before they will let the industries perish and certainly no one can maintain that either of the races mentioned would be as desirables as the Mexican. A large percentage of the Mexicans return to Mexico after the harvests are over. The most of the balance are alien and could be deported should any serious problems arise. On the other hand, if either of the other races mentioned are brought here in numbers they would have to be supported through the periods when there is no work to do.


A step is being taken in the mitigation of any problems that arise from concentration cities, in the first of a projected chain of cooperative farm-labor bureaus—the Agricultural Labor Bureau of the San Joaquin Valley—designed to facilitate the constant distribution of the farm-labor stream.


California agriculture is convinced that a sudden shutting off of the only reservoir of dependable farm labor left to it—Mexico—would create a disastrous labor vacuum entailing ruinous bidding as between section and section, and all growers in competition with industry and the railroads, with results reflected in higher freight rates, a sharp rise in the process of all farm products and disturbance in the field of rural finance.


It, therefore, is united in asking that Congress shall not pass restrictive measures on Mexican immigration until, through congressional committees or presidential commission, that body can possess itself of all facts involved in the problem.
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“THE HORRIBLE HELL OF ALASKA” ALFONSO FABILA


Source: Alfonso Fabila, El Problema de la Emigración de


Obreros y Campesinos Mexicanos. (México D.F.: Talleres


Gráficos de la Nación, 1929), 24–27.


The Horrible Hell of Alaska


When the Mexican laborer starts to lose faith in finding work, he gradually steers himself to San Francisco, where he roams the wharf, famished as a rabid dog fighting over a scrap of bread. His days are dark and frightening visions haunt his nights, exaggerated by hunger and the pained memory of his distant children, more starved than he.


Protestant churches open their temple doors. Putrid shelters where hundreds of miserable men sleep in overcrowded revulsion. Job hunting in all of California, they have ended up in San Francisco. They are the predestined.


In the morning, the church feeds them, then thrusts them out to the street as if pouring out its sickening misery.


The jobless Mexicans continue to roam.


Pedro García told me the following narrative, which I transcribed without adding a single comment:


“A large man of wiry hair approached me at a time that I felt a desperation greater than at death’s beckoning. I was worth nothing. I was a total failure!”


“Listen”—he told me—“don’t be sad. Now you have no work, but I know of an embarkation leaving tonight heading towards Alaska. What do you say if we leave together? We get five dollars a day. Take courage! There’s nothing to spend it on, no women, no wine. Save your cents in a knot for the family and return prosperous in three month’s time. Enough to return to Mexico. I say you’ll make a profit! Animal furs bring in lots of money. Do you dare? Worse is to die from doing nothing. Salmon fishing is the best bargain. Will you join us? We are many Mexicans. Twenty from Sonora, ten from Nuevo Laredo, thirty from central Mexico, and loads from Jalisco. Come on! You lose nothing by risking!”


The man who speaks is Mexican. Though born in California, he still shows indigenous features; yet, three generations ago he sold himself to Jewish merchants, exploiters of lives.


“I took off to Alaska. I have no words, sir, to describe the tortures. A nameless winter and unequalled deprivations stole the last hopes of returning to my family.


“Four years did I spend there. Four years that seemed eternal. The five dollars were no lie, but when we got paid at the end of the week, hunger had forced me to spend them. A pair of flannel pants thick enough to prevent the snow from soaking through cost a week’s worth and the animals I hunted were not enough to obtain a fur coat. Still, I needed it. My limbs stiffened into knots preventing all freedom of movement in my hands. The ice destroyed them. As to fire—to sleep in a heated log cabin was costly!


“The sea! What endless ocean and its salty air that had sickened my breath! Night brought terrifying solitude. Wine? There was wine. The lungs asked for the warmth and drinking it was indispensable. Love? Not a single woman’s caress to forget bitterness for an instant. The beastly flesh raged viciously so that the native woman, with her flattened face and goose walk appeared to be the only salvation.


“I knew a story about a colleague told by those who had stayed from the year before. They found him with a woman and the jury forced him to remain on the island. They gave him a rifle and a cabin to live in. They had a son. He remembered that three children awaited him at their mother’s lap in a hut in San Miguel de Allende, and one night, when the dark shadows deepened, he took his boat and lost himself amidst the monstrous ice floes of the frozen sea.


“The tale of my fellow countryman who preferred suicide to an existence next to a stupid woman who had given him a son and the spectacle of her ugliness, obsessed me and I preferred the anguish of my youth tortured by desire over a union that would also lead me to suicide.


“God opened a good path for me. I possessed a strong will. I drank nothing but hot coffee and herbal tea, enduring six months as if under forced labor until I had earned enough to bring me back home. One man saved out of a hundred that perish! Francisco Torres also came with me, but in what consumptive state! Shattered!”


They say that Bishop Hanna of San Francisco declared before the press that Mexicans are a burden for the church and other charitable societies. Men, crazed and tubercular constantly need to be repatriated on the county’s behalf. Does this pious man not realize that the very deeds of the United States are the cause of such burgeoning expense so suffered by his Holy Institution?


Can you expect not to thrust to Sea the crazed and tubercular if that is the cruel pay of suffering?


Some return from Alaska. Not all die there. They return blind and rheumatic for the rest of their lives, with hands useless, shriveled as if in a gesture of perpetual anguish. Hands that long hours with the fishnets went numb from cold and chests that, worn-out from coughing lost all strength. Perhaps they will cross the Rio Grande and seek the humble nook where a poor old woman awaits her missing son. Will such head, done in, die in the lap of the woman who birthed him? Such is the only hope and final smile upon the face of the shipwrecked man who died in a sea of illusion!


Adventures! Fortunes! All a lie! Alaska is the hell that extinguishes faith and quickens curses to the lips. Curses against the foreign exploiters and against one’s own, who in turn abandon out of ignorance the legions of men whose arms are wanted by Mexican fertile soil.
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VISIT TO SUGAR BEET FIELDS, DETROIT CONSUL YGNACIO BATISTA TO SECRETARY OF FOREIGN RELATIONS, 20 AUGUST 1930.


Source: Mexico City, Archivo de la Secretaría de


Relaciones Exteriores,IV-76–49.
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	Consulate of Mexico


	Re: Inspection of [sugar] beet fields.







	 


	Detroit, Michigan, August 20, 1930.








Honorable Secretary of State.—México, D.F.


In conformance with the authorization which your Authority was so kind as to grant me through our Consulate General in New York, Friday the 15th instant, at six o’clock in the morning, I left this city to begin my tour of inspection through the sugar-beet fields, heeding the invitation which the Michigan Sugar Company had extended in this regard. The results of my observations during this trip are the following report, which I hereby offer to you.


The tour occupied last Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, that is the 15th, 16th, and 17th of the present month, and the person who accompanied me was Mr. Lucío Ramírez, of Mexican nationality, who for a number of years offered his services, in various capacities, to the above-mentioned company at its plant in Alma, Mich., and who, at the present time, carries out the functions of Contracting Agent of the company in Detroit, employed in contracting workers from Mexico and other countries.


In Gratiot, Saginaw, Lapier, Clinton, and Tuscola counties is located the most important nucleus of plantations of the afore-mentioned enterprise, in which it has established five sugar plants, in the following towns: Caro, Sebewaing, Bay City, Saginaw, and Alma. I visited the plantations and the plants, speaking at length with the administrators of the latter, to whom I suggested the appropriateness of dealing through the Consulate with whatever difficulties might arise with the Mexican workers, offering them amicable mediation, which they accepted, agreeing that many of the aforesaid difficulties develop and become ever more arduous to resolve due to the ignorance of our countrymen with respect to the language of this country.


In this interchange of impressions with the administrators regarding the situation of our countrymen in the fields of their respective jurisdictions, in general they expressed very favorable opinions as to the character and energetic work of our countrymen, and they explained in detail the manner in which are carried out the different operations of sowing, thinning, weeding, and harvest of the beets, and we discussed, finally, the reason for which a number of difficulties have presented themselves with respect to our compatriots, especially with respect to the dimensions of the plots they work, since these dimensions serve as the basis for their daily wages.


In each of the counties to which I have referred, I visited a number of Mexican families, and I was able to note that they are actually living in conditions that, while not the best that might be desired, are at least much better than the conditions of the Mexican families residing in Detroit, given that the latter, because of the critical condition of the economy of the state, which has resulted in the loss of their jobs for the great majority of the settlement, find themselves passing through a very difficult period, and their living conditions are, quite possibly, even miserable.


The company sets aside for its workers, in the fields, free housing; these houses are generally of wood, and are in very good condition, although many of them are in need of repairs, which it has not been possible to carry out, as it was explained, the considerable losses which the Michigan Sugar Company has suffered recently having prevented this; I was able to see to it during my visit, nevertheless, that the respective administrators attend immediately to the complaints which several of our countrymen presented to me regarding the lack of window panes or fire screens or chimneys, etc., which were immediately taken care of for them.


That which has most adversely affected our workers in the beet fields is the drought experienced in this region and in all of the North Central area of the United States during the present season; for, in addition to working in the beet fields, in years past they had the opportunity to work at sowing and harvesting wheat, beans, cucumbers, and corn, and the crops of the three last-mentioned products have been severely damaged this year by the aforementioned drought. Nonetheless, several families have managed to find work of this kind, which offers them a daily profit of $2.00 per ten-hour workday, and in which almost the whole family is employed, thus encountering a considerable alleviation of the economic situation in which they find themselves.


I received only five complaints, during my tour, regarding difficulties with the dimensions and tasks assigned to the Mexicans, which were favorably resolved with respect to the interests of the latter, by means of mediation by the undersigned.


In addition to the plants that I have mentioned, there are three others, but in these the Mexican families are a minority, so that 750 families from our country work in the five aforementioned, forming approximately 40 percent of the total number of workers in the company, the remaining 60 percent being composed of Germans, Poles, Belgians, Dutch, and Russians.


I was also in the general offices of the Columbia Sugar Company in Bay City, with the object of meeting the upper management and negotiating with them with regards to the complaint on the part of three of our countrymen working in their plantations in Mount Pleasant; they heard with courtesy the aforesaid complaint, also arising from questions as to dimensions, and offered to make suitable amends to our compatriots.


In sum, the number of families which I visited in the counties I toured amounted to sixty-four, in total, having heard and transmitted to the administrators all their complaints and difficulties, and having obtained in this effort the most successful outcome possible, for I sincerely believe that this trip will serve to ensure that in the future the complaints of our workers will receive due attention from the managers of the aforementioned enterprise, who offered to collaborate with the undersigned, in the spirit of justice, in the resolution of all the problems of our compatriots.


I believe it only just to point out as an important piece of information that in spite of the fact that the sugar companies of the state of Michigan have been suffering considerable losses in recent years, because of the low price which their product commands in the marketplace, in general they fulfill their promises to our compatriots and manage to satisfy them; although it is certain that this results in benefit to themselves, since they understand very well that the employment of Mexican braceros is indispensable for the harvest of their crops.


Another of the matters which was presented to me as a real problem during my tour, and one which is very difficult to resolve, is the fact that, according to the complaints of our countrymen, this year a very limited assignment was given them, awarding them a very limited expanse of ground to work; this, let me repeat, would be very difficult to resolve, since due to the present excess work force, arising from the enormous number of people who find themselves unemployed, the crops were sown simultaneously in the various regions, and it has been necessary to carry out the work almost at the same time, eliminating in this way the recourse of past years, which consisted in finishing one task and beginning another additional one in a different field.


Although the harvests of corn, cucumbers, and beans, I repeat, were severely adversely affected by the drought, it appears that the harvest of sugar beets, which are in very good condition, will be one of the best of the last five years, for which in that respect our compatriots will obtain a good profit at harvest time.


In general the conditions under which our farm laborer works in the fields which I visited are as follows: the wage which is paid for hilling and thinning is $10.00 per acre; for weeding (generally two weedings are needed per season), $3.00; and for the harvest, $10.00 per acre. All tasks involved in the production of sugar beets are paid, then, per acre of land worked. When they receive extra work—in the aforementioned crops of corn, beans, etc.—they are paid per ten-hour workday, at the rate of $2.00 per day, or $.25 per hour.


I was able to ascertain, in addition, that the difficulties which present themselves with respect to dimensions are due in almost all cases to the impossible situation in which our compatriots find themselves, lacking the instruments or the requisite knowledge with which to corroborate the aforesaid dimensions, it being the case moreover that almost all of them take into account the total extent of the ground, while the company’s agronomists only and exclusively take into account the cultivated area, measuring it in acres of 43,560 square feet.


In concluding this brief summary of the conditions and problems of the Mexicans employed in the sugar-beet fields of the state, it remains only for me to express my certainty that in the future, with the knowledge which I have acquired of the aforesaid problems, and the good relations of amity which I have managed to establish with the upper management of the sugar enterprises, the efforts in defense of the interests of our aforementioned compatriots which this office might undertake will be more effective, and the complaints which might be received from them more easily resolvable, in a just and equitable manner.


I cannot conclude without expressing to your Authority the sincere gratitude which all the Mexicans demonstrated toward our government, upon learning the object of my visit, and the interest which they demonstrated upon my speaking to them of the works which the revolutionary government itself is carrying out for the well-being of our country, many of them indicating themselves disposed to return to the country, as soon as they might assemble a sum in order to dedicate themselves, there, to farming, applying the knowledge of modern methods of cultivation which they have acquired during their stay in this country.


Informing you of the results of my trip, which the solid support of your Authority has made possible, let me reiterate my gratitude to you and the assurance of my very distinguished consideration.


EFFECTIVE SUFFRAGE. NO REELECTION.


Consul,
[signature]


CC: The Mexican Embassy in Washington and


The consulate General in New York.
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The Francisco Balderrama Terrazas family store in Los Angeles, c. 1936. Courtesy of Enrique Balderrama.





The Family



La Vida










	Cuando pienso en mi familia
Ganas me dan de llorar
Que si la crisis se
Alarga
A donde iremos a dar


	When I think of my family
It makes me want to weep
Because if the depression is
Prolonged
Where shall we end up







	—“Los Desocupados,” Corrido


	—“The Unemployed,” Ballad








The family is the most universal feature of human existence. It is the basis of all societies and cultures. Modern industrialization and urbanization unleashed important changes that impacted not only the workplace but the home environment. The loss of cottage industries and the passing of a stable family farm life were seen as threats to the vitality and continuity of the family unit. Yet these adverse forces have not prevailed. The family, often in a modified form, retains its unique role as society’s fundamental socioeconomic unit. Survival of the family can be attributed to the fact that it is not merely a societal entity. It is a living process, providing sustenance, socialization, and acculturation to its members. No individual escapes having his or her identity nurtured within some type of family context.


In the Mexican culture of the 1930s, both the nuclear and the extended families played very significant roles. The nuclear or parental family transmitted to its offspring values, attitudes, practices, and mores of acceptable conduct. Interaction with the extended family served to define and reinforce rules and norms governing social etiquette, moral deference, and familial hierarchies. This cultural legacy was exemplified by customs and traditions that often superseded legal edicts or decrees. Behavior patterns and interpretive language infused the acculturation process with nuances, sentiments, and a spirituality to which outsiders are not privy. A natural reaction among all groups, therefore, was to distrust those who were perceived as being “different.” Quite naturally, when Mexicans emigrated to the United States they gravitated to established barrios and colonias in which they had friends or family in an attempt to preserve their identity and to cope with a strange environment.1


Initially, societal and cultural bonds with Mexico were stressed, but with the passage of time, the family’s orientation began to change. New modes and attitudes were gradually adopted and accepted as part of the culture. Eventually, baseball and hot dogs vied with soccer and tacos. Although the changes produced cultural clashes, the family remained a link to the past and a step forward into the future. It embodied not only acculturation and change, but continuity and stability as well. This would stand it in good stead, for during the Great Depression the strength and self-reliance of the family was sorely tested.


The preeminence of the family among Mexicans was readily apparent. Emigrating to the United States was a family affair. Commonly, heads of households came first in order to acquire a job, find a place to live, and save money to enable their families to join them. This group of men constituted the solos, married men who had come to the United States by themselves. There were also the solteros, or bachelors, who fully expected to return and marry the girl back home. V. F. Garza, after living in East Chicago, Indiana, returned to his native Chihuahua to marry his sweetheart Anna.2 However, solteros often met and married local Mexican women or occasionally even a gringa or güera, an American girl.3 Prior to being reunited with their families, getting married, or returning home, solos and solteros often boarded with relatives or friends. Few households did not have a younger brother, uncle, cousin, or brother-in-law living with them.


The significance of the Mexican family was clearly noted in Consular Service nacimientos (birth records). Consular regulations stipulated that all children born abroad of Mexican parentage should be registered at the nearest consulate within six months. This was required in order to establish and protect their rights under their eligibility for dual citizenship. However, the regulation was seldom observed. The few parents who complied usually registered all of their children at the same time. Since most consular offices were located in major cities, families in rural or farming communities were at a decided disadvantage. As a result, a majority of the children were never registered. In most cases, parents registered their children only if required to do so when seeking some form of consular assistance.


An examination of consulate records concerning place of birth reveals distinct patterns among Mexican families. Older children were generally born in Mexico or at some point near the border. Younger siblings were born while the family chopped cotton in Texas, picked fruit in California, or harvested beets in Colorado. Others were born while their fathers worked on the assembly lines in Detroit, boned beef in Chicago, or labored in the coal mines of Pennsylvania. The presence of children and the growth of families were important reasons influencing Mexicans to settle in a particular locale and to seek steady work rather than seasonal employment. Both factors added significantly to the stability of the family unit.4


The unique role of the Mexican family was evident from the very beginning of the immigration experience. Family ties served as an important link in the emigration chain stretching from deep within Mexico to cities throughout the United States and Alaska. In truth, one could travel the length and breadth of North America without ever being far removed from the protective cloak of la familia, the extended family. Due to this situation, failure to master the English language seldom proved to be a serious handicap. Mexican immigrants had an invisible network informally maintained by las comadres, women bound together by friendship or family ties, who somehow managed to keep in touch with relatives and friends on both sides of the border. Few things happened “here” today that were not known “there” tomorrow.5


Fortunately, geography favored Mexican immigrants. Most of them lived and worked within close proximity to the U.S.–Mexican border. Furthermore, following the Revolution, Mexican and American railroads provided economical transportation for Mexican families emigrating to the United States or returning to Mexico. This contributed immensely to preserving family solidarity. When the Dillingham Commission surveyed Mexican railroad workers in 1911, it discovered that they were accompanied by their families more often than any other group of workers.6


Working on the railroad often meant actually living on el traque. Señorita Cruz Sánchez kept house for her older brother while he toiled on a crew maintaining tracks stretching from the Southwest states of Arizona and New Mexico to the Midwest belt of Kansas and Illinois. Cruz made a home out of the railroad boxcars assigned as living quarters near the roundhouse where the trains were serviced. The antiquated boxcars consisted only of a bedroom and a kitchen, with furnishings limited to a stove and sink. Any amenities such as cabinets and windows were built by the workers themselves. Emanuel Gómez of Silvis, Illinois remembered his father hoisting him into a cradle hanging from the ceiling of the boxcar his family lived in. The family and other Mexicans lived in the railroad yard of the Rock Island Lines. Not all railroad employees lived in boxcars. Señorita Sánchez recalled that Anglo foremen “never lived in the section houses but had nice homes.”7


In spite of adverse conditions, news of el oro y el moro (the gold and the glory) of El Norte (the United States) was spread by family members and friends who had lived and worked in the United States. Tales were often embellished by a vivid imagination and stories improved in the retelling. Friends and relatives in Mexico listened in wide-eyed amazement to yarns about life in “Los Estados Unidos.” Negative aspects were usually glossed over or conveniently forgotten. Tales of steady work and good wages lured both men and women north. Women were especially enticed by visions of modern conveniences. The availability of indoor plumbing, gas and electricity, and well-stocked stores seemed too good to be true. Awed listeners resolved to go north and see for themselves, enjoy the good life, and earn mucho dinero (a lot of money).8


The question of whether or not to emigrate was a family matter and was usually settled only after the pros and cons had been thoroughly discussed in both the immediate and extended family. A key factor influencing the decision to emigrate was whether there were relatives or close friends that the new arrivals could rely upon for help. In Mexican families, there always seemed to be room for uno más (one more). Both the Raya clan in East Los Angeles and the Martínez family from Bucareli, Durango, had younger siblings who arrived to join older brothers and sisters. On many occasions after a separation of several years, wives were reunited with husbands often with children the fathers had never seen. A typical example was the Juan Rodríguez family. His wife, Juanita, and her six-year-old daughter, Rosa, joined him after a separation of several years. Coincidentally, mother and daughter arrived in Los Angeles from El Paso in 1918, on the eve of the sixteenth of September, Mexico’s Independence Day.9 Accounts of such reunions are endless.


Anthropologist Robert R. Alvarez, Jr. noted the significance of family ties while tracing the migration of Mexicans from Baja California to the border regions of Southern California. Alvarez’s research and analysis during an extended period of time revealed the power and vigor of the family. Rather than diminishing in scope, the family actually grew in stature and strength. Family solidarity increased and experienced a new maturation.10 This occurred rather naturally because, in order to survive, members had to depend upon one another. The concept of rugged individualism, so revered in American literature, was the antithesis of the Mexican experience. In Mexican society, who and what a person is is determined by family status and affiliation.


Due to its dominant presence during the depression, the family emerged as a focal point of study and attention among social workers, educators, and sociologists. Based on their research and observations, the family was held responsible for the failure to amass material wealth; it was viewed as a serious obstacle to the acculturation of the children; and parents were accused of not caring about providing basic support services for their youngsters. No aspect of Mexican family life escaped scrutiny and comment. Newspapers and journals had a field day in trumpeting the charges and accusations that were seldom verified but were accepted at face value. Mexican families were accused of harboring ignoble, un-American sentiments and characteristics. Slothfulness, shiftlessness, and lack of ambition were traits frequently attributed to the Mexican culture. Helen Walker, a Southern Californian naturalization teacher, noted piously, “The Mexican peon dislikes work. Work is work, joy is joy. . . . There is no such thing as the joy of working at difficult tasks.”11 No matter how hard Mexicans worked or how successful they were, they confronted discrimination and prejudice throughout American society. Restaurants and theaters frequently barred Mexicans. Kansas resident Lorenza Lujano recalled being told she “had no right to drink it [a soda] in the store or sit at the fountain.”12 Forced to go outside, she threw her coke away in disgust and anger. In California Gloria Moraga remembered that because of her “fair complexion, an usher led her away from the section of the theater designated for the Mexicans and Indians.”13 In Des Moines, Iowa, John Ortega’s family was allowed to sit on the main floor of the theater due to their light complexion. The Mexicans and Negroes forced to sit in the balcony would throw popcorn, peanuts, and candy wrappers, down on them to show their displeasure and resentment. Connie Pérez recalled that in Arizona where her father was a mining engineer, she was the only Mexican allowed to attend school with the white children due to her fair complexion. Albino Piñeda still has a sign from a Wyoming restaurant stating: “No Dogs, Negroes or Mexicans.”14


Apparently, no matter how inane the charges were, it was “open season” on the Mexican family. It became fashionable to associate negative traits with the so-called pathological nature of the Mexican character. Sociologist Emory Bogardus observed, “They [the Mexicans] live so largely in the present that time has no particular meaning to them.”15 It is baffling how a trained sociologist came to such an erroneous conclusion. This absurd type of statement was usually followed by allegations that Mexicans were incapable of deferring instant self-gratification, and that they were spendthrifts and child-like in their desires. Professor Bogardus and his colleagues should have conferred with bankers in Los Angeles and Chicago about their Mexican customers and their sizable savings accounts. Dr. Bogardus did attempt to be more realistic than many of his contemporaries. He ascribed behavioral patterns to societal factors rather than merely citing the common racist explanations, then in vogue, of genetic or biological deficiencies.
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