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“Maria Hinojosa is a national treasure. I always know I can trust her in her reporting. Here, as an author, she steps forward with her usual clarity and a new surge of power to tell us a deeply needed narrative about ourselves.”

—Luis Alberto Urrea, Pulitzer Prize finalist and bestselling author of The Devil’s Highway

“As a POC journalist, feminist, survivor of sexual assault, and truth-teller, Maria Hinojosa is tough as nails. This expressive and captivating book not only reveals how she has fought to tell stories that are so often silenced by the mainstream media, but also lays bare the deep fissures in our politics and our society. Once I Was You is essential reading for anyone who wants America to do better.”

—Jane Fonda, Academy Award–winning actor and activist

“With frankness, brilliance, and a generous heart, Hinojosa blends intimate experience and professional tales to correct the American story—or, as she puts it, to ‘deconstruct this bullshit.’ A consummate truth-teller, Hinojosa spares neither political side in doing so. Once I Was You, deeply researched and poetically told, will inspire you to create a better world.”

—Sarah Smarsh, journalist and New York Times bestselling author of Heartland

“Maria Hinojosa is a renowned journalist whose observational skills are legendary and on full display in this compelling work. But it’s her committed, compassionate, truth-seeking heart that makes this book so timely, necessary, and urgent.”

—Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director of the Equal Justice Initiative and New York Times bestselling author of Just Mercy
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—Dolores Huerta, cofounder of United Farm Workers

“Once I Was You throws down, proving that Maria Hinojosa is beyond badassery: esta mujer es una chingona to be reckoned with. In warm, journalistic prose, Hinojosa unfurls a map of una vida extraordinaria that shows her developing, nurturing, and sustaining a career best described as iconoclastic. Her skills as a writer and reporter enable her to trace the ugly contours of US racial politics as she simultaneously narrates a compulsively readable autobiography.”

—Myriam Gurba, author of Mean

“Maria Hinojosa tells her own life story to open our eyes to the stories of people, some locked up along our borders, others living underground in our great cities, who want the chance to enrich America in all ways. Her book is a lyrical act of recollection and empathy.”

—Scott Simon, host of Weekend Edition Saturday, NPR

“Maria Hinojosa has assembled a full arsenal of facts, stats, and deeply complex histories to weaponize a revolution of justice in this country. The courage of Hinojosa’s reportage resides not only in her ability to enter the ground zero of a conflict, but to also turn the lens on herself.”

—Cherríe Moraga, coeditor of The Bridge Called My Back

“As far-ranging and politically illuminating as Hinojosa’s memoir becomes, it is also laser-focused and intimate, and at its heart are portrayals of immigrants, especially immigrant children.… A fascinating and essential journalist’s memoir.”

—Booklist (starred review)
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Para Ceci, mi papá y Maritere, who taught me to find joy in every moment.

And to all the children who grow up in a country that isn’t their own. You are not invisible. I see you because I still am you. Te veo porque aún me veo en ti.






Introduction [image: ] A Letter to the Girl at McAllen Airport


In February 2019, I was kneeling down on the nasty gray carpeting of the McAllen airport, nine miles from the border of Texas and Mexico, looking for a plug to charge my phone. I knew I looked silly. A grown woman on all fours at seven in the morning in a relatively empty airport. My hair was pulled up in an unruly bun and I was wearing my black-rimmed glasses and a beat-up gray cashmere turtleneck—my low-maintenance travel outfit. But I was still a self-respecting Latina. So I had on a dab of Selena’s lipstick, my gold hoops, and of course, my cashmere sweater bought at a discount store.

That’s when I caught you looking at me. At first, I thought you were curious, like any other kid staring at a strange woman in an airport. Except that you looked at me as if I wasn’t there. I just happened to step into your line of sight by mistake. You were staring into nothing because nothing made sense anymore.

At least, that’s how you looked. Exhausted. You didn’t even seem scared. It’s as if you had been there, done that. Fear didn’t serve you. Now you were just the numb girl, the one with the gaze of nothingness, of just barely being human, because that’s how you have been made to feel these past weeks (or was it months?). It’s as if you had been anesthetized by some mysterious poison that kept you alive on the outside but dead on the inside.

Could you really be telling me all of this with one empty stare?

When I saw you looking at me, or rather, through me, I stared back with concern but also an all-encompassing curiosity, which almost immediately became an intuitive, maternal kind of warmth. Did you feel that? Was it the first time since you had crossed into this hell of a place that anyone had looked at you with affection?

You might have been ten years old, but your eyes looked like the ones from my old Barbie doll, Midge—the one with tightly curled brown hair and 1960s cat eyeliner. That’s what you looked like at seven in the morning, your beautiful eyes like a movie star’s.

Your hair was long and so pitch-black that it shone. You had soft, undulating curls rolling down from a high ponytail and just a wisp of bangs. Your skin was the color of toasty-warm milk chocolate, but it had a gray, ashy pallor, like it had been deprived of sunlight for a very long time.

Then, thirty or forty-five seconds into our mutual staring, something happened. For just a second, your shield of numbness broke and you smiled at me. First, it came from your eyes, a slight little wrinkle along the would-be cat eye, and then it spread to your small mouth, the edges turning up for a second, and it softened you. Now I could see a ten-year-old girl who is used to smiling at people, because wherever you live in Honduras or El Salvador or Guatemala, I imagine, is a small town and everyone there knows one another. And there, even though it might be one of the most dangerous places in the world, people still smile at each other.

I don’t know how I knew that this exchange was not a regular passing morning gesture at the airport, like the hundreds of random niceties I have shared with strangers while traveling across the country. But from the moment my eyes caught yours, I understood not to look away.

I surveyed the situation. You were one of nine children being taken from the border by two chaperones on this flight to Houston, and then, who knows where you would end up or what your collective fate would be. I realized then that this was my chance to speak to one of the children who we have been told over and over again present a secret threat to our country. These are the children President Trump called animals, who must be kept out of the country at all costs because “They look so innocent. They’re not innocent.” I had a recorder with a built-in mic already set up because I was about to call a source and record our conversation, as per usual. But now I was ready to hear your voice, mijita. Ready to hear your story.

“Hola.”

“Hola.”

“¿Cómo estás?”

“Bien.”

When you spoke, I could barely hear you. It’s as if they had taken away your ability to speak. How many times had they told you to be quiet? Yelled it at you for speaking or laughing? Now I was asking you to speak, and your voice was as timid as one could be without being a silent whisper, without me having to read your lips.

“¿Acabas de llegar? ¿Tienes miedo?” (Did you just arrive? Are you scared?)

“Un poquito.” (A little.)

“Un poquito. Y tus papás, ¿dónde están?” (A little. And your parents, where are they?)

“En Guatemala.” (In Guatemala.)

“¿Viniste sola?” (You came by yourself?)

“Con mi tío.” (With my uncle.)

“Y esa gente, ¿es tu familia? ¿Estás solita, solita, solita?” (And those people, are they your family? Are you all alone, alone, alone?)

“Aquí no…” (Not here…)

“¿Te pusieron en un centro de detención? ¿Una casa súper grande, súper-súper grande?” (Did they put you in a detention camp? A very big house—very, very big?)

“Sí.” (Yes.)

I took a breath. I was trembling inside. I was bearing witness in the gentlest of ways—a quiet, intimate conversation—to one of the greatest modern horrors of the USA: the holding of innocent children; the transporting, trafficking, kidnapping of children by a government. Children like this little girl who clearly had no idea what was going on or why.

Suddenly, the woman chaperone stood up and you immediately jumped up mid-sentence, because by now you knew; after weeks in that super-big detention building, you had been trained to respond quickly to the adults around you, to follow their orders, follow their lead.

I stood at a distance for a moment as the children all formed a line, surveying the situation, recording verbal notes into my phone:

“So, let’s see, how many kids do I see? One kid looks like he’s probably eight years old, another boy who looks like he’s ten, a boy who looks like he’s maybe four or five, a boy who looks like he’s fifteen, another boy who looks like he’s a teenager, a little girl, another boy, and another small boy. I’m going to go talk to them, because they are obviously wondering what’s going on with me. And I shouldn’t have any fear. Let me go talk to them, see what happens.”

I walked up to the woman and said, “Hey, I know you’re wondering who I am. My name is Maria Hinojosa. How are you?” She was Latina herself and quickly told me to speak to her supervisor, the Latino man who was leading the group. I introduced myself to him as a journalist and as I did so I spoke in Spanish to the kids, saying, “No tengan miedo. Soy periodista, es todo.” (“Don’t be afraid. I’m a journalist, that’s all.”)

The man leading this group of clearly disoriented children looked blankly at me and said in a kind of monotone, “There’s a media person that you need to contact and they can give you all that information.…”

“Yeah, I got it,” I said.

And then he became nervous and defensive, as if knowing that there really was something wrong with what was happening. Two adult strangers taking a group of children not related to them on plane rides to undisclosed locations, and the kids have no idea what’s going on? Almost as if he knew what I was thinking, he added, “But we’re not… We’re just doing our job. That’s it.”

I had heard that excuse before.

“I get you,” I responded, “but you understand as somebody who lives in this country who is a journalist watching this story unfold, I have to be able to ask questions. That’s my job.”

“I know,” he repeated flatly. “But my job is to tell you to call that number for the media person so you can get your answers.”

“I understand,” I said, although I didn’t at all. Not really.

I looked at the kids, who were numb and anxious, and with tenderness I spoke in Spanish to the chaperone, but my words were really meant for the children. I wanted them to know:

“Lo único que yo quiero es que ellos sepan que hay gente que está muy interesados en que ellos estén bien, que los estén cuidando, que estén protegidos; que sepan que hay gente que los quiere, que los queremos en este país, que los queremos mucho. Eso lo único… ¿no?” (The only thing I want is for them to know that there are people here who are very interested in making sure that they are okay, that they are being looked after, that they are being protected; for them to know that there are people who care about them, who want them in this country, who love them very much. That’s all… no?)

“That’s all I can tell you,” he interrupted me.

But I continued, speaking to the kids. “¿Ellos tienen el derecho de decirle lo que quieran a una periodista o no? Quiero decirles que estamos al tanto.… Que traten de no tener miedo. Que ustedes no son los enemigos.” (Children, you have the right to speak to journalists. You are wanted. You are not the enemies.) I said all of this in Spanish because I wanted you to understand me, to hear my voice and know that I saw you.

I see you, because once I was you.






Chapter 1 [image: ] Land of False Promises


It was four o’clock in the morning and the full moon was shining through Berta’s bedroom window. Her beloved Colonia Narvarte, which was usually a cacophony of sounds—the street sweepers, the knife sharpener’s panpipe, the silver almost-church-bell sound of the garbage truck, the barking street mutts of all shapes and sizes—was eerily silent. Not even the birds she fed regularly were up. Berta got out of bed and looked at the clothes she had laid out the night before. This would be the outfit she would travel in as she said goodbye to her birthplace. It had to be perfect and memorable. Berta wanted people to see her just like in the parties. She wanted them to see the arrival of this New American. She wanted people to do a double take when she walked by and not because of the four children she would be bringing with her.

In front of her lay a white satin button-down shirt and a black velvet skirt and the off-white lace petticoat slip that went underneath. She studied her pearl drop earrings and opaque pearl choker. Then her eyes were drawn to the floor, where her pair of black patent leather slingbacks were at the ready. She smiled to herself.

Berta, my mother, was not worried about leaving her country behind. For six months, she had been preparing and processing. She knew my father, Raúl, was struggling to comprehend the enormity of his impending American citizenship, something that he was required to commit to as part of his new job. But Berta knew Mexico would always be her home, no matter what. She would always have her green Mexican passport and an American green card. For her, there was no contradiction.

After staring at her clothes in a daze, the moon now beginning to set and the light blue of morning beginning to brighten over the Popocatépetl volcano, Berta realized she wasn’t just smiling. She felt ecstatic. For a full month, the butterflies that were usually a sign of a baby kicking in her belly were now in her tummy because of the thrill of this upcoming adventure, and it was finally here. Still, a small part of her felt ashamed. She was having a hard time understanding exactly why she was so happy about leaving everything she knew behind. Why was this so much easier for her than it had been for Raúl?

Quiero ser más libre. No quiero que nadie me controle. Ni mi mamá, ni mi papá, ni mis hermanos. Yo quiero ser yo. Amo a Raúl y él me ama como soy. Quiero ver el mundo y criar a mis hijos a ser independientes. Quiero ser una mujer entera y no sé si lo puedo lograr aquí en México. (I want to be freer. I don’t want anyone to control me. Not my mother, my father, or my brothers and sisters. I want to be me. I love Raúl, and he loves me as I am. I want to see the world and raise my children to be independent. I want to be a complete woman, and I don’t know if I can do that here in Mexico.)

One by one, she woke up her children, starting with the oldest, Bertha Elena, who was seven. Berta helped her get dressed, all sleepy like a rag doll, but soon she perked up and assumed her role as her mother’s helper. She combed her thick jet-black hair and added a pink barrette. She pulled her white button-down sweater over the black dress Manuela, her abuelita, had made special for her just for this trip, and then she put on her frilly white socks and white leather shoes.

My mom took care of me, dressing me in an off-white baby dress she had sewn with a delicate crochet hem she’d designed herself. I was a crawler, so Mom carried me everywhere that morning as she did every day. Even as she supervised my two brothers and sister, she never let me go.

She called me her chicle, her gum, because I was always stuck to her.

I was her little baby girl, the last one she would have because, unlike my siblings, I was not planned or expected. There would be no more babies, so Berta doted on me. Every minute. With my brothers and sister everything had been a bit utilitarian, but with me, she savored every moment. She wanted to raise me in slow motion, making every memory with her final baby last as long as possible.

Hours later we were on the first leg of the plane ride to Chicago to meet my father. I fell asleep in Berta’s arms for the entire flight, while my older sister looked out the window as small tears rolled slowly down her cheeks, thinking about her friends left behind. After close to five hours, we finally landed in Dallas, where we had to change planes and then catch our second flight up to Chicago. We would go through customs and immigration at this airport in Texas.

Berta was petite and stunning, carrying me in her arms with my flowing lace dress draped over her strong, slender arm, my sister holding each of my brother’s hands, all three coiffed and shiny, arriving to this fascinating new place with glee all over their faces.

Berta walked up slowly to the immigration agent standing behind a lectern and handed him our five green cards. She knew these cards were more valuable than the temporary visas she had stamped in her Mexican passport. These little pieces of plastic gave Berta legitimacy in her new country. But there was a history to them that Berta didn’t know.

In 1940, when something called the Alien Registration Act was passed, noncitizens were required to register with the government for the first time to obtain documentation of their status. What does it say about us immigrants that the government called us aliens from the very beginning? Green cards, as they were commonly referred to, granted immigrants legal residency and work authorization. At the same time, though, this system allowed the government to surveil and track them.

Berta understood that this card meant she had a right to be in this country.

She had seen the immigration agent from afar, his hair the color of white corn tinged with yellow, a thick mustache, and so tall Berta felt like she was looking up at one of the hundred-year-old trees in Chapultepec Park. At five feet tall, she had to touch the back of her head to the top of her spine in order to see his face. Even so, Berta was not nervous.

She imagined his voice would sound like the gentlemen from the Hollywood romance movies she loved, but at first he didn’t say a word. As each second passed, Berta saw that his demeanor visibly soured, his nostrils flaring and mouth pursing in disdain. He was scanning our faces to match them with our cards, again and again, and then peered all over our bodies. What exactly was he looking for? Still in her arms, I began to pick up on Berta’s increasing anxiety as if I were absorbing it by osmosis.

Then the agent turned to me. His eyes combed over every inch of my tiny body and Berta pulled me even closer. He was fixated on a small reddish patch of skin on my arm, where a rash had developed from the substitute blanket I had been using the last weeks at home (since my own blanket had been packed away and shipped north). It was a minor allergic reaction to the wool from the Mexican highlands. The agent looked at me, then turned to my mom and shook his head.

“Ma’am, your baby looks like she has German measles,” he said in a thick Texas accent. “Which is contagious, so we are going to have to put her in quarantine. The rest of you are okay to come in with your green cards. But the little baby, we are going to have to put her in quarantine and keep her.”

For my mom, those two words sent her reeling: keep her. Her knees almost buckled, and she felt the urge to run away as fast as she could. How could she be feeling both impulses at once? She had to force herself to take control of the situation. This man wanted to take away her chicle! Berta had never before been told that someone was going to keep one of her children.

Her heart was beating so fast it felt like she had a hummingbird in her chest. She wanted to unleash a bloodcurdling scream right then and there. It felt like someone had just sliced her open, reached in, and tried to rip out her heart like in one of the sacrificios de los Aztecas.

Berta took a deep breath. Cálmate, she told herself, while at the same time she instinctively looked around her for allies and saw that she had no one to come to her aid. A petite woman with nothing but her own guts to call on, she would have to defend herself.

“Sir! I am Berta Hinojosa. I am the wife of Dr. Raúl Hinojosa. My husband was invited by the president of the University of Chicago and if you don’t believe me, you can call him yourself.”

I’ve often imagined that moment when my mom’s inner voice of maternal strength and anguish came shooting up from within her in the form of an anaconda that wrapped itself around the immigration agent’s biceps and started squeezing, out for blood, coming in for the kill, like a mother tiger protecting her cub.

“Under no circumstances will I allow you to keep my child behind, and our paperwork is all in order, and I know we have the right to come into this country.”

And in that moment, the sexy, dainty mom in kitten heels transformed into a monster twice the size of the agent. With a powerful voice, she yelled up at the man who looked like a tree and said firmly in her thick, unmistakably Mexican accent, “I am coming into this country with ALL FOUR OF MY CHILDREN, SIR! DO YOU HEAR ME?! YOU CANNOT KEEP MY CHILD, SIR! DO YOU HEAR ME, SIR?”

The agent shrank away from the verbal assault, suddenly looking very small. Berta had never wielded this tone before. After her impassioned speech, when the fear and anger had been released and the adrenaline drained away, her body began to shake all over, her little ankles knocking against each other. She realized her own voice—strong, assertive, fearless—had made this man, tall like a Chapultepec tree, shrink to a shrub.

The man was stunned. No one had spoken to him like this before.

“Why, yes, ma’am. Yes, ma’am…” he said, not quite knowing what else he could do.

I imagine he had thought my beautiful mother would be quiet and compliant. How many others had been? I couldn’t have been the first to have been scrutinized and deemed too dangerous to enter the country. Was there a secret nursery in the Dallas airport in 1962 where they kept all of the “diseased” and unworthy children? My mom had stood up to him, though, and because of her, I wasn’t taken and held with other quarantined children who were scared numb.

It had to have been a mistake. That’s what I told myself my whole life. But I was wrong. In fact, there was a room for babies like me, and I would discover that as I was writing this book. It wasn’t just a room. It was an entire system decades in the making.

The immigration agent waved us all through the checkpoint with his big, brawny hands as he said, “Yes, ma’am. Correct! You may all come into the USA. Welcome. Come on in!”



In 1961, a year before embarking on our journey to the United States, I was born in the metropolis of Mexico City. My country of origin, Mexico, was a beautiful product of the chaos of confrontation between the advanced civilizations of the Mayans and Aztecs clashing with the arrival of the Spaniards, with their massacres and rapes and the Africans, some free and some enslaved, they brought with them. Mexico was a multicultural puzzle made up of people who had already been there for centuries and those who had come from afar to claim it. But Mexico did not define itself or its value as being a country of opportunity for immigrants. That was never Mexico’s national narrative.

My adopted country, the United States of America, was founded by immigrants who had no papers or permission to come but who were seeking a new beginning with boundless potential. This was central to their raison d’être, their grand mission, the great plan, a collective narrative of its people. America has always put forward a public veneer of loving immigrants and their role in this country, but in reality, the underside of immigration, the hidden hatred and internalized oppression and silence, has made our relationship with the notion of being a nation of immigrants much more embattled; a permanent secret war of words and hatred against itself.

History shows us the truth. Or rather, one version of US history told from a limited perspective reiterates the “truth” that they want us to believe. In school, we were taught that the first settlers were English-speaking Europeans seeking religious freedom. In fact, the first colonial settlements in the territory we now consider the United States were not in Jamestown or Plymouth Colony. The Spanish, led by Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, arrived at St. Augustine in what is now Florida in 1565; Plymouth was not founded for another fifty-five years, when the first Puritan pilgrims landed in 1620. In 1610, only three years after English colonists backed by the Virginia Company founded Jamestown, Spanish colonists built a settlement in what is now Santa Fe, New Mexico. Yet our public education system focuses only on the English settlements, almost completely overlooking those of the Spanish, “the originals.”

History is written by the victors, which means we should question the version of history that has been handed down to us—by teach-ers, the media, and authority figures. The victors certainly have not labeled themselves or the people they descended from who arrived on this land without papers or permission as the very first “illegal aliens.” Instead, we are taught that this is a land that welcomes immigrants (passive indigenous people just wanting to share…), a place where the idea that we are all created equal is a self-evident truth (though written during slavery), that we are each endowed with unalienable rights (except voting, if you were a woman, till 1920), including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Perhaps the most important document for immigrants in this country, the Declaration of Independence, says we all have a right to exist and to fight for our existence (but mostly if you were a white man).

In reality, our attitudes toward the immigrants who come here to work, either by choice or by force, are double-edged. Twelve and a half million innocent people were enslaved and brought to the New World from Africa as early as the 1500s. Of the 10.7 million Africans who survived the journey, 305,000 arrived in the US. The history books written from the perspective of white male privilege call this tragedy the slave trade, but perhaps we should call it what it is—an international, government-sponsored human-trafficking ring. It was a sanctioned, forced migration that dehumanized and stoked hatred toward black bodies in order to justify the labor force driving America’s economy.

When the US won the Mexican-American War in 1848, Mexico was forced to cede nearly half of its territory—land that later made up California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming—for $15 million as part of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The people living there did not cross any border or migrate anywhere. Instead, the border crossed them, forcing US citizenship on them overnight with the promise they could keep the land they owned. That promise didn’t stop businessmen and railroad companies from stripping Mexican Americans of 20 million acres in the decades that followed, resulting in a massive transfer of wealth away from Latino families, creating a legacy of poverty for those who had lost everything.

In the 1860s, railroad tycoons like Collis Potter Huntington and Charles Crocker recruited thousands of Chinese laborers to help build the transcontinental railroad. Because the exchange rate between the US and China worked in their favor and Chinese laborers were eager to repay the merchants who had paid for their passage to America and begin sending money home to their families, they were often willing to work for less pay. The competition for jobs provoked tensions with other immigrant groups, like the Irish, who felt squeezed out by the Chinese. So the California state government attempted to curtail Chinese immigration with a number of racist and exclusionary measures. Leland Stanford, the founder of the university with his name on it, a former California governor, and one of the railroad tycoons who had depended on Chinese labor to finish his railroad, said in a message to the legislature on a cool January day in 1862, “The settlement among us of an inferior race is to be discouraged, by every legitimate means. Asia, with her numberless millions, sends to our shores the dregs of her population.… There can be no doubt but that the presence of numbers among us of a degraded and distinct people must exercise a deleterious influence upon the superior race.”

Those words and sentiments on racial superiority helped pave the way for Congress to pass the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, which banned Chinese laborers from immigrating to the US. But it was Asian women who were the first people ever legally excluded from this country with the Page Act of 1875, which prohibited women from China, Japan, or other Asian countries from landing on these shores. The white man’s version of history says they needed to be kept out because they would come only to work as prostitutes, but isn’t it more plausible that they were just like my mom, coming to a new country to reunite their families?

Increasingly restrictive immigration policies reinforced the ideology of the eugenics movement and the belief that the human race could be improved through genetics and breeding—by admitting the right kinds of immigrants and keeping less desirable ones out. One headline from the New York Times in 1921 read: “Eugenists Dread Tainted Aliens; Believe Immigration Restriction Essential to Prevent Deterioration of Race Here.”

By 1924, amendments to the Chinese Exclusion Act had effectively banned all immigration from China and other Asian nations.1 The law was not repealed until 1943 (after being on the books for sixty-one years), when the US needed China as an ally against the Japanese during World War II. In one fell swoop, the Chinese became our friends and the Japanese our enemies. We carted off our own citizens, Japanese Americans, made them leave behind family homes and businesses, their entire livelihoods, and put them in thinly disguised prisons called “internment camps.” These are the histories the victors don’t want us to study so that we won’t recognize the fact that history gets repeated again and again.

The conversation around immigrants in this country has revolved around the question “Who is fit for our society?”2 That question naturally lends itself to a binary, often schizophrenic, perception of immigrants—which is why we are always having a conversation about “good” immigrants versus “bad” immigrants. When immigrants are convenient and beneficial to our economy or political agenda, we use the words hardworking, deserving, courageous, and freedom-loving. When our economy dips and jobs are suddenly scarce or we hear too many people speaking languages other than English on the street and “our way of life” seems threatened by “the other,” immigrants become menacing, criminal, contaminated, and a drain on society.

In 1962, my family moved to Los Estados Unidos at a time when the country was once again redefining its relationship with immigrants. President John F. Kennedy, the grandson of Irish Catholic immigrants, embodied a new perspective when he spoke about the pilgrims and immigrants in the same breath: “The endearing qualities of Massachusetts—the common threads woven by the Pilgrim and the Puritan, the fisherman and the farmer, the Yankee and the immigrant—are an indelible part of my life, my convictions, my view of the past and my hopes for the future.”

His deep connection to his own Irish Catholic roots and his keen sense of identification with the other and the outsider led JFK to pave the way for the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, legislation that would finally repeal the quota system instituted in the 1920s. The US was also looking for skilled workers—people like my father, who were experts in their field, brilliant professionals who could maintain the country’s competitive edge in science, technology, and business.

It turns out that my mother’s unexpected pregnancy and my subsequent arrival in this world had everything to do with my family’s decision to leave Mexico. With three kids, my dad might have been able to piece together a professional life in Mexico, but with a fourth?



My dad, Raúl Hinojosa, was a huge nerd. Born in 1932, he grew up in the then-small city of Tampico with his two sisters, his mom, and my abuelito, a Mason bureaucrat with a ranch with cows and horses outside of town. Tampico was an oil and port city that smelled like shellfish and tar. It had tropical heat and the university didn’t have air-conditioning, but still my dad spent all of his time in the musty libraries reading medical books about surgery and the inner ear.

Soon Raúl was a small-town boy living in the big city all alone, the first in his family to go to college, and now he was in medical school. His parents didn’t really understand his big sueño of becoming not just a doctor, but a doctor who doesn’t even see patients and instead does research. He was not as cosmopolitan as the young men from Mexico City who were his fellow students, nor was he a partier. But one night, some of his medical school friends invited him to a low-key gathering in the Colonia Narvarte and he decided to go, surprising even himself that he had said yes.

The party was for my mom’s older sisters and their friends, but she often tagged along. Berta was the youngest person there at only sixteen, but she needed to be the center of attention, to be seen by everyone. When Dad walked in, she was dancing. Smiling. He spotted her immediately. He liked that she seemed unafraid as she swung her hips in her black-and-white polka-dot wraparound dress.

Raúl asked her to dance and Berta was immediately smitten. Who was this dark, handsome man with a black mustache and skin that looked like he had just come from the beach?

By the second time he saw her, at a chaperoned visit to the blue house on La Calle Pitágoras, Raúl knew he was in love. Berta liked Raúl, but she had other suitors, some of them from very wealthy families, and that was part of what Berta understood, at her young age, that marriage was about: a smart, strategic decision often not based on love. A family decision.

In the days after he met her, Raúl was suddenly doing things he never imagined he would. He gathered all of the money he could spare and went to Plaza Garibaldi in downtown Mexico City, the plaza of the for-hire mariachi bands, and hired the best one he could afford. Together, they all went to La Calle Pitágoras and, in the early morning light, Dad stood under the front window of the blue house with a bouquet of flowers while the mariachis played the trumpets as loud as they could and the sun came up over the mountains in the distance.

Berta jumped on her bed, unable to contain her excitement during this singular moment—going from deep sleep one minute to suddenly having a band of a dozen men playing their instruments and singing their hearts out just for her in the next.

Berta knew that once she pulled back the curtain from her bedroom window overlooking the band (an act of acknowledging and therefore accepting the serenade) that it was almost certain that Raúl would propose to her soon after. She had found the man she loved, and her life was going to change in an instant.



In those first busy years of their marriage, Berta and Raúl had two kids and went to Europe. Soon after, Raúl accepted fellowships at Harvard, Johns Hopkins, and finally, the University of Chicago. Research scientists around the world had begun to hear about his work and his ideas about studying the temporal bone as a clue to restoring hearing.

Mom and Dad were the first in their families to leave Mexico, and were learning about the world together. It always frustrated my father that in order to be respected and given the resources he needed to continue his research he had to leave his homeland. It bothered him deeply that he felt like his own country didn’t love him as much as other places.

To support his wife and, now, four kids, Raúl was teaching to pay the rent, along with seeing patients in a clinic (the thing he did not want to be doing anymore), and then, when everyone was asleep, he would drive back to his laboratory and spend hours into the night looking into his microscope and writing up his research. He could not lose this edge, he would say to himself on the cool nights driving through the thick, moonlit palm trees of the Colonia Roma and Narvarte. He could not drown in taking jobs here and there just to pay the rent.

Raúl’s forehead was increasingly shriveled like the prunes he ate every night. He worried about paying bills all the time. It was Berta who convinced him to finally say yes to the University of Chicago. She read every single letter stamped from Chicago, and as she did, her mouth would start to hang open. They were offering Raúl a full-time position in an established ENT laboratory with a solid salary, and they would pay to relocate him and his family. But there was one major hitch that Raúl had not banked on. And it was this that made him keep saying no.

In order to take the job, the university explained, Raúl would have to become an American citizen right away. He would have to pass the test, of course, but because of his extraordinary abilities, he would be fast-tracked. In order to do this, he would have to give up his Mexican citizenship. Practically speaking, this was like asking Raúl to cut out his heart and hand it to the United States like some twisted proof of gratitude.

Choose your passion and your future or your country and the past. Imagine him handing over his Mexican passport to someone at the American Embassy!

Raúl did not want to go through that humiliation.

“No, Berta,” he would say. “I’m not going to do it. ¡Yo soy mexicano! ¿Cómo se les ocurre?” (How can they even suggest it?)

Raúl stayed up many nights with his borderline migraine headaches and ran this proposal through his head on long walks in the city he now considered his home—his crazy, colorful, tormented, and yet loving Ciudad de México. He had just found his footing as a city man and now these people had the audacity to ask him to not only leave his country but leave behind his nationality and heritage?

There was no name for brain drain back then, but this is what it looked like. The United States was willing to bring the best to their country from anywhere. Emma Lazarus was speaking to the masses, but this was not about the tired and weary being invited to safety. This was a country hungry and betting on the future, and another country, Mexico, acting like modernity and competing with the rest of the world didn’t matter.

I imagine the tens of thousands of immigrants, just like my dad, who took similarly long walks in the night to make the decision to leave their birthplace behind, a thing that can feel more terrifying than exciting. In 1960, the year my dad arrived, 265,398 people immigrated to the US and became legal residents. These were 265,398 people detangling themselves from their past and trying to plant new roots in the United States.

On the mornings after his sleepless nights, Berta could swear that Raúl had lost more hair overnight. He was becoming fully bald in plain sight because of the stress. His constant anxiety about the future was his biggest character flaw and emotional handicap. And every day there was no escaping it because of his other Achilles’ heel: his stubbornness.

No me voy. I’m not going. I’m not leaving Mexico, he would tell Berta, in an even more serious tone than usual; he would not leave and become an American. Berta was having a hard time hiding her disappointment.

She laid out all of the arguments why going made sense. He was getting a chance to do the thing he was passionate about and get paid for it. He would be able to support his family with one job, not three. And we would all be together in a modern and advanced city in a beautiful neighborhood called Hyde Park. Raúl would have to become a citizen, but everyone else would get green cards and be able to keep their Mexican citizenship. We could come back to Mexico every year.

After almost eight months of courtship, on the day that President Mateos confirmed that the research hospital where Raúl dreamed he might one day work would not be built, Berta convinced Raúl to say yes to the University of Chicago. It was his dream job, if not in his dream country.



Flying was for the rich. Instead, Raúl took the bus from Tampico, where he and Berta had moved temporarily to save money, and crossed the border in Matamoros by foot with his Mexican passport stamped with an official US visa from the university. Then, in Brownsville, Texas, he caught a direct bus and headed up through Texas toward Chicago.

Once Raúl got to the Brownsville bus stop he immediately boarded and off they went on the flat, brown roads of southern Texas. Dad had never traveled this way in the US and had never traveled through Texas by land, so he was at first excited to see the landscape, but then bored by the sameness of the view outside his window. Hours later the bus made its first stop on the US side of the border, still in Texas. When Raúl got off and made his way to the bathroom off to the side of the gray gas pumps, he was suddenly confronted with the original sin of this country.

In the back of the small station there were two bathroom doors, but it wasn’t one for men and one for women. Here, above each rickety door, was a sign painted on a wooden panel hanging by a rusty nail. One sign said WHITE. The other said COLORED.

Raúl sighed. Was he white or colored? And if he wasn’t one or the other did he even exist in this country?

The question humiliated and disgusted him.

He knew he was not white, which in my dad’s mind meant American: “gringo,” blond hair, blue eyes.

And he had never heard of this word colored. What did it mean?

Obviously it meant anyone who was not white.

He had heard people use another word, Negro, but negro in Spanish meant “black,” and while he wasn’t black, he also wasn’t white.

He was confused. And upset. Angry.

Instead of just being on a journey to make his scientific research dreams come true, he realized he might also be on a journey of erasing who he was in order to assimilate to the norms of this strange country. In Mexico, Raúl was respected and looked up to as a man of honor and success. But in this country, he was reduced to the color of his skin whenever he needed to use the bathroom? How degrading could this modern nation be?

If he felt invisible at this very moment as a medical doctor, how would his wife and kids feel here? Respected? Or would their youngest daughter end up internalizing all of her father’s insecurities, which now ran through his body like an electrical shock wave? At the desolate bus station Dad realized he needed to make a decision. So, in an act of self-preservation or complicity or fear, but one that also felt deeply deceitful, my father chose privilege and walked into the “white” bathroom.

In that moment, he realized he didn’t fit in this country, and that maybe he never would. Whiteness became an unspoken privilege that always felt like it should never have been his or ours. We were not Americans, but if we kept our mouths shut, sometimes we might be able to pass.






Chapter 2 [image: ] How I Became American


In Chicago, we lived in a three-bedroom, walk-up rental in Hyde Park that became our family cocoon. We spoke Spanish, and most of the people who my parents hung out with spoke Spanish, too. As we settled into our new life in America, we clung to some traditions, while opening ourselves up to new ones.

My parents liked both neighbors the same—one was a Jewish family in which the boys wore yarmulkes and they strictly observed the Sabbath; the others were liberal psychologists from South Africa who kept copies of Playboy magazine on their coffee table—and so did us kids. Their kids were weird and so were we, that’s the way I saw it as a six-year-old. We had been in the country only five years. I was the most American of all my family. The first years of my life had been here in the United States, in Chicago, with gray skies, frigid winters, caves and hills made of ice, steamy humid summers, black people, and Motown. Not Mexico City, with palm trees and the Popocatépetl, street vendors, and my tías and tíos and primos.

I was the youngest of four, and I was happy. I had my family unit and I had my mom, my protection. I watched her navigate being a woman in the United States. Because my siblings were in school and I wasn’t, sometimes she and I had these moments together where it was just the two of us figuring out this new place. The day John F. Kennedy was shot, she and I watched the tragedy unfold on our clunky black-and-white TV set rimmed in wood. I saw Mom cry for the first time in front of a TV set showing important-looking men who spoke perfect English and were the narrators of this new country of ours that we were still trying to understand. I will never forget that the first man I ever saw cry was Walter Cronkite as he delivered the tragic news.

The six of us entertained each other at home. The only family friends we had were other immigrants—a family from Chile and another from Mexico. That was about it. Every night we shared a home-cooked meal together, all six of us. Albondigas or lengua or bistec empanizado or enchiladas de pollo, and always a glass jar with chile chipotle. I was sure no one else outside of our home knew what the words pollo, tortilla, or chipotle meant. The words were delicious in my mouth. When I said them I felt an ancient connection to Mexico I could not name.

My older sister and brothers had started going to school in Mexico. In the US, they were learning to perfect their English day by day, their Spanish textbooks replaced by Dick and Jane. The day Mom walked into the principal’s office with her four Spanish-speaking kids, the principal and vice principal and the secretary actually applauded. “You are from Mexico!” they squealed. “How exciting! Welcome to our school! We now have Mexicans at our school! Welcome!”

Things made sense at school because even though there was no one else who looked like me there, my classmates came from diverse backgrounds and that made me, for some reason, feel safe. There were black and white kids along with a girl whose last name was Takeuchi and a boy named Tahir. By now I spoke English, but that didn’t help me make sense of the strange things we had to do, like walk single file to the basement, put our heads against the walls, and then rest on our folded arms for something called an air-raid drill. I understood the words individually but not what they meant all together.

Our Hyde Park neighborhood was a multicultural oasis (before anyone used that term) in an otherwise intensely racially segregated city. When we left our community, though, that all disappeared. I didn’t see the black faces of my neighbors and friends from school anywhere north of downtown Chicago on Lake Shore Drive.

On car rides, I would look out the right-side window and see the foreverness of Lake Michigan, its grayish-blue waves with white tops, and then through the window on my left, my eyes would land on massive, brown cement towers, twenty floors of fencing around balconies and doors. No windows. My parents told me they were called the projects. I wondered why they had no windows even though they were built overlooking this beautiful lake. It seemed like a purposeful punishment.

Linda, a classmate, and I used to walk home from school together in first grade. One day in late summer, that delicious time in the Midwest when it’s warm and cool at the same time, this little Mexican immigrant girl and her friend, a little Jewish girl, hatched a plan on their walk home. Linda was carrying her empty lunch box as we made our way along Fifty-Fifth Street. I was carrying my button-down bunny sweater perfectly folded in my arms.

It was 1968. A man by the name of George Wallace, the popular governor of Alabama, was running for president. He was a Democrat who supported segregation, but left the party to run on his own independent ticket. When he won his first governorship in 1962, he famously declared, “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” The country knew him as the man who stood in the doorway at the University of Alabama to block three black college students from registering for classes in 1963. That’s when his famous scowl ended up on the front page of all the papers. It was an unforgettable image because he looked like an angry, growling dog. I remember seeing real dogs, too; German shepherds pulling on their leashes held by bullying white police officers. I didn’t need words to understand the hatred on his face.

In his eyes I saw the images of black people, my neighbors, bodies up against a wall, water from hoses pounding onto the backs of teenage girls who were my sister’s age. They got tossed and turned against the wall. The hoses never missed their human targets, aimed so precisely like water cannons. Only a man filled with hatred could do this to people simply because they were different from him.

In the aftermath of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, the country was in a vulnerable place. Politicians fed on voters’ fears that the country was descending into chaos, threatening the stability and safety of middle-class life. Wallace never called himself a racist, but he peppered his speeches with dog whistles that appealed to white southern voters who felt that civil rights were an attack on their way of life—his presidential campaign slogan was “Law and Order.” NBC News correspondent Douglas Kiker, who reported on Wallace’s campaign, observed, “It’s as if… George Wallace had been awakened by a white, blinding vision: they all hate black people, all of them. They’re all afraid of them, all of them. Great God! That’s it! They’re all Southern! The whole United States is Southern!”1 Wallace had made it clear which side he stood on in a country that was still fighting against the outcome of the Civil War a hundred years later.

That day on our way home, we talked about where we would hide if George Wallace was elected president. “My basement is nicer, but yours is much bigger,” Linda said in a matter-of-fact tone for a six-year-old. Linda lived in one of the tallest buildings in Hyde Park at the time with about eighteen floors. Our three-floor walk-up sat in the shadow of their building.

“I think we should do mine. It’s going to get crowded if we stay at yours. And mine is easier to get in and out of, for food and stuff.” We both knew that because we had played games down there: hide-and-go-seek, “show me yours,” indoor kickball when it was raining.

“Okay,” said Linda. “Let’s not tell anyone. Not yet.”

“I hope he doesn’t win,” I said.

“Me too,” she said. “I hate him.”

“Me too. I hate his guts,” I said with emphasis because I was the older one.

It didn’t come up again and he didn’t win. But the damage had been done. Wallace won more votes than anyone expected him to and demonstrated that divisive politicking could work; his campaign inspired a large number of conservative Democrats to leave the party, who later became known as Reagan Democrats.

Of course, Mom and Dad had no idea I had a secret plan to keep my family safe. I had to take care of them because I was the one who understood this place. A place I needed to learn to protect myself from.



Dad wore his lab coat with pride. On the left side, in delicate, hand-embroidered red lettering was my father’s name: Dr. Raúl Hinojosa, MD. It even had the accent over the u in Raúl. As a little girl, I knew that the reason I was in this country had everything to do with that lab coat, that crisp, almost uncomfortably starched white coat that my father loved because it defined him.

In fact, my dad was part of the opening of this country toward some immigrants. It was the University of Chicago that wanted him and so, like a basketball player, he was drafted. And it was the university that applied for and processed our green card applications. They did it all because my dad was a highly skilled immigrant. This kind of pawn they wanted.

Only three years after we immigrated to the US, Lyndon B. Johnson successfully pushed the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) of 1965, also known as the Hart-Celler Act, through Congress. This sweeping immigration reform bill, which President Kennedy had laid the groundwork for before he was assassinated, overturned the decades-long national origins quota system that had been put in place in 1924 by the Johnson-Reed Act. The restrictive quota, which only granted immigration visas to 2 percent of the total population of each nationality present in the US as of the 1890 census, favored Western and Northern European immigrants and made it nearly impossible for people from Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and Latin America to immigrate in meaningful numbers. For example, in the 1950s, more than half of all immigrants were European and only 6 percent were Asian. With the passage of INA, the quota system was abolished and replaced with a preference system based on family relationships and professional skills and education.

The legislation was an important turning point in America and a moment of opening toward outsiders. My family didn’t know that there was an ebb and flow to this American immigration fairy tale. They didn’t know about the various anti-Chinese, anti-Jewish, anti-Italian, anti-Irish, and anti-Mexican waves when we were called wops (without papers) and greasers and ungrateful infiltrators. Anti-immigrant feeling was and has been a naturally occurring, cyclical phenomenon in this country. It’s not a Republican or Democrat thing; it’s an American thing (until we decide it’s not).

For example, immigration to the US surged from 1880 to 1914, with more than 20 million immigrants arriving in a country that had a population of only 75 million.2 A majority came from Italy, Russia, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and they were poorer and less educated than earlier arrivals from Northern and Western Europe. This eventually lead to a backlash against immigrants and the strict quota system that was put into place in the 1920s, pausing immigration from everywhere except Western Europe.

When the economy plummets, the rhetoric and policies against immigrants are usually not far behind. During the Great Depression, President Herbert Hoover announced a national program called “American jobs for real Americans.” Local laws were passed that prohibited companies from employing people of Mexican descent, even citizens; Mexican Americans and immigrants who did not have the proper documentation were detained and deported; public raids amplified the message to motivate others to leave of their own accord.3

But World War II sent all the able-bodied American men overseas and the US once again found itself hungry for immigrant labor. In 1942, the Bracero Program was launched, recruiting millions of Mexican “guest workers” to do low-paying, backbreaking agricultural jobs.4 The good immigrant/bad immigrant narrative comes and goes with the tide. After nearly forty years of restrictive quotas on immigration, big change was on the horizon in the 1960s.

The mood around INA, however, was tempered to appease the fear that foreigners might suddenly overrun the country. President Johnson attempted to play down the change it would bring—“The bill that we sign today is not a revolutionary bill,” he pronounced. “It does not affect the lives of millions. It will not reshape the structure of our daily lives.”5 In actuality, the law had an immediate and dramatic impact on immigration. The number of green card holders rose from 297,000 in 1965 to an annual average of 1 million by the 1990s. My family had simply been ahead of the curve when we arrived in the US in 1962.

As for Dad, he loved everything about his work, except the country he was doing it in. He smiled all the time in his public interactions and was very kind to everyone, albeit serious, but he was only fluid and relaxed and full of easy laughter in Mexico. Still, here he was looking at molecules, at the tiniest of particles of humans, without having to understand much else about them, and that brought him not joy but total ecstasy.

If he wasn’t looking into the electron microscope, slicing temporal bones, he was in his office writing the grants to do this work. His research was so cutting-edge that the National Institutes of Health (NIH) consistently funded Dad, and that’s why he had to become an American citizen after five years. But the insecurity of his position came with a huge cost. Every three years, Dad would almost develop an ulcer worrying about his grants getting funded. Every three years it was heartache in our home as Dad waited to hear about grant approvals. More than once, we talked about leaving Chicago if grants didn’t come through. The university had lured him there, but it hadn’t once discussed tenure with Dad. We lived grant to grant.

Berta wondered to herself why the University of Chicago didn’t offer him tenure and security. But if she harped on this at all with her husband, it might not be long before he would probably say that they should just leave the United States altogether.

Everyone back in Mexico teased Dad for becoming an American citizen. They said he had turned his back on his country, a vendepatrias—literally, a man who sells his country. They called him a gringo and a gabacho.

Dad understood them. He understood their love/hate for this country. Since that first day at the Texas bus stop when he had to choose a bathroom, Dad had witnessed so many other versions of the same thing. This was the shameful part for Dad. If he was a citizen of the United States, he had to own the bad along with the good.

Distrustful of America as he was, Papi still found things about his new country that he loved and embraced. Over our first eight years in the United States, little by little Dad had saved enough money to make one of his lifelong dreams come true: buying a new car. A green Dodge station wagon, to be precise.

By now it was 1969. Saigon had fallen, soldiers were dying in Vietnam, activists were challenging sexism and war, and every day the country felt like it was being shaken from the stupor of imperialism and racism. But for the Hinojosa clan in the immediate term, the new car altered many things. It was mobility for us as we drove fearlessly through Chicago at thirty-five miles an hour and watched segregation manifest across the city.

We learned about who we could become in this country by getting out and about. And so, on many weekends, the six of us would climb aboard our alligator-green station wagon and sail along the smooth highways to the arboretum to admire the trees that changed colors with the seasons, or to the Field Museum of Natural History to stare in awe at the dinosaur bones, or to the Oriental Institute, where we examined texts from the cradle of civilization.

We made regular trips to Pilsen, the Mexican barrio on Eighteenth Street, a place that became so familiar it was an extension of our third-floor cocoon. We were welcomed by the rhythm of rancheras and the warm scent of chicharrón. When Mom two-stepped in, the butchers, cashiers, and clerks addressed her as usted, and while I didn’t understand it, I liked it. They called her Señora Berta and welcomed her in a singsong Spanish that I struggled to keep up with. The flirting was low-key, but even as a child, I caught the smiles, the winks. Mom grinned back, her eyes made up perfectly with her jet-black Maybelline pencil.

One time on another shopping trip, we drove even farther west from Chicago to a suburb called Cicero, where no one was black or Mexican. This stood out to me as different. My mom and dad, como si nada, sauntered in like they belonged in this all-white neighborhood. As usual, Mom and Dad were speaking Spanish in the market aisle while pushing a cart, talking over me as I walked between them.

Suddenly, I felt like we were in a circus and everyone was looking at us. I was horrified. Why did I feel this way? I told them to stop. My mom responded with a mini-slap upside my head.

“No seas tonta,” she said. She had never called me stupid before and so I never forgot it. I made a mental note to never say anything about feeling ashamed about speaking Spanish.

There was also the slow realization that there were more of us Spanish speakers in Chicago. Puerto Ricans and Colombians and Venezuelans and Chileans and Argentinians. And so many Mexicans. And there was also this other group of people I was a part of. The group that had moms and dads who spoke with thick accents. People from all over the world who didn’t speak English at home, and who, like us, were born someplace outside of the United States. They were everywhere in our neighborhood because of the university. They were Dad’s coworkers from India, Korea, Japan, and Spain, and my mom’s best friends, one who was from Uruguay, and another, Slava, who had a tattoo on her left inner forearm, a child survivor of Auschwitz. My mother told me never to stare at it, but I did. I couldn’t help it.

In her thick accent, Slava talked to my mom about how lucky she felt that the US let her in. Twenty-five years prior, she explained, the United States had turned away many refugees. In 1939, her friends had been on the SS St. Louis, a luxury ocean liner that had left port in Hamburg, Germany, with nine hundred Jewish, mostly wealthy, passengers. They were among the last to leave, in part because they would lose all of their assets if they left Germany, and in part because they never thought the Nazis would come after them—the blond-haired, wealthy, assimilated Jews. But they had. They paid a lot of money to buy those boat tickets, but once they crossed the Atlantic, they were denied entry, first by Cuba, and then by the US and Canada. After being at sea for several weeks, the passengers were sent back to Europe, where, through the persistent and unrelenting insistence of the ship’s captain, as well as American Jewish allies, they were taken in by a number of nations including Belgium, Britain, France, and the Netherlands. For many of them, refuge was short-lived; the Nazis surged into most of these countries, and ultimately, 250 of the original 900 passengers died during the Holocaust.

People from all over the world were a part of my American life on the South Side of Chicago, which was likely an outgrowth of immigration reform. In 1965, 84 percent of the US population was of European descent, while Latinos only accounted for 4 percent and Asians were just 1 percent. The following years saw new waves of immigrants, often highly educated and skilled, arrive from China, Mexico, India, the Philippines, Vietnam, El Salvador, Cuba, South Korea, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and more. By 2015, Latinos made up a whopping 18 percent of the population and Asians another 6 percent. That change wouldn’t have been possible without INA.

In fact, the idea of “Hispanic”—a people united by their Spanish-speaking heritage—was not conceived of until the mid-1970s, when the National Council of La Raza and others began lobbying the Census Bureau to create a category that would more accurately account for people from Latin America. The 1980 census was the first to include the term Hispanic, with options to check off further subcategories such as Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano, Puerto Rican, Cuban, and others. Before this, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans had been counted as white. Activists used the new data from the census to advocate for funding for job-training programs and social services, while the media took this data to blue-chip corporations to demonstrate the buying power of “Hispanics” as a consumer group. For better or worse, we now had a name, and that meant the government could keep all kinds of tabs on us.






Chapter 3 [image: ] Is This What Democracy Looks Like?


Mexicans had long been considered outsiders who were expendable. According to William D. Carrigan and Clive Webb, between 1848 and 1928, at least 597 Mexicans were lynched in the United States. Anti-Mexican hatred has many roots. Some say it started in California during the Gold Rush because Mexican miners had more experience and were more successful than white miners. Between 1910 and 1919, Texas Rangers killed potentially thousands of Mexican and Mexican Americans and took their land, just like that. The Zoot Suit Riots of 1943 witnessed hundreds of US servicemen violently attacking Mexican and nonwhite youths on the streets of Los Angeles for dressing the way they wanted to, in zoot suits—“a swaggering subversion of middle-class conservatism first popularized by black jazz musicians.”1

Signs popped up in the 1950s and ’60s. NO DOGS. NO MEXICANS.

We had been invisible. Now we were animals.

More open immigration laws had ushered in an increase in people crossing without papers or official permission, which many understood as a misdemeanor that was rarely enforced. Industries were sending out recruiters to towns across Mexico spreading the word that there was work in El Norte and helping many to make the move.

President Richard Nixon seized upon this fear of the other and used it to justify his “war on crime.” In 1968, he launched Operation Intercept and sent thousands of federal agents down to the southern border to search suspected drug traffickers who they believed were fueling the uptick in marijuana use. Agents primarily targeted Mexicans and movement between the US-Mexico border slowed nearly to a standstill. Large-scale raids and deportations were implemented in Mexican communities, which contributed to the 2,014,334 deportations under Nixon’s watch—a huge increase compared to 740,175 people deported while Johnson was president. On January 2, 1971, Nixon signed into law the Omnibus Crime Control Act of 1970, which officially paved the way for stricter enforcement of US borders and immigration.

That same year, the Los Angeles Times ran an editorial that used the word wetback in its headline. Wetback was a commonly used term back then; President Dwight D. Eisenhower had even named his campaign to deport Mexicans in the 1950s Operation Wetback. But a group of Chicano law students at UCLA balked at what they saw as a racial slur and wrote to the paper to propose the adoption of the term illegal alien instead. The new term stuck and could increasingly be heard on the lips of politicians and newscasters in the 1970s.2

I must have been in high school when the term first came into my consciousness, but I focused on the part that was me. I was an alien as per the government definition. I was used to presenting my green card and passport at the border for inspection whenever we drove back from Mexico from our annual trip there. One time I found myself examining the green card more closely, staring into the faint, squiggly lines printed on it to prevent counterfeiting, and read the words Resident Alien. I squinted and then scoffed. How ridiculous, I thought. Whoever wrote this must be old and completely out of touch Resident alien was not something that described me in the least. I could never have imagined that, as an older woman, I would finally realize people were and are still looking at us—immigrants—as aliens. I didn’t know then that the word alien can be traced back to the very beginning of our country’s history. The Naturalization Act of 1790, which President George Washington himself approved, stated that American citizenship could be granted only to an “alien” who is a “free white person.” When the Chinese started coming to the US in the 1850s, many called them “celestials”—beings so foreign they appeared to be from another planet.



One day, Mom said, “Raúl, there is an apartment for sale and I want you to come and look at it with me.” Mami was asking Dad to commit to Chicago. To the United States.

Dad worried about putting down stakes. Mom saw something else.

A home. Something permanent. Dad was skeptical during the entire apartment tour—until they got to the final room of the massive 3,500-square-foot, four-bedroom apartment. Inside the room was a brand-new study with wooden shelves on all four walls. Not even Mom knew that Dad had wanted a room like this his whole life. In Tampico, alone in his bedroom in high school, he dreamed of a study like this one, with shelves for all of his books. He looked at my mom and said yes.

Mom had convinced Dad again. There was no dreaming here. This was understanding that owning something not only grounded us as a family but also that my parents were playing into the economic power dynamic in their new country. Staying in America, putting down roots in this country, despite the disrespect and constant low-grade fear about our second-class status, meant we would always have more money to return home with—more money than my dad could ever make in Mexico—as much as it meant an investment in the United States.

Berta was making a savvy business decision, but when she was alone with her thoughts in the middle of the night, she would think about Mexico. Things were getting ugly in the US, but they were way uglier in Mexico when just two years earlier the government had massacred nonviolent student protesters in what became known as La Noche de Tlatelolco and then tried to pretend like it never happened. Those would be the moments when Berta would feel small and lonely thinking about Mexico. She was torn because, in her new country, they were killing political leaders. But then she would think about her kids, how happy and settled they were, their perfect English, her many friends in Hyde Park from all over the world.

When I asked Mom in 2019 about making the decision back then to buy an apartment in the middle of so much political, racial, and economic uncertainty, she said, “Well, back then they assassinated politicians. It was targeted violence. It’s different from what’s happening now, which is terrorism against immigrants and Latinos and Mexicans because the threat is everywhere and it can happen anytime to any of us who look or sound different.”

We didn’t have any extra money, so we bought the apartment as is, and it had just been remodeled by an Iranian doctor and his wife. The apartment was high 1970s modern with a touch of Middle Eastern wealthy kitsch. The living room had gold wallpaper and the dining room had this strange dragon motif in dull shimmer green. And then the kitchen was just insane.

One woman who was looking to buy the place before us walked into the kitchen and ran out with a migraine. The wallpaper in the kitchen was like walking into an exploding bouquet of red, pink, blue, green, purple, and yellow flowers that looked as if they were drawn by a six-year-old, in lots of circles around one bigger circle. It was so over-the-top that it was disconcerting.

My mom loved the fact that we would have an eat-in kitchen. Damn that wallpaper. We would not paint over it. We would use it as a badge of honor. If you can’t take this color, then maybe you can’t take us.
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