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For my mother 

because you taught me to write 

For my father 

because you inspire me to take on the world 

For my brother 

because you teach me that change is possible 

For my husband 

because you are beautiful 

For my children 

because I love you 





[Spoken] It’s a bird! 

It’s a plane! 

No man, it’s a wetback. 

[Sung] He came from the sky, but he is not a plane. 

He came in his spaceship from Krypton, 

And by the looks of him, he’s not American. 

He’s someone like me—undocumented. 

So the migrant should not work 

Because even though it hurts, Superman is an illegal. 

He’s a journalist, and I am too; 

He didn’t serve in the army (what a bum!) 

Re is white, has blue eyes and is well-formed; 

I’m dark-skinned, chubby, and short. 

But in my homeland I already marched 

With the coyote I paid when I crossed. 

He didn’t serve in the military 

He doesn’t pay taxes and he wants to pass judgment 

He doesn’t have diamonds or a license to fly. 

I'll bet he doesn’t even have a social security card. 

We need to kick Superman out of here 

And if it’s possible, send him back to Krypton. 

Where is the emigration authority? 

What’s the news, Mr. Racism, in the nation? 

For all I know they don't fine him for flying 

But on the contrary, they declare he’s Superman. 

JORGE LERMA, “SUPERMAN IS AN ILLEGAL ALIEN” 
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Introduction 

Toward the end of the Great Depression, DC Comics launched its fantastic tale of 
an orphaned infant alien who grew up to become an American hero named Su- 
perman. The Superman saga begins with the young superhero’s dramatic arrival 
on earth. Just moments before the destruction of his home planet, Krypton, Su- 
perman’s parents rocket their infant son toward salvation in Kansas. Adopted by 
a childless but moral and God-fearing couple, Superman spends his early years as 

nothing more than an average Anglo-American boy coming of age in rural Amer- - 

ica. But beneath his external appearance, he is different. Unlike his neighbors, 

Superman can fly, melt steel, and see through walls. And, unlike his neighbors, Su- 
perman is an illegal alien. 

Thirty-one years before Superman landed in American folklore, the United 

States Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1907. This law required all immi- 

grants entering the United States to pass through an official port of entry, submit 

themselves to inspection, and receive official authorization to legally enter the 

United States. Dropping from the sky and failing to register with the U.S. immi- 

gration authorities, Superman entered the United States without authorization. Ac- 

cording to U.S. immigration law, the incorruptible leader of the Justice League of 

America was an illegal immigrant. Yet the tale of Superman evolved free of any 

hint or consideration of his illegal status. Surely, Superman was just a fantasy and, 

as such, the character and the narrative were not subject to the basic realities of 

U.S. immigration restrictions. But in the same years that Superman’s popularity 

soared, the United States became a nation deeply divided over the issue of illegal 

immigration. From Congress to school boards, Americans decried what many de- 

scribed as an “immigrant invasion” and a loss of control over the country’s bor- 
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ders. These debates swirled around the issue of unsanctioned Mexican immigra- 

tion at the U.S.-Mexico border. By the mid-1970s, vigilantes were patrolling the 

border, and Congress was hosting explosive debates about how to resolve the so- 

called wetback problem. As the issue of unauthorized Mexican immigration rip- 

pled across the American political landscape, Chicano activist and songwriter Jorge 

Lerma asked his listeners to consider the irony of Superman’s enormous popular- 

ity. “It’s a bird. It’s a plane. No man, it’s a wetback!” shouted Lerma. But few people 

took note that the iconic Man of Steel was an illegal immigrant. 

Lerma’s provocative interrogation of Superman as America’s forgotten illegal 

immigrant was a critique of the U.S. Border Patrol’s nearly exclusive focus on polic- 

ing Mexican immigrant workers despite many other possible subjects and meth- 

ods of immigration law enforcement. Established in May 1924, the Border Patrol 

was created to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions comprehensively by prevent- 

ing unauthorized border crossings and policing borderland regions to detect and 

arrest persons defined as unauthorized immigrants. With Asians, prostitutes, an- 

archists, and many others categorically prohibited from entering the United States 

and with a massive territory to police, Border Patrol officers struggled to translate 

their broad mandate into a practical course of law enforcement. Soon, however, in 

the U.S.-Mexico border region, the officers began to focus almost exclusively on 

apprehending and deporting undocumented Mexican nationals. Then, during the 

early 1940s, the entire national emphasis of the U.S. Border Patrol shifted to the 

southern border. Since the end of World War II, the national police force, which 

had been established to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions broadly, has been al- 

most entirely dedicated to policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the U.S.- 

Mexico borderlands. With his song, Jorge Lerma offered a sharp criticism of the 

racialization and regionalization of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Superman 

was an undocumented immigrant who flew across the cultural landscape but, 
cloaked in whiteness, he escaped capture, while Mexicans in the borderlands, re- 
gardless of immigration or citizenship status, were subject to high levels of suspi- 
cion, surveillance, and state violence as Border Patrol officers aggressively policed 
not only the U.S.-Mexico border but also Mexican communities and work-sites. 

This book tells how Mexican immigrant workers emerged as the primary tar- 
gets of the U.S. Border Patrol and how, in the process, the U.S. Border Patrol shaped 
the story of race in the United States. It is, in other words, a story of how an Amer- 
ican icon lost his illegality and how Mexicans emerged as the “iconic illegal aliens.”! 
Framing the contours of this story are the dynamics of Anglo-American nativism, 
the power of national security, the problems of sovereignty, and the labor-control 
interests of capitalist economic development in the American southwest. But this 
book unfolds at the ground level, presenting a lesser-known history of Border Pa- 
trol officers struggling to translate the mandates and abstractions of U.S. immi- 
gration law into everyday immigration law-enforcement practices. When the 
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working lives of U.S. Border Patrol officers are considered, and when the chatter 
of big men in big debates in faraway places is taken as the context rather than the 
content of U.S. immigration law enforcement, the Border Patrol’s turn toward polic- 
ing unsanctioned Mexican immigration emerges as a process that evolved in far 
more complex and contingent ways than indicated by the master narratives that 
typically frame our understanding of U.S. immigration control. In particular, this 
book explores U.S. immigration law enforcement as a matter of state violence in 
community life, unearths the cross-border dimensions of migration control, and 

explains the U.S. Border Patrol’s growth in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands as in- 

trinsically embedded in the expansion of federal law enforcement in twentieth- 

century American life. The community, cross-border, and crime-control dimen- 

sions of the Border Patrol’s development offer new precision to the analysis of how 

immigration law enforcement evolved as a site of racialization and inequity in the 

United States. This book, therefore, digs deep into the expansive social world of 

U.S. immigration law enforcement to chronicle the making and meaning of the 

Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

Although this is the first book dedicated to the history of the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol, many scholars have perceptively written about the politics of immigration con- 

trol that shape Border Patrol practice. The work of Peter Andreas, Joseph Nevins, 

and Timothy Dunn in particular makes clear that Anglo-American nativism, ris- 

ing concerns with sovereignty in an era of economic integration, and the labor in- 

terests of capitalist economic development play pivotal roles in the shaping of con- 

temporary U.S. immigration law and law enforcement.” Daniel Tichenor, David 

Montejano, Kitty Calavita, Mae Ngai, Gilbert Gonzalez, and George Sanchez have 

pushed this analysis back in time and have confirmed the influence of nativism, 

sovereignty, and labor control in the design of U.S. immigration control. In par- 

ticular, these scholars emphasize the significant impact of agribusiness in the Amer- 

ican southwest upon the early formation of U.S. immigration law-enforcement 

practices in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. The Border Patrol, they explain, was es- 

tablished at a moment of a dramatic expansion in agricultural production in the 

southwestern United States. To plant, pick, and harvest the rapidly expanding acres 

of crops, agribusinessmen recruited seasonal labor from Mexico and rarely hesi- 

tated to demand immigration control practices that promoted their desire for un- 

restricted Mexican labor migration to the United States. But many employers also 

appreciated what Nicholas De Genova describes as the emergent “deportability” 

of undocumented workers, because the threat of deportation disciplined and mar- 

ginalized the Mexican immigrant labor force.* Agribusinessmen kicked, screamed, 

winked, lobbied, and cajoled for Border Patrol practices that allowed unrestricted 

access to Mexican workers while promoting effective discipline over the region’s 

Mexicano workforce.” 

This book shores up the notion that agribusinessmen and the overall demands 
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of labor control within the vortex of capitalist economic development, especially 

in the American southwest, significantly influenced the development of the U.S. 

Border Patrol. Established to manage human migration across the nation’s bor- 

ders, the Border Patrol policed the corridor of international labor migration be- 

tween the United States and Mexico.° But a close look at the Border Patrol’s every- 

day efforts to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions reveals that the Border Patrol’s 

project in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands was far from an inevitable and unmitigated 

expression of the interests of capitalist economic development. Rather, Border Pa- 

trol practice was a site of constant struggle. Employers, immigrants, Border Patrol 

officers, bureaucrats, Mexican politicians, nativists, Mexican American activists, 

and many others battled over the translation of U.S. immigration restrictions into 

a social reality in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. This book foregrounds the constant 

struggle involved with the Border Patrol’s enforcement of immigration restrictions. 

To tell this story of struggle required many years of digging through boxes stored 

in garages, closets, back rooms and, in one case, an abandoned factory where the 

records authored by and written about the U.S. Border Patrol have sat undisturbed 

for decades. Gaining access to records that had yet to be officially archived and/or 

properly indexed required the generosity of a wide range of people who supported 

my requests to literally unlock and unpack the history of the Border Patrol. For ex- 

ample, when I began this study, the vast majority of the Border Patrol correspon- 

dence records remained lost in the stacks of the National Archives and Records 

Administration (NARA), unseen since first archived in 1957. With the expert guid- 

ance of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) historian, Marian L. 
Smith, and the support of NARA archivists, David Brown and Cynthia Fox, I was 
able to move out of the research room and into the NARA stacks to sift through 
the archival goldmine of Border Patrol memos, personnel files, field activity re- 
ports, and internal investigations.’ Similarly, the National Border Patrol Museum 
in El Paso, Texas, provided full access to the stacks and suitcases of material that 
retired Border Patrol officers have donated to the museum over the years. Out of 
these boxes, stacks, and suitcases emerged reams of records that had yet to enter 
the official historical record. The detailed and candid documents of the officers of 
the U.S. Border Patrol—their poetry, their memos, their letters, their memories, 
their reports, and their handwritten notes—are at the center of this book’s nar- 
rative and present a complicated portrait of the Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.- 
Mexico borderlands. 

First, Border Patrol correspondence records and oral histories offer new insight 
into the many ways that Border Patrol officers and the border communities in 
which they lived shaped the development of U.S. immigration-control practices. 
Revealing the community histories embedded within the making of federal law 
enforcement offers a crucially important perspective upon the complicated process 
of translating U.S. immigration law into law enforcement because, although higher 
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authorities barked mandates and established a broad context for immigration con- 
trol, Border Patrol officers typically worked on back roads and in small towns. There, 
they made discretionary decisions, compromises, and innovations that intimately 
bound Border Patrol work to community life while profoundly shaping the orga- 
nization’s overall development. Most important, Border Patrol officers negotiated 
how to use the authority invested in them as U.S. immigration law-enforcement 
officers, engaging in daily struggles over their unique police function to distribute 
state violence in the pursuit of migration control. At the intersection of their lives 
in the borderlands and their authority as federal police officers, Border Patrol 

officers rationalized and prioritized their mandate for immigration law enforce- 

ment with regard to the social anxieties, political tensions, and economic interests 

invested in the overall police project of using state violence to establish and main- 

tain social order through migration control. The development of the Border Pa- 

trol, in other words, is best understood as an intrinsically social and political process 

revolving around questions of violence and social order rather than as a system of 

unmitigated responses to criminalized activity. 

This book concentrates on the negotiations and contests over the use of violence 

as it became embedded within the Border Patrol’s evolving practices. I explore this 

story at its most basic level of the uneven struggle among officers, immigrants, and 

community members over the violence implicit to the project of controlling hu- 

man mobility not only across the U.S.-Mexico border but also within the greater 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands. This approach to the history of the Border Patrol for- 

wards a textured understanding of how Mexican immigrants emerged as the pri- 

mary targets of U.S. immigration law enforcement. For example, during the Bor- 

der Patrol’s early years in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, a region where the deeply 

rooted divisions between Mexican migrant laborers and Anglo-American landown- 

ers dominated social organization and interactions, Border Patrol officers—often 

landless, working-class white men—gained unique entry into the region’s princi- 

pal system of social and economic relations by directing the violence of immigra- 

tion law enforcement against the region’s primary labor force, Mexican migrant 

laborers. Still for the men who worked as Border Patrol officers, the authority vested 

in them as federal immigration law-enforcement officers did not simply mean serv- 

icing the needs of agribusiness. Rather, it also functioned as a means of com- 

manding the respect of local elites, demanding social deference from Mexicans in 

general, achieving upward social mobility for their families, and concealing racial 

violence within the framework of police work. In this social history of Border Pa- 

trol practice—a history of the violence emerging from the everyday politics of en- 

forcing U.S. immigration restrictions—I argue that the U.S. Border Patrol’s rise in 

the U.S.-Mexico borderlands not only evolved according to economic demands 

and nativist anxieties but also operated according to the individual interests and 

community investments of the men who worked as Border Patrol officers.® 
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At the same time that the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol shaped the enforce- 

ment of federal immigration restrictions, they also pursued their specific mandate 

for U.S. immigration law enforcement by policing foreign nationals for crimes com- 

mitted along a shared boundary. Border Patrol work, therefore, emanated from na- 

tional mandates and pivoted on local conditions, but it also unfolded within an in- 

ternational framework that established cross-border politics and possibilities for 

U.S. migration-control efforts. This book details how the Border Patrol took shape 

within a bi-national context of the politics and practices of controlling unsanctioned 

Mexican migration along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

When I began research on this project, I did not fully appreciate the importance 

of the bi-national dimensions of migration control upon the development of the 

US. Border Patrol. The patrol is a national police force dedicated to enforcing fed- 

eral immigration law, and I proceeded with the assumption that its work, the en- 

forcement of national law against unwanted and excluded outsiders, was the ulti- 

mate expression of national sovereignty and nation-bound interests.’ Further, its 

authority as a national police force stopped at the international border. The ana- 

lytical implication of my early assumptions about the bounded nature of U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol work was that, while I could examine the translation of national law and 

federal police power within the local contexts of the borderlands, the final and outer 

limit of the development and deployment of Border Patrol practice would be 

defined by the territorial limits of the nation-state. But the more dusty records I 

read, the more I came to realize that the Border Patrol’s rise took shape within a 

cross-border context of migration control along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

The first traces I found of the cross-border influences upon U.S. Border Patrol 
practices and priorities surfaced in the U.S. Border Patrol and U.S. State Depart- 
ment correspondence records. Here and there, memos from U.S. attachés in Mex- 

ico and Border Patrol officers working along the border referenced a Mexican Bor- 
der Patrol within the Mexican Department of Migration that worked with its U.S. 
Border Patrol counterpart to police unauthorized border crossings along the U.S.- 
Mexico border. I had never before heard of a Mexican Border Patrol (nor had any 
of the scholars and archivists with whom I spoke) and was intrigued by the possi- 
bility that U.S. Border Patrol practices in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands developed 
in conjunction with efforts south of the border.!° To learn more, I headed to the 
archives in Mexico City, where I conducted research at Mexico’s Archivo General 
de la Nacién, Archivo de la Secretaria.de Relaciones Exteriores, and the Her- 
menoteca Nacional. While extraordinarily helpful in terms of understanding the 
Mexican politics of emigration control, these archives did not hold what I was hop- 
ing to find—the records of the Mexican Department of Migration. 

Established in 1926 and known as the Mexican Department of Migration 
(MDM) until 1993, the Instituto Nacional de Migracion (INM) in the Secretaria 
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de Gobernacion is responsible for enforcing Mexican immigration law by manag- 
ing, facilitating, regulating, and policing human migration into and out of Mex- 
ico. The officers of the INM spend their days enforcing immigration restrictions 
against foreign nationals and managing the exit and return of Mexican citizens. 
Much of the history of migration to and from Mexico during the twentieth cen- 
tury is thus held in the records of the INM. When I first began my research in Mex- 
ico, the historical records of the INM, namely, the records of the Mexican De- 
partment of Migration, had yet to be officially archived, systematically indexed, or 
publicly released, much like the records of the U.S. Border Patrol. But in collabo- 
ration with the INM and Professor Pablo Yankelevich of Mexico’s Instituto Na- 
cional de Antropologia e Historia, we launched the first indexing and research 
project at the Archivo Historico del Instituto Nacional de Migracién (AHINM). 
The archive was housed in an abandoned factory in Mexico City. Many of the boxes 
contained papers that had literally disintegrated into slush, but about four thou- 
sand boxes containing an estimated four hundred thousand files had survived the 
years of disregard in a forgotten and leaky warehouse.!! 

The surviving records of the Mexican Department of Migration speak against 

the tendency to frame U.S. immigration control and border enforcement exclu- 

sively in terms of U.S.-based concerns regarding sovereignty, labor control, and 

unwanted migration. South of the border, Mexican officers attempted to prevent 

Mexican workers from illegally crossing into the United States and, when politi- 

cally possible, pushed and prodded representatives of the U.S. Department of State, 

the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), and the U.S. Border Patrol 

to improve border control and to deport Mexican nationals who broke both U.S. 

and Mexican law by surreptitiously crossing into the United States.!? Further, a con- 

stellation of records pulled from U.S. and Mexican archives trace how the rise of 

the U.S. Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands developed in partnership 

with the establishment and expansion of cross-border systems of migration con- 

trol during the 1940s and early 1950s. The Border Patrol’s deepening focus on the 

southern border and on persons of Mexican origin evolved during the 1940s, in 

great part, in response to Mexican demands and in coordination with Mexican 

emigration-control efforts. This book, therefore, complicates notions that the rise 

of the U.S. Border Patrol is the product of exclusively U.S.-based interests and 

makes Mexico a crucial partner in the development of modern migration-control 

and border-enforcement practices in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

To incorporate Mexican interests in and influences upon the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol, I tell the history of the patrol within the bi-national context of migration con- 

trol between the United States and Mexico. I narrate the U.S.-Mexico encounter 

implicit within this bi-national history according to the career of U.S. imperialism 

in Mexico. Between 1848 and World War II, U.S. economic imperialism in Mex- 
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ico was aggressive, uncompromising, and punctuated by threats of military inva- 

sion. But World War II shifts in U.S. global power and claims by the Mexican po- 

litical and economic elite forced U.S. imperialism in Mexico to operate with the 

support and collaboration of Mexican economic and political elites.!3 John Mason 

Hart describes the new era of U.S. imperialism in Mexico as one defined by “co- 

operation and accommodation.”!* Under the new conditions of U.S. imperialism 

in Mexico, migration control operated as a site of cross-border cooperation and 

accommodation. Understanding U.S. Border Patrol practice as a site of cross-bor- 

der negotiation and cooperation (although still shadowed by an imbalanced rela- 

tionship between the United States and Mexico) opens space for exploring the piv- 

otal role that Mexico played in deepening the Border Patrol’s focus upon the 

southern border and policing undocumented Mexican immigration, particularly 

during World War IJ. 

While unearthing such community and cross-border influences, this book 

stretches the domain of the U.S. Border Patrol from its familiar home within U.S. 

immigration history to write immigration control into the history of crime and pun- 

ishment in the United States. The history of the U.S. Border Patrol is much more 

than a chapter in the story of Mexican labor migration to the United States. As such, 

this book centers upon examining the entanglement of Mexican labor migration 

and Border Patrol practice, but it enters this story from the perspective of a police 

force coming of age in twentieth-century America. In particular, this book charts 

the history of the Border Patrol within the context of the expansion of U.S. federal 

law enforcement in the twentieth century. 

When Congress first established the U.S. Border Patrol, it joined a small and 

relatively weak collection of federal law-enforcement agencies.!° Not until the New 

Deal did Congress and executive authorities begin to part with the American tra- 

dition of local law enforcement by strengthening federal crime-control bureau- 

cracies and expanding federal crime-control powers. In its first decades, the U.S. 

Border Patrol, like its federal counterparts, was a small outfit of officers working 

on the periphery of law enforcement and crime control in the United States. In these 
days, the mandate for migration control may have come from Washington, D.C., 
but Border Patrol practices and priorities were primarily local creations. 

During World War II and in the decades to come, federal initiatives, resources, 
and, at times, directives dramatically altered the balance of law enforcement and 
criminal justice in the United States. While municipal police forces continued to 
dominate patrol activities, World War II internment and border-security efforts, 
Cold War concerns regarding saboteurs, the demands of civil rights workers for 
federal protection from local political violence in the American south, and, most 
important, the ascent of drug control as a national program all pushed a hard turn 
toward nationalized systems, discourses, and projects of crime control in the sec- 
ond half of the twentieth century. The U.S. Border Patrol benefited enormously 
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from new investments in and concerns about federal law enforcement. Overall 
funding increased, payroll expanded, technologies improved, and, most important, 
immigration control was more tightly linked to federal objectives ranging from do- 
mestic security to drug interdiction, namely, those concerning the U.S.-Mexico bor- 
der. Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, there would be expan- 
sions and contractions in Border Patrol budgets, but the organization never 
returned to its origins as a decentralized outfit of local men enforcing federal law. 
In many ways, the rise of the U.S. Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands is 
a story about the expansion and consolidation of federal law-enforcement capac- 
ities in the twentieth century. 

In detailing these many dimensions of the patrol’s turn toward policing un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigration, this book sharpens our understanding of how 

U.S. Border Patrol practice evolved as a very specific site of racial inequity. Immi- 

gration control, as legal scholars Linda Bosniak, Kevin Johnson, and others argue, 

is not simply matter of keeping immigrants out or letting immigrants in. Rather, 

the U.S. immigration regime operates as a formal system of inequity within the 

United States because, beyond questions of basic political enfranchisement, vari- 

ous social welfare benefits are distributed according to immigrant status, and indi- 

vidual protections such as those against indefinite detention are categorically denied 

to excludable aliens. The U.S. immigration regime, in other words, operates as a 

deeply consequential system that manages, shapes, and participates in the inequi- 

table distribution of rights, protections, and benefits between citizens and immi- 

grants and among the various immigrant-status groups within the United States.!° 

For unauthorized immigrants, the formal tiers of inequity embedded within the 

U.S. immigration regime are compounded by the fear of deportation that encour- 

ages unauthorized migrants to attempt to evade detection by finding safety in zones 

of social, political, and economic marginalization. Susan Bibler Coutin describes 

these zones of marginalization as “spaces of nonexistence” that function as “sites 

of subjugation” and “loci of repression” by both formally and informally “limiting 

rights, restricting services, and erasing personhood.”!” Similarly Mae Ngai defines 

illegal immigrants as “a caste, unambiguously situated outside the boundaries of 

formal membership and social legitimacy.”!* Whether understood as a manifesta- 

tion of nonexistence or caste, the relentless marginalizations of illegal status, for- 

mal and informal, transform persons guilty of the act of illegal immigration into 

persons living within the condition of being illegal.” 
Yet being illegal is highly abstract in everyday life. Not only are there countless 

ways of becoming illegal—entry without authorization, overstaying a visa, or vio- 

lating the conditions of legal residency—but, as Coutin explains, “The undocu- 

mented get jobs, rent apartments, buy property, go to school, get married, have 

children, join churches, found organizations, and develop friendships. ... Much 

of the time, they are undifferentiated from those around them.””? Without any pre- 
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cise indicators of the condition of illegality, it is difficult to identify unauthorized 

immigrants. However, with the mandate to detect, detain, interrogate, and appre- 

hend persons for violating U.S. immigration restrictions, officers of the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol spend their working hours bringing bodies to the abstract political caste 

of illegality. Border Patrol officers, therefore, literally embody this site of political 

disenfranchisement, economic inequity, and social suspicion within the United 

States. The patrol’s focus upon policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration as- 

signed the inequities, disenfranchisements, suspicions, and violences of being ille- 

gal to persons of Mexican origin.” In other words, as Jorge Lerma and many schol- 

ars and activists have noted, the rise of the U.S. Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands effectively Mexicanized the set of inherently and lawfully unequal so- 

cial relations emerging from the legal/illegal divide.” 
U.S. immigration control is widely recognized as a site of racial inequity, but 

this book’s social history of Border Patrol practice allows for more precision in iden- 

tifying the targets of immigration enforcement while calling for a more expansive 

understanding of how migration control in the borderlands evolved as of the story 

of race in the United States. Border Patrol correspondence records, complaint files, 

and cultural artifacts—cartoons, humor, autobiographies, and so forth—reveal tacit 

distinctions of gender, class, and complexion that Border Patrol officers policed. 

As one officer liked to joke, the Border Patrol’s primary target was a “Mexican 

male; about 5'5" to 5'8"; dark brown hair; brown eyes; dark complexion; wearing 

huaraches ... and so on.””’ In the 1940s, Border Patrol officers expanded the gen- 

der profile of the undocumented immigrant to encompass women and families, 

but their commitment to class, complexion, and national origins remained firm. 

Tracing the nuances of the Border Patrol’s targeted enforcement of U.S. immigra- 

tion restrictions clarifies dimensions of gender, class, and complexion that were 

rendered invisible when officers simply referred to their targets as “Mexican.” Class 

and complexion are undeniably slippery social categories, but this book’s focus 

upon the unarticulated discretions of Border Patrol practices reveals crucial inter- 

sections of class and complexion that shaped the Border Patrol’s policing of Mex- 

icans. To capture the complexion-inflected class specificity of these practices, I in- 
troduce the term Mexican Brown as a conceptual and rhetorical tool because, 
regardless of immigration or citizenship status, it was Mexican Browns rather than 
abstract Mexicans who lived within the Border Patrol’s sphere of suspicion. 

Further, the nuances of policing Mexicans unfolded in conversation with ques- 
tions, discourses, and structures dedicated to upholding distinctions between 
blackness and whiteness in twentieth-century American life. From the days of Jim 
Crow racial segregation to the expansion of the prison system, the Border Patrol’s 
policing of Mexicans always drew degrees of logic, support, and legitimacy from 
black/white racial stratification. There is, in other words, no “beyond black and 
white” in the story of U.S. immigration control, and it is precisely the black-and- 
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white dimensions of policing Mexicans for unsanctioned migration that clarify how 
U.S. immigration law enforcement evolved as a story of race in the United States. 
This book therefore charts how the black/white divide shaped the Border Patrol’s 
Mexicanization of the legal/illegal divide.** 

Finally, the Border Patrol’s racialization of the legal/illegal divide also evolved 
as a bi-national formation of migration-control efforts across the U.S.-Mexico bor- 
der. The participation of Mexican officials in the U.S. Border Patrol’s rise in the 
U.S.-Mexico borderlands reveals the bi-national dynamics of policing Mexicans in 

the United States. This story runs contrary to the tendency to interpret the transna- 

tional and international impact upon U.S. race relations, particularly in the post- 

World War II era, as a turn toward progressive reform and liberation politics.” 

This book, therefore, provides one example of how anxieties and interests from be- 

yond U.S. borders contributed to the hardening rather than the dismantling of 

racialized social and political inequities within United States after World War II.”° 

By the time that Jorge Lerma sang his song, “Superman Is an Illegal Alien,” a 

song about race, illegality, and inequality in America, the Border Patrol’s turn to- 

ward policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands 

was already complete. The consequences of the Border Patrol’s uneven enforce- 

ment of U.S. immigration restrictions were significant, but the reasons for it 

seemed simple and unalterable: Mexicans crossed the border without sanction, and 

the Border Patrol, in response, concentrated on policing unsanctioned Mexican 

immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Yet, all told, the making of the U.S. 

Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands turned upon much more than the 

unsanctioned border crossings of Mexican nationals. From the interests and con- 

cerns of individual officers to the demands of policing the corridor of international 

labor migration, the patrol’s turn toward policing Mexican immigrants quite often 

had less to do with the men, women, and children who crossed the border and more 

to do with the communities they entered, the countries they crossed between, and 

the men they confronted along the way.” From Mexico City to Washington, D.C., 

down to the sister cities of Brownsville, Texas, and Reynosa, Tamaulipas, the U.S. 

Border Patrol created the practices of U.S. immigration law enforcement at the vex- 

ing crossroads of community life, regional interests, national politics, and inter- 

national relations in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. And from the expansion of fed- 

eral police powers in the twentieth century to the shifts in the black/white divide 

in modern America, the U.S. Border Patrol’s steady rise is a history that unfolded 

in conversation with far more than the laws that the institution was founded to en- 

force. Therefore, by carefully examining the dusty and scattered record of the U.S. 

Border Patrol, this book provides what Antonio Gramsci once described as an “in- 

ventory” of the many “traces,” that is, a catalogue and analysis of the many histo- 

ries that shaped the making and the meaning of the U.S. Border Patrol in the U.S.- 

Mexico borderlands.”® 
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This book is arranged into three chronological parts. Each part represents one 

of three generations in the U.S, Border Patrol’s first fifty years on patrol between 

1924 and 1974. Part 1 addresses the highly regional and local period of Border Pa- 

trol operations from the establishment of the U.S. Border Patrol on May 28, 1924, 

to the entrance of the United States into World War II in 1941. Chapter 1 provides 

a foundation for understanding Border Patrol work in these years by outlining the 

mandate, the men, and the bureaucracy of the U.S. Border Patrol during the 1920s 

and 1930s. Chapter 2 tells the story of the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands, where 

a concentration of local men hired as U.S. Border Patrol officers directed the de- 

velopment of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Here, the patrol’s narrow en- 

forcement of U.S. immigration restrictions was deeply connected to the social world 

in which the officers came of age before they became officers of the state. Chapter 

3 focuses on the development of Border Patrol practices and priorities along the 

California and western Arizona border regions, where Border Patrol officers 

tended to be outsiders struggling to rationalize the many possibilities for U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement. Here, the shifting political economy of Mexican labor 

migration and the fiscal limitations of policing European and Asian immigration 

tilted the Border Patrol’s focus toward policing Mexican immigrants. Together, 

chapters 1, 2, and 3 argue that, while immigration restriction was a national phe- 

nomenon, U.S. Border Patrol practice in the 1920s and 1930s was a deeply social 

project that was defined by highly regionalized interpretations of the possibili- 
ties and limitations of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Chapter 4 heads south 
of the U.S.-Mexico border to explore how the 1924 consolidation in U.S. immi- 
gration control sparked Mexican efforts to prevent Mexican workers from com- 
mitting the crime of illegal entry into the United States. 

Part 2 opens with the nationalization of the U.S. Border Patrol during World 
War II, continues with an exploration of the impact of cross-border systems of 
managing Mexican labor migration upon U.S. Border Patrol practice, and closes 
with an examination of the opposition of agribusiness in South Texas to the de- 
localization of Border Patrol personnel, practices, and priorities during the 1940s. 
Chapters 5 and 6 address how the establishment of the Bracero Program as a cross- 
border program for managing U.S.-Mexico labor migration transformed migra- 
tion control along the U.S.-Mexico border: bilaterally managing the importation 
of legal Mexican labor into the United States provided new possibilities and de- 
mands for the bilateral management of deporting illegal Mexican labor out of the 
United States. Chapter 7 examines how bilateral migration control upset Border 
Patrol relations with old friends and neighbors, namely, South Texas agribusiness- 
men accustomed to familiar Border Patrol officers enforcing federal law accord- 
ing to local customs and interests. Together, Chapters 5, 6, and 7 demonstrate how 
the dramatic and contested delocalization of U.S. Border Patrol operations actu- 
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ally intensified the patrol’s concentration upon policing unsanctioned Mexican 
immigration. 

By the early 1950s, the U.S. Border Patrol was embroiled in crisis. The South 
Texas farmers were in rebellion, and a constant upward tick in U.S. Border Patrol 
apprehension statistics suggested that the patrol had lost all control along the U.S.- 
Mexico border. Part 3 opens by examining how the U.S. Border Patrol triumphed 
over the crises of consent and control in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands and closes 
with an analysis of how the patrol proceeded in the quiet years that followed. In 
particular, Chapter 8 demonstrates that while Border Patrol officials declared that 
an unprecedented show of force during the summer of 1954 had ended the crises 
of control and consent in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, it was actually compro- 
mise with farmers and a retreat from aggressive migration control that closed the 

so-called “wetback decade” of 1944 to 1954. Chapter 9 offers an examination of the 

dramatic reimagination of U.S. migration control after the triumphs of 1954. In 

particular, subtle changes in U.S. Border Patrol rhetoric, propaganda, and strate- 

gies along the U.S.-Mexico border reframed the patrol’s mission from controlling 

unsanctioned labor migration to preventing cross-border criminal activities, such 

as prostitution and drug trafficking. In these years, the policing of the unsanctioned 
migrations of poor Mexican-born workers increasingly intersected with the polic- 

ing of the cross-border trafficking of marijuana and narcotics such as Mexican- 

grown heroin, a.k.a. Mexican Brown. My use of the term Mexican Brown, there- 

fore, is not only a conceptual and rhetorical tool that captures the shades of class 

and color of the people that Border Patrol officers policed but also an intentional 

indication of the entanglements of migration control with crime control and drug 

enforcement during the 1960s, 1970s, and beyond. 

This book closes at the dawning of the embattled decades of the late twentieth 

century, when the U.S. Border Patrol’s management of the problems of race, crime, 

and migration became almost impossible to disentangle. These years were marked 

by a steady escalation of border enforcement and a dramatic intensification of the 

raids upon Mexican communities in the borderlands region. In song and litiga- 

tion, Jorge Lerma and a growing number of Chicano/a activists and immigrant 

rights advocates protested the impact of U.S. Border Patrol practices upon Mexi- 

cans crossing into the United States and Mexicans living north of Mexico. Super- 

man took to the skies and floated right on by, Lerma complained, but Mexicans 

had to carry identification and, if illegal, be detained or deported. Lerma identified 

“Mr. Racism” as the root of Border Patrol prejudices and discretions. While the 

legal/illegal divide functioned as a racial divide through the Border Patrol’s uneven 

enforcement of U.S. immigration restrictions, the racialization and regionalization 

of U.S. immigration law enforcement was far more complicated than Lerma imag- 

ined, and reducing U.S. Border Patrol practices to Anglo-American racism masks 
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the strange but powerful nexus of men, interests, choices, and chances that, despite 

a world of other possibilities, ultimately delivered the U.S. Border Patrol to the 

project of policing Mexicans in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Over the years, farm- 

ers, U.S. and Mexican government officials, U.S. Border Patrolmen, influential 

members of the Mexican American middle-class, and even undocumented Mexi- 

can immigrants themselves all played roles in the regionalization and racialization 

of migration control within the United States. Their participation, unequal and often 

contradictory, pushed the Border Patrol toward its rise in the U.S.-Mexico border- 

lands while giving nuanced formation to the problem of race that emerges from 

the patrol’s uneven policing of the legal/illegal divide. 



PART ONE 

Formation 



U.S. Border Patrol officers near the California-Mexico 
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ESTABLISHED IN MAY OF 1924, the United States Border Patrol’s broad police 

powers rested in its mandate to protect the national interest by enforcing federal 

immigration laws. Yet, throughout the 1920s and 1930s, poor national coordina- 

tion effectively regionalized the development of U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

Part 1 of this book examines the complexity of the U.S. Border Patrol’s turn to- 

ward policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

In the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands, defined by the two Texas-based Border 

Patrol districts with jurisdiction extending from the Gulf of Mexico to southeast- 

ern Arizona, the first officers were local boys who had come of age in the border- 

lands before they became officers of the Border Patrol. These men allowed their 

work as federal law-enforcement officers to unfold in intimate conversation with 

the social world of the borderlands. They quickly focused the violence of U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement on policing poor Mexicans and thereby racialized the 

caste of illegals in the greater Texas-Mexico border region. Along the California 

and western Arizona borders with Mexico, the Border Patrol’s turn toward polic- 

ing unsanctioned Mexican immigration accompanied a slow turn away from 

policing unsanctioned European and Asian immigration as policing Mexicans 

emerged as an expedient and cost-effective strategy for U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement. Finally, part 1 also tells a story that Border Patrol officers of the 1920s 

and 1930s never would have imagined as part of their own. During this period, 

conflict was far more common than cooperation between U.S. and Mexican im- 

migration officers working along the U.S.-Mexico border. U.S. Border Patrol 

officers working during the 1920s and 1930s, therefore, would not have recognized 

the politics and practices of emigration control south of the U.S.-Mexico border 

17 
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as relevant to the story of U.S. Border Patrol development. These officers had no 

idea of the massive changes that World War II would bring to U.S. Border Patrol 

and the practices of migration control along the U.S.-Mexico border. After 1942, _ 

U.S. and Mexican officers would often join forces to prevent the unsanctioned bor- 

der crossings of Mexican nationals and to coordinate mass deportation campaigns 

not only out of the United States, but reaching deep into the interior of Mexico. 

Chapter 4, therefore, lays the foundation for U.S.-Mexican collaboration in the 

1940s by exploring the politics and practices of emigration control in Mexico dur- 

ing the 1920s and 1930s. 



The Early Years 

Hired in El Paso, Texas, in September 1924, Emmanuel Avant “Dogie” Wright was 

one of the first officers of the United States Border Patrol. Born and raised in the 

Texas-Mexico borderlands, Dogie had deep roots in the region where he worked 

for twenty-seven years as a U.S. Border Patrol officer. Dogie’s great-grandparents, 

Elizabeth and John Jackson Tumlinson, had joined Stephen Austin’s 1822 expedi- 

tion into the northern Mexican province of Coahuila y Tejas (Texas).' Dogie’s great- 

grandparents were among the original Anglo-American colonists, commonly 

known as the “Old Three Hundred,” in Austin’s Texas project. Although many in 

the Austin expedition were southern slaveholders hoping to rebuild their pros- 

perous plantations in Texas, the Tumlinsons were simply modest farmers: when 

they arrived in Texas, their property consisted of some cattle, hogs, horses, and 

farming utensils.* Troubles began soon after the Tumlinsons settled in a district 

along the Colorado River. The Colorado District was offered to the settlers by the 

Mexican government but claimed by the Comanches, Tonkawas, Apaches, and 

Karankawas, who dominated the region along with an assortment of smugglers and 

frontiersmen. Several months after the colonists arrived, three men guarding a 

shipload of the colonists’ provisions disappeared. Their disappearance frightened 

the settlers, and, to better protect themselves they formed a government and elected 

John Jackson Tumlinson as mayor (alcalde).’ John Jackson had yet to take office 

when two more settlers were found dead. In defense of the colonists and their in- 

terests in the region, John Jackson proposed the establishment of a permanent rov- 

ing patrol. He was killed soon after by a group of Karankawa and Huaco Indians, 

but the roving patrol that he founded lived on to become the Texas Rangers. 

The Texas Rangers shaped and protected Anglo-American settlement in Texas.* 

19 
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They battled indigenous groups for dominance in the region, chased down run- 

away slaves who struck for freedom deep within Mexico, and settled scores with 

anyone who challenged the Anglo-American project in Texas. The Rangers proved 

particularly useful in helping Anglo-American landholders win favorable settle- 

ments of land and labor disputes with Texas Mexicans. Whatever the task, how- 

ever, raw physical violence was the Rangers’ principal strategy. As the years un- 

folded, the stories of the Tumlinson family, Anglo-American settlement in Texas, 

and the Texas Rangers remained closely intertwined: no fewer than sixteen of John 

Jackson’s descendants protected the interests of Anglo-Americans in Texas in the 

service of the Texas Rangers.” Among them were Dogie Wright and his father, Cap- 

tain William L. Wright, each of whom served as Rangers in southern Texas. 

Anglo-American settlement was slow to develop in south Texas. A few ranchers 

had pushed southward in the mid-nineteenth century, but most Anglo-American 

farmers saw little value in the dry and distant lands near the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Not until the late nineteenth century, when new irrigation techniques and refrig- 

erated rail cars promised to transform the arid border region into a profitable agri- 

cultural zone, did Anglo-American farmers begin to imagine and seek their for- 

tune in south Texas. When they arrived, Anglo-American farmers confronted a 

well-established Mexicano ranching population that did not easily acquiesce to the 

changes the Anglos envisioned. The violence of the Texas Rangers played a pivotal 

role in transforming south Texas into a region dominated by Anglo-American 

farmers. 

Born at the dawn of the Anglo-American push into south Texas, Dogie Wright 

came of age during one of the most brutal periods of the Texas Rangers’ history. 

Walter Prescott Webb, a sympathetic chronicler of the Texas Rangers, described 

these years as peppered with “revenge by proxy,” a strategy by which Rangers in- 

discriminately killed Mexicanos to avenge the transgressions of others.° One of the 
Rangers’ most notorious episodes of bloodshed took place just two months after 
Dogie was born. 

_ On June 12, 1901, a Mexicano rancher named Gregorio Cortez stood at the gate 
of his home in Karnes County, Texas. There, he resisted arrest for a crime that he 
did not commit. The sheriff persisted, drew his gun, and shot Gregorio’s brother 
in the mouth when he charged at the sheriff to protect Gregorio. Gregorio shot back 
and killed the sheriff, an act that was sure to bring the Texas Rangers to his doorstep. 
When they came, Gregorio and his family (including his wounded brother) were 
gone: all that remained was the dead body of the sheriff. The news of Gregorio’s 
deadly defiance quickly spread across southern Texas, and Dogie’s father, Captain 
William Wright of the Texas Rangers, joined the search for Gregorio Cortez. For 
ten days, the Texas Rangers and posses numbering up to three hundred men hunted 
for him. When they could not find him, they sought revenge by proxy, arresting, 
brutalizing, and murdering an unknown number of Mexicanos. 



THE EARLY YEARS 21 

These were the days when Dogie Wright took his first breaths in the U.S.- 
Mexico borderlands. In the years to come, he helped his father and the Rangers 
take care of their horses, and as a young adult, Dogie himself became a Ranger. At 
the age of twenty-three, Dogie joined the U.S. Border Patrol. Descended from the 
Old Three Hundred, embedded in the history of the Texas Rangers, and born in the 
shadow of one of the borderland’s most brutal battles between Anglos and Mexi- 
canos, Dogie carried a long and complicated history into his work as a Border Pa- 
trolman. He was joined by hundreds of other borderlanders hired as Border Pa- 
trol officers during the 1920s and 1930s. Like Dogie, they had grown up and lived 
in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands before they became Border Patrol officers. Their 
pedigree was not that of the landholding elite but of the Anglo-American working 
class, who often used law enforcement as a strategy of economic survival and so- 
cial uplift in the agriculture-based societies of the borderlands. And they had grown 
up with white violence toward Mexicanos. The broad congressional mandate for 

migration control provided the outer contours for their work, but the decentral- 

ized structure of the early U.S. Border Patrol granted Dogie and the others signifi- 

cant control over the development of U.S. immigration law-enforcement practices. 

Far from the halls of Congress, the early officers of the Border Patrol enforced U.S. 

immigration restrictions according to the customs, interests, and histories of the 

borderland communities where they lived and worked. Therefore, the story of the 

early years of the U.S. Border Patrol begins in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDERLANDS 

When the Old Three Hundred first entered Texas in 1822, what would later be- 

come the southwestern United States was still part of northern Mexico. From Alta 

California’s Pacific Coast to the Texas plains, many Anglo-Americans coveted the 

rich natural landscape of the Mexican northwest. The most covetous argued that 

it was the duty and “manifest destiny” of Anglo-Americans to rule the North Amer- 

ican continent from sea to sea.’ Their imaginings drew strength from the triumph 

of the Anglo-American colonists in Texas who, in 1836, successfully fought a war 

for independence against Mexico. Nine years later, the United States annexed the 

Republic of Texas, but President James Polk (1845-49) wanted more. Inspired by 

the theory of Manifest Destiny, Polk in January 1846 sent troops into disputed ter- 

ritory below the newly acquired state of Texas. The Mexican army engaged the U.S. 

troops, but the battle quickly turned into a war that the debt-ridden Mexican gov- 

ernment could not afford to fight. United States armed forces occupied Mexico City 

in 1848 and declared victory over Mexico in the U.S.-Mexico War of 1846-48. 

The U.S.-Mexico War was a war of conquest that forced Mexico to cede nearly 

50 percent of its northern territory to the United States. The new U.S.-Mexico bor- 

der was drawn down the belly of the Rio Grande between the Gulf of Mexico and 
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El Paso, Texas, and from there the border pushed west across the deserts and moun- 

tains to the Pacific Ocean. Above this line, an estimated one hundred and fifty thou- 

sand Mexicans and one hundred and eighty thousand members of free, indigenous 

tribes lived in the newly declared American territory. Transferring land ownership 

from their hands to those of Anglo-Americans would be the final element of con- 

quest in the new American West. 

Anglo-American settlers used a variety of techniques to acquire land rights from 

Mexican and indigenous landholders. While violence, the reservation system, and 

genocide were popular methods of dispossessing indigenous populations, Anglo- 

Americans most often gained access to Mexican land rights through marriage, debt 

payment, fraud, or purchase. By the late nineteenth century, the transfer of own- 

ership from Indians and Mexicans to Anglo-Americans was nearly complete.* 

The new landholders tended to own large tracts of land. The small, family-owned 

farm never took root in the American West.’ Instead, the land barons of the West 

held tracts averaging tens of thousands of acres, and their visions of agriculture in 

the region centered upon building massive enterprises that Carey McWilliams de- 

scribed as “factories in the fields.”!° The factory floor was land enriched by eons of 

geologic shifts. For example, millions of years before the U.S.-Mexico War opened 

California to Anglo-American farmers, the Pacific Ocean and its many tributaries 

had washed across the alluvial plains of the San Joaquin Valley in central Califor- 

nia, depositing a rich silt of minerals and organic matter. Several hundred miles to 

the south, much of the Imperial Valley ranked as one of the hottest and driest deserts 

in all of North America, but the long natural history of the region had buried enor- 

mous potential in the dust. The Gulf of California once stretched north and coy- 

ered much of the Colorado Desert. In time the gulf receded, but the Colorado River 

spilled into the region and formed Lake Cahuilla, a massive lake a hundred miles 

long, thirty-five miles wide, and three hundred feet deep. Lake Cahuilla is estimated 

to have existed for several thousand years before drying up and leaving behind 

dry but fertile land. Similarly, natural migrations by the Rio Grande, its tributar- 

ies, and the Gulf of Mexico left rich silt deposits in the region later divided by the 
U.S.-Mexico border.!! 

Millions of years of geologic history may have enriched the land barons’ land 
and kindled dreams of agricultural empires in the American West, but water was 
uncontrolled in the region. Erratic climatic shifts from floods to droughts created 
unpredictable and thus unsustainable conditions for the development of capital- 
ist agricultural production. The land barons’ dreams of industrial farming in the 
American West depended upon controlling the flow of water through the region. 

Congress passed the Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902 to fund large irrigation 
projects in the West.'* As dams, canals, and reservoirs controlled the waters, land- 
holders quickly transformed the rich but arid lands into fields of grains, fruits, veg- 
etables, and cotton. By 1920, the southwest served as an orchard and winter garden 
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to the world. With almost thirty-one million acres of crops valued at more than 
$1.7 billion in California and Texas alone, the southwest was the nation’s most pro- 
ductive and profitable agricultural region.!3 During the 1920s, the fortunes reaped 
from the southwestern soil swelled to new heights as acres of crops boomed to a 
combined total of more than thirty-nine million in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 
and California.' 

The rapid expansion of the factories in the fields depended upon an ever- 
increasing number of migrant workers to seasonally plant and harvest the crops.!° 
In California, agribusinesses had once had access to various sources of labor. In 
the late nineteenth century, landholders had hired California Indians and Chinese 
immigrants to harvest everything from wheat to fruit and sugar beets.!° The near 
success of a genocidal campaign against California Indians, however, had reduced 
their total population to fewer than nineteen thousand by the turn of the twenti- 
eth century, and a violent wave of anti-Chinese politics pushed through the pas- 
sage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which severely limited the availability 
of Chinese laborers. Some of the Chinese workers fled south into Mexico, where 
they worked on U.S.- and Mexican-owned farms in the Mexicali Valley just below 
the California~-Mexico border, but the Chinese presence in California agriculture 
declined significantly in the following years.!” 

Some landowners attempted to replace Chinese immigrants and Indian work- 

ers with black migrants from the southern states, but there was significant popu- 

lar resistance to black settlement in California, and the state’s agribusinessmen 

searched elsewhere for a labor supply.'® Next they experimented with Japanese la- 

borers, encouraging slightly more than twenty-seven thousand Japanese nationals 

to enter the United States between 1891 and 1900.’” Japanese immigrants upset the 

expectations of agribusinessmen by quickly organizing themselves in the fields to 

demand higher wages and by making inroads into the business of farming as small 

landowners and tenants. As agribusinessmen negotiated in the fields, Anglo- 

American communities, primarily, San Francisco, strongly protested the arrival of 

Japanese immigrants and created an international incident between the U.S. and 

Japanese governments by prohibiting Japanese children from attending white 

schools.”° In 1907, the U.S. and Japanese governments addressed the mounting ten- 

sions between Anglo-Americans and Japanese immigrants in San Francisco by sign- 

ing the Gentleman’s Agreement of 1907, an international treaty by which the Japa- 

nese government agreed to significantly curtail Japanese immigration to the United 

States.”! Restrictions upon Japanese immigration effectively ended the experiment 

with Japanese field-workers, while the passage of California’s 1913 and 1920 Alien 

Land Laws significantly curtailed the remaining Japanese presence in California 

agriculture by prohibiting “aliens ineligible for citizenship” that is, Asians—from 

owning or renting farmland.”* Pushed out of California farming, some of the Japa- 

nese followed the Chinese to Mexico and became tenant farmers on U.S.-owned 
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farms in the Mexicali Valley. North of the border, however, labor unrest, immi- 

gration restrictions, international treaties, community prejudice, and state law ef- 

fectively ended the short experiment with Japanese farm laborers. 

The end of the Spanish-American War in 1898 launched an era of empire that 

established new migration corridors between the Philippines and California. 

Whereas only five Filipinos lived in California in 1900, an estimated thirty thou- 

sand Filipinos resided in the state by 1930.7° Most were male sojourners who came 

to work. They took jobs as farmworkers and domestic servants, but Filipino mi- 

grants proved to be skilled labor organizers who constantly upset the agribusi- 

nessmen’s search for a docile labor force.”4 California’s agribusinessmen barely said 

a word when Congress effectively ended Filipino migration to the United States 

with the passage of the Tydings-McDuffie Act of 1934. 

All told, as California agribusiness developed, the California Indian population 

was plummeting to its nadir; Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino workers were pro- 

hibited from entering the United States, and black settlement was unwanted. A few 

experiments with white farm collectives had been tried throughout the state but, 

by and large, agribusinessmen were looking for temporary, cheap, and marginal- 

ized workers who would come and go with the harvests. It was within this context 

that California’s agribusinessmen developed a dependence upon Mexican labor- 

ers migrating across the U.S.-Mexico border. By the mid-1920s, Mexicans com- 

prised the vast majority of agricultural workers in the Golden State. Of the esti- 

mated eighty thousand workers migrating across the state picking alfalfa, melons, 

and cotton in the Imperial Valley, peas, cotton and asparagus in the San Joaquin 

Valley, and citrus in Los Angeles County and the Inland Empire, between 80 and 

95 percent were Mexicans by the mid 1920s.” 

Some agribusinessmen described their turn to Mexican immigrant workers as a 

result of the “docile” nature of Mexican workers. Mexican workers, they argued, were 
quiet, diligent, docile, and therefore ideal farm workers. This characterization of 
Mexican workers disregarded the robust activity of Mexican labor organizing in 
the United States—the 1903 strike in Oxnard, California; the 1904 railroad strike 
in the Rio Grande Valley of Texas; and, the 1922 strike in Imperial, California, for 
example—and ignored the role of Mexican workers in the making of the Mexican 
Revolution of 1910, but it was a comforting thought for agribusinessmen, who re- 
alized that U.S. immigration restrictions had left them with few options by the 
19208.*° As one of California’s many agribusiness lobbyists admitted, “We have gone 
east, west, and north, and south and he is the only man power available to us.”2” 

In south Texas, the story of labor, migration, and agribusiness was different. 
With a history of black slavery, Texans had fewer hesitations about encouraging 
black settlement, but while cotton cultivation and fruit production expanded dur- 
ing the 1910s and 1920s, World War I had drawn black southerners north. Tex- 
ans were unable to attract enough black farm laborers away from their northern 
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destinations. Texans, particularly those in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, quickly 
turned to and depended upon Mexican labor.?’ By the 1920s, local farmers esti- 
mated that Mexican workers comprised almost 98 percent of the agricultural work- 
force in south Texas and 80 percent of the state’s annual “army” of migrant labor- 
ers.” They began their work, twenty-five thousand members strong, picking fruits, 
vegetables, sugarcane, and cotton in the Lower Rio Grande Valley and grew to a 
migrating army of three hundred thousand workers throughout the state of Texas 
at the height of the cotton-picking season. 

To encourage Mexicans to cross into the United States, U.S. agribusinessmen 
sent labor contractors into Mexico.*° Disruptions in the Mexican countryside made 
their job relatively easy. Until the late nineteenth century, the majority of Mexican 
laborers were locked in debt peonage and isolated in rural areas that lacked the rail- 

roads or other transportation systems that facilitated massive migrations. But the 

presidency of Porfirio Diaz (1876-1911), a period popularly known as “el Porfiri- 

ato,” changed the history of Mexican immobility. Diaz pursued a program of mod- 

ernizing Mexico in the image of nations such as Argentina and the United States. 

He dramatically expanded Mexico’s railroad system (with significant investments 

from U.S. and English financiers), sparked massive land accumulation (land most 

often purchased by foreign investors), and encouraged a switch to wage labor. His 

campaign for “order and progress” released an estimated five million Mexican 

campesinos from debt peonage and laid tens of thousands of miles of track as eco- 

nomic production increased at a relatively robust rate of 2.7 percent annually, ex- 

ports in general rose by 6.1 percent per year, with agricultural exports, in particu- 

lar, expanding by 200 percent between 1876 and 1910. These marks of modernity 

were followed by a dramatic population increase from nine million in 1876 to more 

than fifteen million in 1910. In addition, literacy was on the rise. Yet, Diaz’s world 

of “order and progress” was forged at a tremendous price of dispossession and 

poverty for Mexico’s overwhelmingly rural population.*! 

Unabated poverty was the consequence of Diaz’s program. More Mexicans were 

free wage laborers, but more Mexicans were also dangerously poor. Therefore, 

Mexico’s newly mobile wage-labor force migrated in search of work and higher 

wages.” In 1884, the completion of the railroad at El Paso, Texas, directly linked 

Mexican workers in the populous central regions of Mexico to jobs north of the 

U.S.-Mexico border. The expansion of U.S. capital in Mexico created corridors 

of migration that brought Mexican workers north when the southwestern agribusi- 

ness boom began in the early twentieth century. 

Lawrence Cardoso estimates that Mexican nationals made at least five hundred 

thousand border crossings into the United States between 1900 and 1910.** Mi- 

gration continued during the 1910s, when the violence of the Mexican Revolution 

of 1910, combined with disease and the ongoing entreaties of U.S. labor contrac- 

tors, encouraged Mexican labor migration to the United States. It was during the 
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19208, however, that Mexican labor emigration surged with the massive expansion 

in southwestern agribusiness. Cardoso estimates that the total number of border 

crossings undertaken by Mexican nationals skyrocketed to more than one million 

during the 1920s.*° Amid the convergent booms in southwestern agriculture and 

Mexican labor migration, the United States Congress launched a new era of work, 

labor, and migration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands by tightening U.S. immigra- 

tion laws and establishing the U.S. Border Patrol. Although Mexico’s emigrant 

workers were not the primary targets of U.S. immigration restrictions, in time and 

according to a collision of dynamics, they would become the primary targets of U.S. 

immigration law enforcement. 

U.S. IMMIGRATION LAW: THE GENEALOGY OF A MANDATE 

The United States Congress established the U.S. Border Patrol on May 28, 1924, 

by discreetly setting aside one million dollars for “additional land-border patrol” 

in the Department of Labor Appropriations Act of that year, but the congressional 

effort of migration control began many years earlier and carried many ambitious 

projects within it. Beginning with the passage of the 1862 Act to Prohibit the “Coolie 

Trade,” Congress launched an era of increasingly restrictive immigration laws that 

climaxed with the passage of the National Origins Act of 1924. Passed during the 
Civil War and driven by the notion that Chinese immigrants were unfree workers, 
that is, “coolies,” the 1862 act functioned, argues historian Moon-Ho Jung, as both 
the “last slave-trade law” and “the first immigration law.”** In the era of black eman- 
cipation, Jung explains, the turbulent and contested intersection of race, labor, and 
freedom in the United States framed the origins of U.S. immigration control. 

After the passage of the 1862 coolie labor law, Congress spent the next several 
decades deeply shaping the course of American history by placing a series of lim- 
its on immigration to the United States.*” In 1875, Congress prohibited criminals 
and prostitutes from legally entering the United States and extended the ban upon 
contract labor from China.** In 1882, Congress passed a general Immigration Act 
that banned all “lunatics, idiots, convicts, those liable to become public charges, 
and those suffering from contagious diseases” and expanded the 1862 and 1875 
bans on the coolie trade by prohibiting all Chinese laborers from entering the 
United States.” To fund the growing bureaucracy of migration control, the 1882 
Act also introduced a 50-cent tax on each person entering the United States. In 
1885, Congress expanded the prohibition upon Chinese contract labor by making 
it unlawful to import any contract laborer into the United States. In 1891, Con- 
gress added polygamists to the list of banned persons and authorized the deporta- 
tion of any person who unlawfully entered the United States.4! In 1903, epileptics, 
anarchists, and beggars joined the growing group of excluded persons, and Con- 
gress transferred the Bureau of Immigration to the newly created Department of 
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Commerce and Labor.” The 1903 Immigration Act also provided for the depor- 
tation of immigrants who became public charges within two years of their arrival 
in the United States and extended to three years the period during which an im- 
migrant could be deported if found to have been inadmissible at the time of entry. 
The Immigration Act of 1907 increased the head tax to four dollars per person and 
added each of the following to the list of excluded persons: “imbeciles, feeble- 
minded persons, persons with physical or mental defects which may affect their 
ability to earn a living, persons afflicted with tuberculosis, children unaccompa- 
nied by their parents, persons who admitted the commission of a crime involving 
moral turpitude, and women coming to the United States for immoral purposes.” 
The 1907 Immigration Act also extended the period during which immigrants could 
be deported if they became public charges from causes existing prior to entry and 
defined entering the United States without official inspection to be a violation of 
U.S. immigration restrictions. The Bureau of Immigration was transferred to the 
newly independent Department of Labor in 1913.4 The Immigration Act of 1917 

created the Asiatic-Barred Zone, which prohibited entry by any immigrant of Asian 

descent while raising the head tax to eight dollars, imposing an additional ten-dol- 

lar visa fee, requiring all eligible immigrants to pass a literacy test, broadening the 

scope of déportation to a period of five years, and prohibiting entry into the United 

States at any point other than an official port of entry.*® 

By 1917, the list of persons prohibited from entering the United States included 

all Asians, illiterates, prostitutes, criminals, contract laborers, unaccompanied 

children, idiots, epileptics, the insane, paupers, the diseased and defective, alco- 

holics, beggars, polygamists, anarchists, and more. The penalties for violating U.S. 

immigration laws varied. For example, importing an immigrant “for the purpose 

of prostitution or for any other immoral purpose” was a felony punishable by a 

prison term of up to ten years and a fine not to exceed five thousand dollars. Both 

unauthorized entry and immigrant smuggling were defined as misdemeanors 

punishable by up to five years in prison and a fine of two thousand dollars. An as- 

sortment of Anglo-American nativists, labor unions, progressives, and others had 

pushed these many exclusions and penalties into U.S. immigration law. Still the 

most ardent Anglo-American nativists were not satisfied, and their collective in- 

fluence was growing in American society, politics, and culture during the 1920s. 

THE NATIVISTS’ CRUSADE 

Comprised of eugenicists, xenophobes, scholars, Klan members, labor organizers, 

and others, nativists united in opposition to what they viewed as the menacing 

growth in immigration from eastern and southern Europe.” Beginning in the early 

19008, Italians, Poles, Slovaks, and others had rushed into U.S. industrial centers 

such as New York and Chicago. Their arrival fueled the rise of American manu- 
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facturing, but nativists regarded these groups as “undesirable immigrants” who 

were socially inferior, culturally alien, and politically suspect. Fearing the “conta- 

mination” of Anglo-American society and culture by these “new stock” immigrants, 

nativists demanded an end to immigration from anywhere other than northwest- 

ern Europe.” 
In 1924, Anglo-American nativists played a crucial role in crafting and passing 

the National Origins Act of that year. The act was a dense bill that outlined, in de- 

tail, the limitations placed upon legal immigration. Most important, it ratified all 

previous immigration restrictions and introduced a nationality-based quota sys- 

tem that strictly limited the number of immigrants allowed to enter the United 

States each year. According to the intricate quota system, Germany, Britain, and 

Northern Ireland were afforded 60 percent of the total number of slots made avail- 

able to all immigrants subject to the national origins system. Europeans of any back- 

ground grabbed 96 percent of the total available slots. Beyond the quota system, 

the National Origins Act reconfirmed total Asian exclusion from the United States. 

Historian John Higham described the National Origins Act as a “Nordic Victory,” 

a triumph of the narrow racial nationalism of Anglo-American nativists during a 

decade he has characterized as the “tribal twenties.”** Ironically, however, as Mae 

Ngai has deftly argued, the long-term impact of that triumph was the reconstitu- 

tion of a “white American race, in which persons of European descent shared a 

common whiteness distinct from those deemed to not be white. In the construc- 

tion of whiteness, the legal boundaries of both white and nonwhite acquired 

sharper distinction.”*” The National Origins Act, in other words, remapped and 

broadened the category of white to include previously “hyphenated” Europeans 

against the total exclusion of those defined as nonwhite, namely, Asians. 
The powerful lobby of southwestern agribusinessmen tempered the nativists’ 

quest for a “whites-only” immigration policy by supporting an exemption from the 
national quota system for all immigrants from countries in the Western Hemisphere 
such as Canada, Cuba, and Mexico. Mexico’s immigrant workers, therefore, were 
allowed to continue entering the United States without any preset numerical limit. 
In agreeing to the Western Hemisphere exemption, the nativists capitulated to the 
growers’ lobby in 1924, but after the passage of the National Origins Act, a com- 
mitted core of nativists continued to oppose Mexican immigration to the United 
States. As one congressmen complained during the 1924 hearings, “What is the 
use of closing the front door to keep out undesirables from Europe when you per- 
mit Mexicans to come in here by the back door by the thousands and thousands?” 
After the passage of the 1924 National Origins Act, the nativists campaigned to add 
Mexico's migrant workers to the quota system. Mexico was a nation of mongrels, 
they argued. As such, Mexicans were inassimilable racial inferiors, and unrestricted 
Mexican immigration jeopardized the core objective of the National Origins Act. 
“The continuance of a desirable character of citizenship is the fundamental pur- 
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pose of our immigration laws. Incidental to this are the avoidance of social and 
racial problems, the upholding of American standards of wages and living, and the 
maintenance of order. All of these purposes will be violated by increasing the Mex- 
ican population of the country,” explained Congressman John C. Box (Texas), who 
co-sponsored a 1926 bill to limit Mexican immigration to the United States.5! The 
growers defeated the 1926 Box Bill, but the nativists tried again in 1928, arguing 
that the exemption for Mexican workers needed to be terminated because, as they 
forebodingly warned, “Our great Southwest is rapidly creating for itself a new racial 
problem, as our old South did when it imported slave labor from Africa.”*2 

Throughout their debates with the nativists, southwestern growers fully agreed 
with the notion that Mexico’s immigrant workers presented a “racial problem” and 
thereby conceded the nativists’ point that Mexican immigration posed a threat to 
American society. As S. Parker Frisselle of the California Farm Bureau Federation 

explained during the 1926 hearings, “With the Mexican comes a social problem. . . . 

It is a serious one. It comes into our schools, it comes into our cities, and it comes 

into our whole civilization in California.”** But after assuring the nativists that “we, 
gentlemen, are just as anxious as you are not to build the civilization of California 

or any other western district upon a Mexican foundation,” the growers countered 

the nativists’ call to place a numerical limit upon Mexican immigration to the 

United States by arguing that without unrestricted access to Mexican workers, the 

rising empire of agribusinesses in the American southwest would turn to ruin.*4 

Instead of ending Mexican immigration, they offered the nativists a promise. “We, 

in California,” vowed Frisselle, “think we can handle that social problem.”*° For, 

as another agribusinessman from Texas explained, “If we could not control the 

Mexicans and they would take this country it would be better to keep them out, 

but we can and do control them.”°° 
The pledge that “we can and do control them” referred to the social world of 

agribusiness in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Agribusinessmen and the demands 

of their enterprises dominated the political, social, and cultural life of borderland 

communities as the racialized organization of work refracted throughout com- 

munity life. Whites held land or managed workers, while Mexicanos harvested, 

plowed, picked, tended, reaped, and migrated. As Devra Weber, Paul Schuster Tay- 

lor, and others have detailed, the racialized divisions in California were so crude 

that “the owners and top managers were white: foremen, contractors and workers 

were Mexican.”°” In Texas, one young white farmer explained that white land- 

holders and tenants lived a life of leisure because “we have the Mexicans here and 

don’t work.”** The hierarchy between Anglo-American landowners, white man- 

agers, and Mexicano workers reverberated throughout the region where highly 

racialized practices of social segregation, political repression, and community vi- 

olence accompanied the patterns of economic exploitation that locked the region’s 

large Mexicano population into low-wage work. From Texas to California, white 
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and Mexicano youth graduated from separate and unequal schools. Poll taxes and 

political bosses effectively disenfranchised Mexicano voters. Mexicans had limited 

employment options outside of agriculture. Police violence against Mexicanos was 

common. Labor organizing among Mexican workers prompted swift and violent 

community-wide responses. And, where such prejudice was most extensive, “No 

Negroes, Mexicans, or Dogs” signs were posted on restaurant doors.” 

Agribusinessmen of the borderlands lobbied on behalf of their industry and held 

up the social world that they had built as evidence that unrestricted Mexican im- 

migration would profit American businesses without infiltrating American soci- 

ety, culture, and politics. The hierarchy of race in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, they 

promised, provided barriers against Mexican incorporation. But in a nation most 

intimately versed in the black/white divide as the basic unit of racial control and so- 

cial inequity, nervous onlookers worried about the place of Mexican immigrants— 

neither black nor white—in America. As Professor William Leonard explained, 

Mexicans “are not Negroes... they are not accepted as white men, and between 

the two, the white and the black, there seems to be no midway position.” 

The nativists’ concerns were not assuaged by the class-based flexibility of the 

borderlanders’ system of racialized social organization. For example, the assistant 

superintendent of schools in San Diego, California, described middle-class Mexi- 

can Americans as “Spanish” and argued that middle-class Mexican American chil- 

dren were “the equal of our white children.”*' According to Mexican scholar Manuel 

Gamio, a similar class- and complexion-based flexibility was accorded to Mexicanos 

by private proprietors. Although some Mexicans were denied entry to certain fa- 

cilities, Gamio found that Mexican immigrants who were “white and even blue- 

eyed” were considered to be American and given “first place in everything.” 

The nativists hounded the borderlanders for a clear answer as to where Mexi- 

cans fit within the presumably crisp racial orders of eugenics, national origins, and 

the one-drop rule of the black/white divide. Texans typically referenced the logic 
of the black/white racial hierarchy to explain the place that they had assigned Mex- 
ican immigrants. For example, when asked about Anglo-Mexican relations by econ- 
omist Paul Schuster Taylor in the late 1920s, one Texan stated that Mexicans were 
“not so bad as the Negroes,” while another elaborated that “The mexicans will eat 
in the restaurants and at the tables in the drug stores, but the niggers would not,” 
because even a “nigger with money couldn’t associate with white persons.”® 

Californians often deployed a multirelational approach that positioned Mexi- 
cans against the Chinese, Japanese, Hindus, Filipinos, and others that had worked 
in the fields before Mexican immigrants began to dominate the agricultural work- 
force during the 1920s. In defense of Mexican immigration, Fred Bixby of Long 
Beach, California, explained during the 1928 hearings to restrict Mexican immi- 
gration that “we have no Chinamen; we have not the Japs. The Hindu is worthless; 
the Filipino is nothing, and the white man will not do the work.”® But engaged in 
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a debate with outsiders—namely, when battling the nativists who discussed the 
social threat of Mexican immigration by constantly evoking the “negro problem” — 
Bixby and the Californians proved capable of mapping Mexicans against the pre- 
vailing black/white divide. “I want to tell you that you people have no understanding 
at all of the Mexicans. They are loyal,” charged Bixby. “I have a family—three of 
them are girls,” he explained. “Ever since they were that high,” he indicated, “I have 
had them out on the range, riding the range with Mexicans. ... Do you suppose 
we would send them out with a bunch of negroes? We would never think of such 
a thing.” In these very strategic discourses that negotiated the differences between 
regional particularity and national trends, the Californians drew upon the black/ 
white divide to explain the social position of Mexicans north of the border. African 
Americans, they argued, represented the unmitigated bottom of the racial hierar- 
chy, and Mexico’s migrant laborers, they suggested, presented a superior alterna- 
tive of racial inferiors to labor in the fields of the American southwest. 

Struggling to fit Mexicans into the prevailing discourse of racial difference, in- 
equity, and control, the borderlanders constructed Mexicans as more or less black 
or more or less white: they were an in-between people without a clear place in a 

racial order grounded in the black/white divide. The overwhelmingly marginal- 

ized but generally unfixed position of Mexicanos in the separate and unequal bor- 

derlands contrasted sharply with the America that the nativists were trying to for- 

mulate through U.S. immigration restrictions. In metaphor, comparison, and 

everyday social practices the borderlanders had created an unequal but ambigu- 

ous place for Mexicans north of the border. 

To calm the ardent nativists who did not believe that the southwestern growers 

could control the racial meanderings of Mexican immigrants in American social 

and cultural life, the growers made one final pitch. “The Mexican is a homer. Like 

a pigeon he goes back to roost” explained Frisselle.°’ Mexican immigrants, in other 

words, were at least temporary if not contained, and their transitory presence in 

the fields of the southwest would benefit agribusiness without having any major or 

long-term impact upon American society. From the standpoint of the early twenty- 

first century, Frisselle’s promise appears foolish. During the 1920s, hundreds of 

thousands of Mexican immigrants entered the United States. The notion that they 

would have no impact upon American life was a massive miscalculation drenched 

in the fundamentally flawed philosophy that Mexicans were both temporary and 

innately marginal. Mexicans, according to Frisselle, were nothing more than a 

source of cheap and disposable labor whose impact upon America would only be 

measured in dollars and sweat. “He is not a man that comes into this country for 

anything except our dollars and our work,” testified Frisselle, who promised that 

Mexicans would always go home and leave nothing but profit behind.®* With such 

promises of control, containment, and, at the very least, impermanent Mexican set- 

tlement in the United States, the agribusinessmen triumphed in their clash with 
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the nativists, and the numerical limits of the quota era were never placed upon Mex- 

ican immigration to the United States.” 
With the exemption provided for immigrants from the Western Hemisphere, 

the National Origins Act of 1924 capped Congress’s sixty-two year drive for in- 

creasingly restrictive immigration legislation. Yet legislators understood that the 

passage of the National Origins Act did not automatically translate into a new so- 

cial reality. Many years of experience had taught them that without aggressive U.S. 

immigration law enforcement, persons excluded from legal entry would simply dis- 

regard and violate U.S. immigration law by entering the United States without au- 

thorization. “So long as the border is not adequately guarded,” explained F. W. Berk- 

shire, supervising inspector of the U.S.-Mexico Border District for the Immigration 

Service, “the restrictive measures employed at ports of entry, simply tend to divert 

the illegal traffic to unguarded points.””° For example, since the passage of the Chi- 

nese Exclusion Act of 1882, an enterprise of smuggling Chinese immigrants into 

the United States had thrived along the U.S.-Mexico and U.S.-Canada borders and 

between Florida and Cuba.”! In addition to the categorically excluded Chinese 
workers, other classes of immigrants—persons infected with contagious diseases, 

illiterates, and those unable to pay the head taxes and visa fees—also chose the 

poorly guarded land borders as a “back door” entry into the United States.”” The 

vibrant world of unsanctioned migration along the U.S.-Mexico border registered 

in the United States District Courts that heard immigration cases. Between April 

of 1908 and the spring of 1924, for example, more than one-third of the persons 

tried for immigration offenses in the Laredo Division of the U.S. District Court car- 

ried non-Spanish surnames.’ And between July of 1907 and September of 1917, 

only 15 percent of the persons tried for immigration violations in the Southern Cali- 

fornia Division of the U.S. District Court carried Spanish surnames, most of whom 
were tried for immigrant smuggling.’* The majority of persons standing trial in U.S. 
District Courts were Chinese, Japanese, Eastern European, and East Indian immi- 
grants who had evaded U.S. immigration restrictions by entering the United States 
without sanction. Therefore, to prevent unlawful entry into the United States, three 
days after passing the National Origins Act of 1924, Congress set aside one million 
dollars to establish a “land-border patrol” in the Immigration Bureau of the U.S. 
Department of Labor.” 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE U.S. BORDER PATROL 

The Border Patrol’s beginnings were inauspicious. The million-dollar kick-off ap- 
propriation comprised less than 25 percent of the Immigration Bureau’s total 
budget of $4,084,865 for that year. Funded as a small corner of the Immigration 
Bureau, the Border Patrol’s position within the broader apparatus of U.S. immi- 
gration control did not improve significantly over time. Edging up to just $1,150,000 
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in 1926, the Border Patrol’s budget climaxed at $2,198,000 in 1932 before drop- 
ping to $1,735,000 in 1939; all the while holding an ever-smaller share of the Im- 
migration Bureau’s total budget, which hovered around $10,000,000 throughout 
the 1930s. The Border Patrol’s limited funds were used for basic operational and 
equipment costs such as buildings, horses, cars, guns, and uniforms, but, most of 
all, they paid for the salaries of U.S. Border Patrol officers as the patrol’s author- 
ized force increased from 472 in 1925 to 916 in 1939.” 

The Border Patrol’s small beginnings however can best be understood when ex- 
amined within the context of federal law enforcement during the 1920s, namely, 
in the realm of liquor and drug control. Most efforts to expand federal law en- 
forcement were stymied during the early twentieth century by anxious southern- 
ers who opposed federal intervention in southern race relations. In particular, the 
powerful southern bloc opposed federal response to African American activists who 
demanded an end to the rising number of lynchings occurring in the south. The 
development of federal immigration law enforcement at the nation’s borders there- 

fore was tempered by efforts to protect white supremacy in the southern states. 

However, federal efforts at drug control and liquor control grew during these 

years.”” In 1914, the U.S. Congress had passed the Harrison Act, which required 

all persons involved in the manufacture, distribution, and sale of narcotics (mor- 

phine, cocaine, opium, and heroin) to be registered and to pay a tax on all narcotics 

sales. Enforcement of the Harrison Act was given to the Bureau of Revenue within 

the Treasury Department. The passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the 

United States Constitution (1919-1933) and the Volstead Act of 1919 prohibited 

the manufacture, sale, transport, import, or export of intoxicating beverages. The 

Prohibition Unit within the Internal Revenue Board was established to enforce fed- 

eral liquor prohibition, and the enforcement of the Harrison Act was transferred 

to the Narcotics Enforcement Division within the Prohibition Unit. In compari- 

son to the Border Patrol’s original appropriation for $1,000,000 in fiscal year 1925, 

the 1925 appropriation for the Narcotics Division of the Prohibition Unit was 

$11,341,770, a figure more than ten times greater than the Border Patrol’s annual 

budget but only an estimated 10 percent of the total combined funds provided for 

the enforcement of federal liquor and narcotics control.’”* Similarly the month be- 

fore Congress established the U.S. Border Patrol, it had provided the U.S. Coast 

Guard with a $12,000,000 boost to enhance its interdiction efforts along United 

States coasts.”? In the world of federal law enforcement, the U.S. Border Patrol and 

immigration control had very low priority, and significant growth was unlikely 

until the south’s black/white divide was challenged. 

Congress seconded its paltry funding of U.S. immigration law enforcement by 

failing to define clearly the new land-border patrol’s mandate and authority. Ac- 

cording to its foundational act, the Border Patrol was instructed to enforce the pro- 

visions of the Immigration Act of 1917 and subsequent acts and, more specifically, 
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to prevent the unlawful entry of aliens into the United States. But by 1924 there 

were so many methods of unlawful entry (unsanctioned border crossings, fraud- 

ulent documents, breaking the conditions of legal residence) and so many classes 

of persons explicitly prohibited from legally entering the United States that U.S. 

immigration restrictions provided a broad field of possible subjects for U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement. Prostitutes and anarchists were categorically excluded 

from the United States, so Border Patrol officers could have spent their time search- 

ing brothels and investigating radical immigrants, particularly the labor organiz- 

ers. Or they could have raided hospitals and clinics in search of immigrants who 

unlawfully entered the United States with a communicable disease. Or the patrol 

could have reviewed cases of fraudulent documentation or, as its official title 

seemed to suggest, the new “land-border patrol” could have patrolled the border 

line to prevent all unauthorized border crossings. The original mandate was so 

broad that it was entirely unclear what the new “land-border patrol” was supposed 

to do. Further, Congress provided the Border Patrol with no authority as a law en- 

forcement entity. The Department of Labor Appropriations Act of May 28, 1924, 

therefore, officially established the U.S. Border Patrol but provided only limited 

funds and a vague mandate with no authority to act. Still, with money in hand and 

a broad mandate on the table, the Bureau of Immigration quickly organized the 

U.S. Border Patrol. Officers were on duty along the Canadian and Mexican borders 

by July 1, 1924. 

The early months were defined by disorganization and an overarching lack of 

clarity. From Spokane, Washington, the regional district director admitted that 
“not being familiar with the provisions of the Congressional Act establishing the 
Border Patrol and having received no definite information from the Bureau, con- 
siderable doubt and uncertainty exists as to the authority vested in the Border Pa- 
trol officers and the scope of their duties.”*° He followed with a request for guid- 
ance from the Bureau of Immigration regarding what the districts were supposed 
to do with this new patrol force. “It would therefore seem that the work would be 
greatly facilitated, and more in conformity in the different Districts, if the Bureau 
would issue some specific instructions,” he wrote.’! The commissioner-general of 
the Bureau of Immigration responded with little substantive guidance when he ex- 
plained, in August of 1924, that he, too, was unsure of the new patrol force’s au- 
thority and function. “If the Bureau is right in its understanding of the matter,” he 
wrote, “the border patrols are now without the slightest authority to stop a vehi- 
cle crossing the border for the purpose of search, or otherwise, nor can they legally 
prevent the entry of an alien in violation of law. In other words, they possess no 
more powers than does the ordinary citizen, who can exercise police powers only 
at the request of a duly constituted officer of the law, or to prevent the commission 
ofa felony.”** Without any clear authority to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions, 
the commissioner-general of Immigration advised the district director in Spokane 
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that Border Patrol officers “would be guilty of assault” if they used any amount of 
physical coercion while attempting to “prevent a violation of the immigration 
laws.”** With no authority to act in the enforcement of U.S. immigration restric- 
tions, the new patrolmen were little more than ordinary citizens. The confusion 
among top administrators regarding what to do with these new ordinary citizens 
on the Immigration Bureau’s payroll naturally spread to the new recruits in the 
summer of 1924. Wesley Stiles, for example, entered on duty asa U.S. Border Patrol 
officer on July 28, 1924, in Del Rio, Texas. “No one knew what we were supposed 
to do or how we were supposed to do it. .. . So we just walked around and looked 
wise,” recalled Stiles of his early days on patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.*4 

With neither direction nor authority, the Border Patrol officers stammered 
through the summer and fall of 1924. In December of 1924, the Immigration Bu- 
reau took the first step toward distinguishing Border Patrol officers from the “or- 
dinary citizen” by providing uniforms for the officers.*° The uniforms flagged the 
U.S. Border Patrol as an emergent police force, but two more months passed be- 
fore Border Patrol officers were invested with police powers to enforce U.S. im- 
migration laws. Congress established the Border Patrol’s law-enforcement authority 

with the passage of the Act of February 27, 1925 (43 Stat. 1049-1050; 8 U.S.C. 110). 

According to this act, a Border Patrol officer was authorized to “arrest any alien 

who in his presence or view is entering or attempting to enter the United States in 

violation of any law or regulation made in pursuance of law regulating the admis- 

sion of aliens, and to take such alien immediately for examination before an im- 

migrant inspector or other official having authority to examine aliens as to their 

rights to admission to the United states.” In the case of Lew Moy vs. the United States 

(1916), the U.S. Supreme Court had determined that an “alien is in the act of en- 

tering the United States until he reaches his interior destination.”*®° The 1925 Act 

and the Lew Moy decision gave Border Patrol officers broad authority to interro- 

gate, detain, and arrest any person they believed to be engaged in the act of illegal 

entry, a violation of U.S. immigration law that extended from the moment unau- 

thorized immigrants crossed the border until they reached their interior destina- 

tion. The 1925 Act also authorized a Border Patrol officer to “board and search for 

aliens any vessel within the territorial waters of the United States, railway car, con- 

veyance, or vehicle, in which he believes aliens are being brought into the United 

States, and such employee shall have power to execute any warrant or other process 

issued by any officer under any law regulating admission, exclusion, or expulsion 

of aliens.”®” As such, the 1925 Act invested Border Patrol officers with broad pow- 

ers of arrest without warrant in the pursuit of U.S. immigration law enforcement 
and defined a massive jurisdiction for Border Patrol work. 

Over the years, there would be many shifts in the policies guiding the interpre- 

tation of the Border Patrol’s jurisdiction and authority, but the 1925 Act defined 

the substance and limits of the Border Patrol’s law-enforcement capacities until 
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1946. According to the 1925 Act, Border Patrol officers could chase unsanctioned 

immigrants and search vessels within the broader borderlands and, without a war- 

rant, arrest those they suspected of being engaged in the act of unlawful entry. Bor- 

der Patrol officers also held the power to serve warrants in the enforcement of all 

U.S. immigration laws. These powers defined the U.S. Border Patrol as the uni- 

formed, law-enforcement wing of the U.S. Immigration Service. Still the patrol’s 

job remained mired in questions and complexities. 

Given the various classes of exclusion, the many methods of unlawful entry, and 

the extended periods during which immigrants were subject to deportation, the 

United States Border Patrol was confronted with forging a manageable program 

for U.S. immigration law enforcement. In particular, from the long list of U.S. im- 

migration restrictions, Border Patrol officers needed to prioritize the many possi- 

bilities of migration control and develop everyday practices of U.S. immigration 

law enforcement. The rapid localization of U.S. Border Patrol personnel and super- 

vision allowed the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol to direct this project. 

THE MEN OFTHE.U.S. BORDER PATROL 

Clifford Alan Perkins first arrived in El Paso, Texas, in 1908. He needed a job, but— 

as he recalled—“nobody seemed to be interested in hiring an inexperienced, nine- 

teen-year-old semi-invalid.”** A suspected case of tuberculosis had forced Perkins 

to move away from his family in Wisconsin and seek out relatives in Texas. The 
dry El Paso climate improved his health, but finding work in the border town was 
difficult. Fortunately, low pay and bad hours caused the Post Office to have “trou- 
ble filling an opening in the registered mail division.”*? Within days of applying 
for the position, Perkins was behind the desk at the El Paso Post Office. 

The monotony of the work quickly frustrated Perkins, who “finally popped off 
one day about being sick and tired of [his] job to May Brick, the middle-aged spin- 
ster who relieved [him] at the registry window.”*° She suggested that Perkins ap- 
ply for a job with the Immigration Service. He did not know what the Immigra- 
tion Service was, but when his co-worker explained that officers for the Immigration 
Service dealt with “immigration, exclusion, deportation and expulsion of aliens” 
and that the starting salary was twice what he was earning at the Post Office, Perkins 
recalled, “that was enough for me.”*! He signed up for and passed the Immigra- 
tion Service’s next civil service exam. On January 4, 1911, the Immigration Service 
appointed Perkins as a Mounted Chinese Inspector within its Chinese Division. 

In 1904, the U.S. Immigration Service had established a small force of officers 
assigned to enforce the Chinese Exclusion Acts along the nation’s borders, Never 
numbering more than seventy-five men for the Mexican and Canadian borders, 
the Mounted Guard monitored border towns and patrolled the borderlands to ap- 
prehend undocumented Chinese immigrants. As a Mounted Chinese Inspector, 
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Clifford Perkins worked from Nogales, Arizona, to Brownsville, Texas, looking for, 
questioning, and deporting undocumented Chinese immigrants. He quickly moved 
up within the Immigration Service and in 1920 became inspector-in-charge for the 
Chinese Division. When Congress provided funds for a land-border patrol in May 
of 1924, the U.S. Immigration Service drew upon its resources in the Mounted 
Guard and promoted the head of the Chinese Division, Clifford Perkins, to build 
the small police force that could broadly enforce U.S. immigration restrictions along 
the massive U.S.-Mexico border. 

The U.S.-Mexico border stretches more than two thousand miles, crosses five 
ecological zones, spans four states, includes twenty-eight counties, and binds two 
nations. As a political boundary, it is a physical space that twists in the Rio Grande 
and turns in the sands along specific points of longitude and latitude. This is the 
line that the U.S. Congress had defined as unlawful to cross without authorization. 
But the Border Patrol’s jurisdiction also extended far north of the U.S.-Mexico bor- 
der, and Perkins’ job entailed developing a police force capable not only of enforcing 
a line in the sand but also of patrolling a massive territory composed of multiple 
small localities. The path he pursued effectively regionalized and localized the en- 
forcement of U.S. immigration restriction. 

Perkins'’s first act was to divide the U.S.-Mexico border jurisdiction into three 
Border Patrol districts.” The Los Angeles Border Patrol District stretched from the 
Pacific Ocean to about fifty miles east of Yuma, Arizona, and extended northward 

in California to San Luis Obispo. The El Paso Border Patrol District picked up where 

the Los Angeles District left off and extended to Devils River, Texas. The San An- 

tonio Border Patrol District reached from Devil’s River to the Gulf of Mexico at 

Brownsville, Texas. Each District was then divided into subdistricts.” Each sub- 
district was further divided into several stations to which a chief patrol officer and 

several senior patrol officers and patrol officers were assigned.”4 

Perkins anticipated that the various district directors for the Department of Im- 

migration would closely manage the Border Patrol, but their many administrative 

responsibilities and the isolation of Border Patrol stations prevented them from 

keeping a close eye on the new patrol force. The lack of formal training or clear di- 

rectives were an indication of the distance between Immigration Service supervi- 

sors and the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol. For example, when Edwin Reeves 

joined the Border Patrol, he laughed at the early training. All he received was a “.45 

single-action revolver with a web belt—and that was it.””° Therefore, outside of the 

broad directive provided by Congress, the new patrol force was left without any 

substantial direction. In the breaches of command, the distances between stations 

and headquarters, and the absence of regional coordination, patrol officers exerted 

significant control over local Border Patrol strategies. 

The first men hired as Border Patrol officers were transfers from the Mounted 

Guard of Chinese Inspectors. Twenty-four percent of the original 104 Border Pa- 
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trolmen hired by July 1, 1924, were transfers from the Mounted Guard.” These 

officers carried their experiences with enforcing the Chinese Exclusion Acts into 

the formation of the U.S. Border Patrol. Among them was Jefferson Davis Milton, 

a legendary officer who is still remembered as the father of the U.S. Border Patrol. 

Born at the dawn of the Civil War to a large slave-owning family, Jefferson Davis 

Milton grew up in the defeated South. His father died soon after his birth, but had 

been the governor of Florida and named his son after his close friend and the pres- 

ident of the Southern Confederacy, Jefferson Davis. After the war, the Milton fam- 

ily struggled to live life as they always had; the end of slavery had broken the foun- 

dations of their world. In the past, they had lived lives of leisure and plenty, but 

after the war, many of their black field hands fled the plantation, forcing the Mil- 

ton family to take to the fields. At the age of sixteen, Jeff decided he wanted more 

adventure than plantation life could offer, so he headed west to Texas.” 
There, Jeff began a law-enforcement career that spanned more than fifty years, 

crossed four states, straddled two nations, and made him a legend among officers 

of the U.S. Border Patrol. In 1879, at the age of eighteen, he joined the Texas 

Rangers. Three years later, Jeff moved to the New Mexico territory, where he served 

as a deputy sheriff and a peace officer. As the Indian Wars raged around him, Jeff 

joined the “hunt for Victorio and Geronimo.”” After helping to settle the nomadic 

nations of what was becoming the American West, Jeff roamed the region. He was 

chief of police in El Paso, Texas; a fireman on the Southern Pacific Railroad; a U.S. 
marshal in Texas, Arizona, and Mexico; a prospector in California; and deputy sher- 
iff for Santa Cruz County, Arizona. Whether working as a Texas Ranger, an Indian 
fighter, or the chief of police, Jeff developed a reputation as a fearless officer who 
dared to venture alone into the desert lands, a vigilant enforcer of the law at the 
outskirts of society. He chased down bank robbers and cattle thieves, bandits and 
Indians. After countless battles in the backcountry, Jeff always returned alive, while 
many of his adversaries did not.®” 

During his tenure in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands, Jeff earned many admirers, 
but made few friends. He was a nomad who moved often, spent long periods of 
time working alone in remote places, and spoke little when he came to town. Still, 
his name was a “byword and his exploits legendary.”! The favored memory of Jeff 
is the time he disappeared after pursuing three bandits. Confident in his skills as a 
law-enforcement officer, but worried for the man who alone dared to challenge 
three train robbers, anxious borderlanders began to wonder if Jeff had fought his 
last fight. Their worries subsided when Jeff sent a characteristically simple telegraph 
message, “Send two coffins and a doctor. Jeff.”!"! 

In 1904, Jeff joined the Immigration Service of the Labor Department as a 
Mounted Chinese Inspector. When Congress established the Border Patrol in 1924, 
Jeff was sixty-three years old and had already spent twenty years enforcing immi- 
gration restrictions. Still, he was not a wealthy man and joined the new organiza- 
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tion out of a love for law enforcement and, most likely, because he needed to work. 
To this day, Jefferson Davis Milton—a man born in the shadow of slavery, hard- 
ened by the battles to settle the American West, and a pioneer in the enforcement 
of Chinese Exclusion laws—is remembered as the father of the U.S. Border Patrol. 
He is often referred to as the “one-man Border Patrol,” and generations of U.S Bor- _ 
der Patrol officers focus less on Jeff's long career and prefer to remember him as a 
legendary loner and social nomad who represents their origins in a “hardy band 
of border law enforcement officers.”!”? Yet the representation of Jeff as a man with- 
out deeply consequential historical entanglements is, most likely, as much a myth 
as it is a misleading representation of the men who served as Border Patrol officers 
in the 1920s and 1930s. The officers who worked along the U.S.-Mexico border were 
not legends, nomads, or loners. They did not aggressively enforce the law or secure 
the border without compromise. Like Jeff, most early officers joined the Border Pa- 
trol because they needed a job, and the new organization offered steady work. 

The position of U.S. Border Patrol officer was subject to civil service regulations, 
but the quick organization of the Border Patrol between May 28 and July 1, 1924, 
did not allow time for the Border Patrol to draft and administer an exam for new 

recruits. Perkins, therefore, began to hire men who had passed the railway mail 

clerk civil service exam instead. Recruits from the railway civil service exam filled 

the majority of Border Patrol positions in 1924, but they did not remain in the or- 

ganization for long. Turnover of Border Patrol officers in the first three months 

hovered around 25 percent and did not settle until 1927. “So fast did resignations 

occur that the register soon became exhausted,” recalled the commissioner of im- 

migration, who admitted that the Border Patrol was quickly forced to hire patrol 

inspectors “without regard to civil-service regulations.”!° The main benefactors of 
the Border Patrol’s dire need to fill positions quickly were men already in the bor- 

derlands looking for work—men such as Dogie Wright.’ 

Despite Dogie’s rich family history in the Texas borderlands, in September of 

1924 he was out of work and roaming about in El Paso, Texas. There he ran into 

Grover Webb, an old family friend with whom he had served in the Texas Rangers 

and who had become the head of the U.S. Customs Mounted Patrol in El Paso. 

Webb suggested that Dogie go see the new Border Patrol chief, Clifford Perkins, 

saying “Tell him I sent you.”!°° Two months after the U.S. Border Patrol began polic- 

ing the border, Perkins was still scrambling to hire officers with law-enforcement 

or military experience. Dogie walked straight to the Border Patrol office, and upon 

the recommendation of Webb and another friend, Sheriff Jeff Vaughn of Marfa, 

Texas, Perkins immediately hired him. 

The influence of local men such as Dogie Wright within the U.S. Border Patrol 

outweighed their numbers because early commendations and promotions focused 

upon officers with “a wide knowledge of people and customs of this vicinity,” who 

knew “everyone in that part of the country,” or had been “employed practically all 
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of their lives in ranch work in this immediate vicinity.”!°° In 1929, for example, of 

the men who held the leadership positions of senior patrol inspector or chief pa- 

trol inspector, at least 87.5 percent were borderlanders before joining the Border 

Patrol.!°’ Their concentration was heaviest in the Texas-Mexico borderlands, 
where 90 percent of the chief patrol inspectors were borderlanders, compared to 

42.9 percent in the California subdistricts. In Texas subdistricts, 84.6 percent of 

senior patrol inspectors were borderlanders, compared to 50 percent in the Cali- 

fornia subdistricts. 
E. A. “Dogie” Wright was one of the benefactors of Perkins’s scramble to hire 

officers for the U.S. Border Patrol during the 1920s. His presence in El Paso, Texas, 

and his unemployed status made him quickly available to Perkins. Dogie’s experi- 

ence as a law-enforcement officer was an additional benefit, given that Perkins pre- 

ferred to hire men who had served as law-enforcement officers or in the military. 

Yet such preferences did not always materialize into realities. Extensive research 

with a 1929 roster of Border Patrol personnel shows that only 28.6 percent of early 

officers had served in civilian law enforcement or the military before joining the 

patrol. Border Patrol officers and their early chroniclers spun tales of officers as 

frontiersmen, military men, and career officers, but historical inquiry suggests that 

many of the early Border Patrol officers entered with eclectic working-class résumés. 

Most important, few owned land in the agriculture-dominated borderlands. 

Only 24 percent of the officers working along the U.S.-Mexico border in 1929 

worked in agriculture before joining the Border Patrol, and only 10 percent owned 

or operated their own farms.'8 Overall, most of the early officers, a total of 47.4 

percent, worked outside of agriculture before joining the patrol. For example, Ho- 

race B. Carter was a senior patrol inspector in Laredo, Texas, in 1929, but he had 

worked as a tram operator in Hood County, Texas, in 1920.!° Don G. Gilliland 

was a patrol inspector in San Antonio in 1929 but a salesman at a grocery store in 
Floresville, Texas, in 1920."!° Orville H. Knight was a patrol inspector in Chula Vista, 
California, in 1929 but a chauffeur in Illinois in 1920.!!! Even the famous Dogie 
Wright, who was a senior patrol inspector in El Paso, Texas, in 1929, was selling 
tickets at the movie theater in Marfa, Texas, in 1920.!!” Although Dogie had had 
several short stints as a Texas Ranger, he had also worked as a clerk, as a chauffeur, 
in construction, and in a café.'!> And, while the commissioner of the Immigration 
Service often suggested that the Border Patrol was an organization of independent 
young men, more than 40 percent of the Border Patrol officers identified by all 
sources on the 1929 roster were married, and nearly half were between the ages of 
thirty and forty. Therefore, while some young, single men with law-enforcement 
and military experience joined the patrol, overall the early officers were less a “hardy 
band of law enforcement officers” than average working-class.men, namely, white 
men, who used law enforcement as one strategy to earn a living in the agriculture- 
dominated U.S.-Mexico borderlands.!!4 
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In a region where power was rooted in land ownership, early Border Patrol 
officers were neither elite members of borderland communities nor active partic- 
ipants in their core economies. These were precisely the working-class white men 
in the Texas-Mexico borderlands whom Paul Schuster Taylor found to be vigor- 
ously opposed to unrestricted Mexican immigration to the United States when he 
conducted interviews in the region during the 1920s. In contrast to the border- 
land farmers whose vocal and persuasive protest halted congressional efforts to 
limit Mexican immigration—“without the Mexicans we would be done,” feared 
the powerful agribusinessmen—average white workers in the region often inter- 
preted Mexican immigration as a source of competition in the labor market. “I 
hope they never let another Mexican come to the United States,” said one south 
Texas labor union official.!!5 “The country would be a whole let better off for the 
white laboring man,” explained another, “if there weren’t so many niggers and 

Mexicans.”"'® Hired from the ranks of the borderlands’ white working class, the 
officers of the Border Patrol operated within a political economy that privileged 

the interests of large landholders, but they did not necessarily wholly share nor 

strive to protect those interests. The agribusinessmen were powerful, but there were 

class-based cleavages among whites on the issue of Mexican immigration to the 

United States. White workers had lost the congressional battle over U.S. immigra- 

tion law, but when they were hired as U.S. immigration law-enforcement officers, 
they gained considerable influence over the everyday management of Mexican 

labor entering the United States. This, in the borderlands, was a new source of 

power, and the Border Patrol’s working-class officers leveraged their federal au- 

thority to police unsanctioned migration in complicated and often contradictory 
ways that were only consistent in their mindfulness of opportunities to extract bits 

of dignity, respect, status, and power from the region’s social elite by policing their 

workforce. The Border Patrol’s turn toward policing Mexicans, in other words, was 

much more than a matter of simply servicing the interests of agribusiness in capi- 

talist economic development. It was a matter of community, manhood, whiteness, 

authority, class, respect, belonging, brotherhood, and violence in the greater Texas- 

Mexico borderlands. 
On the back roads and in the small towns where U.S. immigration law enforce- 

ment unfolded during the 1920s and 1930s, the men that became Border Patrol 

officers pursued something more elusive than the singular class interests of the re- 

gion’s elite. Their working-class and landless backgrounds had long located their 

labor at the edges of borderland societies, where the profits of southwestern agri- 

culture were unevenly distributed along a racial hierarchy of productive labor. Early 

officers may have lived in white neighborhoods, worshipped at white churches, and 

sent their children to white schools, but as salesmen, chauffeurs, machinists, and 

cowpunchers they had labored at the edges of whiteness in the borderlands. The 

steady pay and everyday social authority of U.S. immigration law-enforcement work 
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dangled before them the possibility of lifting themselves from a marginalized ex- 

istence as what Neil Foley has examined as the “white scourge” of borderland com- 

munities.!!” Policing Mexicans, in other words, presented officers with the oppor- 

tunity to enter the region’s primary economy and, in the process, shore up their 

tentative claims upon whiteness. As immigration control was emerging as a criti- 

cal site of simultaneously expanding the boundaries of whiteness while hardening 

the distinctions between whites and nonwhites. The project of enforcing immi- 

gration restrictions therefore placed Border Patrol officers at what police scholar 

David Bayley describes as “the cutting edge of the state’s knife” in terms of enforcing 

new boundaries between whites and nonwhites.'!® 
The project of policing the boundaries between white and nonwhite was also 

important for the small number of Mexican American men who joined the U.S. 

Border Patrol during the 1920s and 1930s. According to the 1929 roster of Border 

Patrol personnel, six officers had Spanish surnames. Among them was Manuel Sal- 

dafia, the Texas-born son of Mexican immigrant parents.'!° His father had been a 

stock dealer in Brownsville, Texas, but by the time he registered for the U.S. Army 

in 1917, Saldana had taken over the care of both his mother and an adopted son.!”° 

In 1920, he was listed on the United States census as a bridge watchman for the 

U.S. Immigration Service in Brownsville. Manuel Uribe was another of the six Mex- 

ican American officers listed on the 1929 roster. Uribe was born and raised in Za- 

pata, Texas, and was praised as “know|[ing] practically everyone from Laredo to 

Roma.”!' He had gotten to know many people as he grew up working on his fa- 

ther’s farm in the area.!’* By 1920, his father had allowed both Manuel and his 
brother, Enrique, to operate their own sections of the family farm. Manuel took on 

this work to provide for his wife and four young children.'*> But by 1923 he was 

working for the U.S. Immigration Service, and in 1924 he became a U.S. Border 

Patrol officer. Jesse Perez, a legend within the Border Patrol, was the son of a Texas 
Ranger and married to one of the founding families of Rio Grande City, where his 
father-in-law was a Texas Ranger, a sheriff, and a U.S. marshal. Jesse was stationed 

in Rio Grande City for his entire tenure with the Border Patrol and, for several years, 
worked alongside his father, who also served as a patrolman.!”4 Pete Torres was 
a member of an established and influential “Spanish-American” family in New 
Mexico.'’? One more officer identified by Border Patrol correspondence as “partly 
of the Spanish race” is listed on the 1929 roster. Before joining the Border Patrol, 
he had served as a Texas Ranger for the influential King Ranch family in south 
Texas, a family that he married into several years after joining the Patrol.° This is 
not an exhaustive list of the Mexican American Border Patrol officers during the 
1920s and 1930s. Border Patrol correspondence records tell of other Mexicano 
officers who cycled in and out of the patrol, and not all of the Mexicano officers 
can be identified by searching for Spanish-surnamed individuals, but these few bi- 
ographies suggest that while Anglo Border Patrol officers tended to come from 
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working-class backgrounds, Mexican American officers joined the patrol from the 
middle and upper echelons of the borderlands’ Mexican American communities. 

As suggested by the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), a lead- 
ing Mexican American political and cultural organization of the era, middle-class 
Mexican American officers brought a unique ensemble of social investments to the 
development of U.S. immigration control. The Mexican American middle class en- 
joyed uncertain access to whiteness in the borderlands. Although many were often 

able to participate in centers of social, cultural, political, and economic power, the 

class-based flexibility in the application of racial segregation could be unpredictable. 

Organizations such as LULAC, established in Texas in 1929, emerged to promote 

Mexican American integration into mainstream American society. LULAC mem- 

bers cherished American institutions, political philosophy, and capitalism, but they 

protested the discrimination that prevented their full participation. Rather than 

challenging the racial hierarchies that organized American society, namely, the 

black/white divide that operated as the foundation of racial inequity, Mexican 

American political leaders worked to construct themselves as white ethnics.!*” So 

although they sponsored festivals and activities to instill pride in their Mexican her- 

itage, many middle-class Mexicanos simultaneously demanded that their European 

origins be acknowledged by defining themselves as “Spanish Americans.” There- 

fore, as U.S. immigration control was remapping the boundaries of whiteness, Span- 

ish Americans of Mexican descent fought to be included within the margins of white 

ethnicity. According to much of the LULAC leadership, it was their association with 

the “colored races” that prevented them from gaining full inclusion in white Amer- 

ican society. Therefore, they put distance between Mexican Americans and the col- 

ored races, particularly African Americans. However, the particular conditions of 

the U.S.-Mexico border region also forced Mexican American political leaders to 

construct their ethnic white identity in contrast to Mexican immigrants. Mexican 

immigrant laborers were poor, dark-skinned, and did not speak English.'** These 

new arrivals, many believed, undermined the quest of acculturated Mexican Amer- 

icans for civil rights through the highly racialized politics of citizenship and white- 

ness in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In other words, as middle-class Mexicanos 

stepped up on the ledges of the black/white divide, many feared that the continu- 

ous arrival of Mexican laborers would pull them toward nonwhite status accord- 

ing to the sharpening distinctions of the emerging regime of immigration control. 

Therefore, the small, Mexican American middle class represented by LULAC 

tended to advocate limiting Mexican immigration and supported increased bor- 

der enforcement.!22 What evidence remains of the work of the Border Patrol’s first 

Mexicano officers firmly points toward their grounding in the racialized politics 

of whiteness and citizenship in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. No one made this 

clearer than Patrol Inspector Pete Torres when, one day, an acquaintance began to 

tease him by calling him a Mexican. In response, Torres “pulled out his revolver 
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and shot right at his feet. He says, ‘Iam not a Mexican. Iam a Spanish-American, ” 

recalled an onlooker.!*° In the Border Patrol and through Mexican exclusion, he 

and the others literally shot their way into whiteness. 

From Pete Torres to Dogie Wright, these were the men to whom the develop- 

ment of U.S. immigration law enforcement was assigned in the early years of the 

U.S. Border Patrol. Though it was established to function as a national police force 

dedicated to broad enforcement of federal immigration restrictions, the disorgan- 

ization of Border Patrol supervision and coordination effectively granted control 

over that enforcement to the officers of the patrol. The intense localization of U.S. 

immigration control empowered local men to determine the direction of U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement. For these sons of the borderlands, immigration law 

provided the basic framework for their work, but local interests and customs defined 

by the social world of agribusiness provided the immediate means of interpreting 

the priorities of immigration law enforcement. As chapter 2 details, not only did 

the introduction of the Border Patrol to the Texas-Mexico borderlands allow its 

officers to rise from the working class—often from work as unskilled laborers to 

positions with significant authority—but, by joining the patrol, these landless la- 

borers found a unique way to participate in the agricultural economy: they policed 

the region’s primary workforce. In the process, they created a new axis of racial di- 

vision in borderland communities by linking Mexican immigrants to the crimes, 

conditions, and consequences of being illegal in the United States. 



A Sanctuary of Violence 

When they were kids, Jean Pyeatt and Fred D’Alibini would “gather up rocks and 

pile them up on the school grounds so that they’d fight the Mexicans during re- 

cess.”' They were children of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands who defended the in- 

equities between whites and Mexicanos when the borderlands’ sometimes am- 

bivalent system of racialization failed to clearly mark the difference. Years later, as 

officers of the United States Border Patrol, they traded their rocks for shotguns and 

converted their child’s play into police practice. As Border Patrol officers, their vi- 

olence introduced a new way of marking the meaning of race in the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands. In particular, by substituting policing Mexicanos for patrolling the 

border, Border Patrol officers linked being Mexican in the U.S.-Mexico border- 

lands with being illegal in the United States. 

This chapter tells the story of how, why, and with what consequences officers of 

the United States Border Patrol policed Mexicanos as proxy for policing illegal im- 

migration in the U.S. Immigration Service’s Texas-based districts. It is the story of 

ordinary men—neither powerful nor dispossessed members of their communities— 

who had grown from boys of the borderlands to officers of the state. They were few 

in number—several hundred, at most—and few people outside of the borderlands 

region took note of how they did their jobs. But it was these men and the inter- 

section of their lives and their work that defined the formative years of U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement in the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands. 

TRACKING MEXICANS 

With little supervision and no formal training, U.S. Border Patrol officers tested a 

variety of techniques for enforcing U.S. immigration laws. The simplest method 
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was “line watches,” which consisted of patrolling the political boundary between 

official U.S. immigration stations to apprehend unauthorized immigrants as they 

surreptitiously crossed into the United States. In their first year of duty, Border Pa- 

trol officers in Texas-based stations reported turning back a total of 3,578 immi- 

grants as they attempted to cross the U.S.-Mexico border.” But with many deso- 

late miles to patrol between the official ports of entry and with fewer than two 

hundred officers spread across multiple shifts, Border Patrol officers could not pro- 

vide effective line watches against illegal entry. In December of 1926, Chief Patrol 

Inspector Chester C. Courtney of the Border Patrol’s subdistrict office in Marfa, 

Texas, conducted a study of the efficiency of line patrols. Courtney was an Arkansas 

native who was a drugstore clerk in his home state before serving in the United 

States Army between 1912 and 1915.° By 1920, Courtney had taken up residence 

in Dimmit County, Texas, where he owned and operated his own farm to provide 

for his wife and infant son.‘ By 1926, Courtney had left farming and was the chief 

patrol inspector for the United States Border Patrol several miles up the Rio Grande 

in Marfa, Texas. In this position, Courtney estimated that 40 percent of unsanc- 

tioned border crossers evaded the Border Patrol’s line watches in his subdistrict. 

He computed the percentage of missed apprehensions by comparing the number 

of persons apprehended since 1924 to the growth in the region’s Mexicano popu- 

lation. Any growth in the Mexicano community, Courtney assumed, was attrib- 

uted to unsanctioned migration, and no group other than Mexican nationals en- 

gaged in unauthorized border crossings in the region. His calculation reflects the 

Border Patrol’s very early focus upon policing Mexicanos in the Texas-Mexico bor- 

derlands. Officers assumed that only Mexicans crossed the border illegally and that 

the broader Mexicano community in the region was under suspicion for illegiti- 

mately entering into the United States. 

To capture the floating mass of Mexico’s unsanctioned border crossers, Border 

Patrol officers utilized their broad jurisdiction to apprehend undocumented im- 

migrants as long as they were en route to their final destination. Beginning in 1927, 

most of the activity in the Border Patrol’s Texas-based districts developed in the 

greater borderlands region rather than along the border line. That year, Border Pa- 

trol officers in the El Paso and San Antonio Districts reported turning back only 

nine immigrants.° Instead of enforcing the boundary between the United States 

and Mexico, Border Patrol officers patrolled backcountry trails and conducted 
traffic stops on borderland roadways to capture unsanctioned Mexican immigrants 
as they traveled from the border to their final destination.” Along major and mi- 
nor transportation routes, the officers reported questioning hundreds of thousands 
of people. Border Patrol officers in the Texas-Mexico borderlands thus broadly po- 
liced Mexicano mobility instead of enforcing the political boundary between the 
United States and Mexico. 

As the officers pulled back from the border, they could not witness violations 
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of U.S. immigration law; instead, they used what the United Supreme Court would 
later describe as “Mexican appearance” as a measure for identifying unauthorized 
border crossers. For example, on March 23, 1927, Border Patrol Inspectors Pete 
A. Torres, a member of the Spanish-American middle-class from New Mexico, and 
George W. Parker Jr., an Arizona native from a ranching family, were “driving 
slowly up the El Paso-Las Cruces Highway when this Ford Car and the two Mex- 
icans in question passed us going north.” Torres turned to Parker and said, “I be- 
lieve the two in that car are Mexicans, let us go and see if they are wet aliens.”? In 
a clear example of policing Mexicans as proxy for policing unsanctioned border 

crossers, they used “Mexican appearance” as an indicator that the two men, Mar- 

iano Martinez and Jesus Jaso, had violated U.S. immigration restrictions. The in- 

spectors ordered Martinez and Jaso to “drive over to one side off the road and stop, 

or words to that effect, which they did.”!° Torres then approached the car to “in- 

vestigate them as aliens.” As he walked closer to the car, “Torres saw something in 

the car that appeared to be sacks, with the impression of cans on the inside” and 

rather than inquiring into the men’s immigration status, Torres asked, “What you 

boys got?”'! When Martinez admitted to carrying liquor, the Border Patrol officers 
quickly arrested the two men for violating federal prohibition laws. 

Martinez and Jaso protested their arrest and sparked a rare investigation into 

the racial logic of Border Patrol practice in the Texas-Mexico borderlands. They 

protested their arrest on the grounds that Border Patrol officers had neither the 

authority nor reasonable evidence to investigate them for violating prohibition laws. 

Since February of 1925, Border Patrol officers had been authorized to enforce U.S. 

immigration restrictions, but the constant intersections of undocumented immi- 

gration and liquor smuggling created many questions regarding the limits of the 

Border Patrol’s authority to enforce federal law. As one chronicler of the Border 

Patrol explained, “Professional contrabandistas (smugglers) enter incidentally be- 

cause they smuggle. Others smuggle incidentally because they enter,” but the U.S. 

Border Patrol was only specifically authorized to enforce U.S. immigration laws. 

The Bureau of Immigration declined to navigate the complex intersections of 

prohibition and customs laws with immigration control at the nation’s borders by 

blithely responding to pleas for clarification from district directors and Border Pa- 

trol officers. “What is the status of an Immigrant Patrol Inspector in regard to Pro- 

hibition and Narcotic Enforcement. . . . | have never been in a position to get a sat- 

isfactory opinion from any one in authority,” wrote Patrol Inspector William A. 

Blundell on February 3, 1926. “I am not sure of my ground and do not know how 

far I can go... several times [I have] been placed in a rather difficult position by 

not knowing just what the policy of the Immigration Service is in regard to the above 

matter.” !3 Blundell’s district director sought clarification from the Bureau of Im- 

migration’s headquarters in Washington, D.C., but all he was told was that there 

was no uniform policy on Border Patrol officers participating in the enforcement 



48 FORMATION 

of prohibition laws. “This is a matter which the Bureau has left to the discretion of 

the District heads,” explained a memo from the Bureau of Immigration.'* 

Understanding the Border Patrol’s unclear jurisdiction in terms of enforcing 

federal prohibition laws, the lawyer for Martinez and Jaso argued that the evidence 

against his clients should be excluded “on account of illegal arrest; the officers did 

not have reasonable belief that the car contained liquor.”!” The U.S. commissioner 

reviewing the case concurred with the defendants’ position that Border Patrol au- 

thority was limited to immigration law enforcement but upheld the arrest of 

Martinez and Jaso because “if the Immigration Patrol Inspectors stopped these 

Mexicans to inquire into whether or not they were aliens... and... during the 

course of the investigation of the persons’ alienage, the officer saw sacks in the car 

and asked, ‘Boy what have you in the car,’ and one of the defendants answered, 

‘We have liquor,’ then it was the officer's duty under Section 26 National Prohibi- 

tion Act to arrest the persons and seize the car and liquor.”!® The commissioner 

upheld the actions of Inspectors Torres and Parker, including their use of race as 

an indicator of illegal entry, and sent the case to the Federal Grand Jury. 

Reviewing the decision for the U.S. Border Patrol in El Paso, Texas, Chester C. 

Courtney, by then the acting chief patrol inspector of the Border Patrol’s El Paso 

station, interpreted the case’s significance for the use of race as a measure of im- 

migration status. Courtney advised his officers that “as long as Patrol Inspectors 

[officers] use their heads when stopping Mexicans to inquire into their alienage, 

and later find liquor, the arrest will be upheld.”!” But, he warned, “Had the two 

persons been white Americans the case would have been thrown out on account 

of illegal search, as it would have been absurd to say they believed the Americans 

to be aliens.”!® In this explicit discussion of the logic of U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement, Chief Patrol Inspector Chester C. Courtney reveals that Border Patrol 

practice pivoted upon racialized notions of citizenship and social belonging in the 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In particular, by describing the defendants as “Mexican” 

regardless of their formal citizenship status while seamlessly interchanging the 

terms of white and American, Courtney revealed that Border Patrol tactics were 
profoundly shaped by the deeper histories and broader social systems that marked 
Mexicanos as marginalized and temporary outsiders within the region’s dominant 
social, cultural, political, and economic systems. Immigration law, therefore, pro- 
vided the basic framework for Border Patrol operations, but the histories of con- 
quest, displacement, and the rise of Jim Crow in the era of agribusiness penetrated 
the Border Patrol’s everyday translations of immigration law into immigration law- 
enforcement practices. Although Torres and Parker had not witnessed Martinez 
and Jaso illegitimately cross the border, the evidence of their infractions was plainly 
inscribed in the social world of the borderlands. 

Racialized notions of citizenship and social belonging penetrated the Border Pa- 
trol’s development of the pseudo-science of tracking. Tracking is a method by which 
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Border Patrol officers read the markings left by people traveling across the land. 
Broken twigs, human litter, and footprints are all indicators of haman passage that 
Border Patrol officers used to locate unsanctioned border crossers. The officers 
would pick up a footprint at the border and then track the human’s movement in- 
land. Tracking is a simple and low-technology technique, but it requires training 
and experience to learn how to follow a human trail across miles of thick brush, 
mountain terrain, and open desert. 

In the Texas-Mexico borderlands, some men entered the U.S. Border Patrol with 
extensive experience in tracking, especially if they had worked in agriculture or 
ranching prior to joining the patrol. Among the experts was Fred “Yaqui” D’Ali- 
bini, who taught tracking to many of the new recruits who passed through his sta- 

tion. D’Alibini liked to joke around, recalled retired officer Bill Jordan, and he would 

dazzle new recruits with his tracking abilities by “squat[ting] over a clear track— 

horse or man—study it a bit, and, apparently communing with himself, pontifi- 

cate. ‘Hmmm. A Mexican male; about 5'5" to 5'8"; dark brown hair; brown eyes; 

dark complexion; wearing huaraches ... and so on.’”!” As D’Alibini explained to 
writer Peter Odens in the early 1970s, human tracks reveal racial characteristics: 

“A Mexican always walks heavy on the outside of his feet. When he walks, he puts 

his foot down on the heel first and then rolls it off—Indians will do that, too. Whites 

and blacks ordinarily put their feet down flat.”*° So, after reading a track for the 
gender, complexion, and national origins of its maker, D’Alibini would follow the 

tracks, and “when the last tracks were found with the maker standing in them, sure 

enough!” exclaimed Jordan, “That’s what he looked like!” 7! According to Border 

Patrol tracking lore, therefore, undocumented immigrants fit a specific profile that 

could be tracked north from the border by following the particular imprints that 

Mexicans made upon the land. Illegals were Mexicans—poor, rural, brown, and 

male Mexicans—and evidence of such an equation was pressed into the landscape 

by the peculiar gait of Mexican workers as they walked north from Mexico. In a 

region crisscrossed by Mexicano workers, Border Patrol officers often found what 

they were looking for when following tracks heading north from Mexico. 

On June 28, 1936, two Border Patrol officers tracked nineteen-year-old José 

Hernandez to a store in Esperanza, Texas (just outside of Fort Hancock). That 

morning, Hernandez left his home, a shack near the U.S.-Mexico border, and be- 

gan walking north toward the store.*” When he was about halfway there, a man 

who worked in the store was driving by and stopped to give him a ride. After ar- 

riving at the store, Hernandez stood outside talking with two other men for awhile. 

This is when two Border Patrol officers pulled into the driveway. One of the officers 

walked past Hernandez and headed into the store. Hernandez followed him in to 

buy a soda. Nothing transpired between Hernandez and the patrolmen until the 

officers were preparing to leave. Before leaving the premises, one of the officers de- 

cided that he should interrogate Hernandez about his citizenship status. This officer 
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instructed one of the other men who was standing outside the store, an “Ameri- 

can” as described by the officers, to go inside and tell Hernandez to come outs it 

they want to talk to me they could come in the store,” responded Hernandez. The 

officers entered the store, jerked Hernandez by the arm, forced him into their pa- 

trol car, and drove off. 

Apprehended, detained, and accused of illegal entry, Hernandez carried the bur- 

den of proof. The officers took him to his shack, where he showed them his bap- 

tismal certificate as evidence of citizenship. “Shut up you son ofa bitch!” yelled one 

of the officers, who did not believe that the certificate was valid, and he pushed 

Hernandez back in the patrol car. This time they took him down to the river where 

there were the fresh tracks that they had been following before arriving at the store. 

The officers forced Hernandez to “put one of his tracks down opposite the tracks 

on the river,” and then declared, “They are just the same... yes, you crossed to- 

night, you son of a bitch.” 

The Hernandez incident exemplifies the significance of the borderlands’ social 

world of racialized difference and inequity in the Border Patrol’s enforcement of 

U.S. immigration laws. The officers had been tracking an unsanctioned border 

crosser when they arrived at the store. At the end of the tracks stood three men: 

two were “American” men as described by the officers, and the other man, they ex- 

plained, was Hernandez, “the Mexican standing outside of the store.””° The officers’ 

decision to question Hernandez was unrelated to the tracks; instead, it was rooted 

in racialized notions of belonging in the borderlands, which Border Patrol officers 

imported into their tracking techniques. The Hernandez incident thus demonstrates 

that the social world of the borderlands informed how the U.S. Border Patrol nar- 

rowed its mandate for migration control into a project of policing Mexicanos. 

The Hernandez incident also demonstrates how Border Patrol work introduced 

a new zone of violence and marginalization to the region. Despite its disorganiza- 

tion and lack of funding, the arrival of the U.S. Border Patrol in the Texas-Mexico 

borderlands introduced the legal/illegal divide to the region’s established systems 

of inequity while creating a new apparatus of violence and social control. The Bor- 

der Patrol’s narrow enforcement of U.S. immigration laws was an intrinsically 

violent process, sanctioned by the state, that linked Mexicans to illegality and 

illegality to Mexicanos. The Border Patrol’s racialized sphere of violence and so- 

cial formation, therefore, reinvented and reinvested what it had drawn from the 
borderlands by creating a new mechanism and logic for the marginalization of 
Mexicanos in the borderlands. 

As a fundamentally social process, the Border Patrol’s policing of Mexicanos 
was a contested project. The Hernandez incident, for example, was recorded and 
investigated because the store’s proprietor, Mr. G. E. Spinnler, argued that his rights 
as a landholder and property owner had been violated by U.S. Border Patrol officers 
who entered his store to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions against a “Mexican 
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laborer.”’® Eighteen months later Spinnler’s complaint was included in a broader 
protest by members of the Hudspeth County Conservation and Reclamation Dis- 
trict no. 1, who provided the Hernandez incident as evidence of “high-handed” be- 
havior by Border Patrol officers, whose actions produced a “shortage of farm la- 
borers in Hudspeth County.””” Such concerns were unfounded because the Border 
Patrol’s impact upon the flow of Mexican workers into the Texas-Mexico border- 
lands was nominal. In 1926, the 175 Border Patrol officers in the two Texas-based 

districts registered apprehending 1,550 persons for immigration violations. The 

next year, they apprehended a total of 10,875 persons for immigration violations.”8 

In 1928, they apprehended 16,661 persons.”? And after reaching a high of 25,164 

such apprehensions in 1929, the number apprehended for immigration violations 

in the Texas-based Districts of the U.S. Border Patrol plunged to just 14,115 in 1930 

and continued to drop during the 1930s.*° Therefore, while the Texas “army” of 

migrant workers reached an estimated three hundred thousand at the height of the 

season in the late 1920s, Border Patrol officers reported apprehending only a small 

fraction of the number of workers needed for the region’s seasonal harvests. Still, 

the long life of Spinnler’s complaint indicates that the Border Patrol’s policing of 

Mexican immigrants had created a powerful yet contested institution in the bor- 

derlands by introducing a new regime of authority over the region’s labor supply. 

Mexicanos also contested the authority and attentions of Border Patrol officers. 

Although Border Patrolmen carried enormous authority in their jobs as armed im- 

migration law-enforcement officers, Mexicanos did not always quietly submit to 

the officers’ demands. Retired Patrol Inspector E. J. Stovall told the story of a time 

when he quickly assessed the limits of his authority according to the immediate 

context of his work. One day in 1928, explained Stovall, he was patrolling alone 

near San Elizario, Texas, when he decided to drive through town. “San Elizario was 

this little Mexican town on the Rio Grande,” said Stovall, who remembered that 

when he got into town that day he saw a Mexicano “come out from behind the 

bank of the drainage ditch and then duck back.”?! Stovall admitted to knowing the 

man but stopped the car and asked him, “What do you have there in your bosom?”** 

The man reached into his shirt pocket and “pulled out two bottles of beer and put 

them down on the bridge and broke them, so we wouldn’t have any evidence.”* 
Reflecting upon the incident, Stovall wondered, “Why I didn’t pull out my gun and 

fire at that Mexican. I don’t know. I don’t know why.”™ Instead of reaching for his ° 

gun and firing, Stovall fled. “I got in my car and got away from there,” remembered 

Stovall, because “it was in daylight about one o'clock. If I had pulled my gun and 

fired there would have been fifty Mexicans around me that quick.” According to 

Stovall, God spared his life that day by “taking charge” of his hands and prevent- 

ing him from shooting at the Mexicano. Perhaps Stovall instinctively knew that his 

only immediate supervisor was “this little Mexican town” whose residents may have 

immediately challenged his actions. All alone in San Elizario, Stovall fled before 
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_ beginning a battle he could not win. And borderland resident Julio Santos Coy re- 
called a time when Border Patrol officers were “[yelling] at one person like in the 
movies when sergeants yell loudly at new recruits three millimeters from their 
faces.”°° Coy challenged the officers and was warned, “Shut up or you'll be where 
he is,” but his opposition to the officers’ aggression is evidence of Mexicano re- 
sistance to Border Patrol work.*’ Resistance in the moment of interrogation was 

critical because street-level investigations, examinations, and confrontations were 
at the heart of Border Patrol work. 

Quite often, the impact of Border Patrol work is measured according to the num- 

ber of people apprehended or deported each year. While this is a critical indicator 

of Border Patrol activity, apprehension statistics provide only a partial snapshot of 

what was occurring in the development of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Each 

year Border Patrol officers apprehended less than 3 percent of the number of per- 

sons they reported having questioned, examined, or investigated during the year. 

Border Patrol activity, therefore, constructed a broad net of surveillance that far 

exceeded the product of their police work as captured by the annual apprehension 

statistics. 

In 1925, the eight officers working out of the Del Rio, Texas, station referred 

102 people to a U.S. Immigration inspector for suspicion of immigration violations. 

To refer these 102 people, the Del Rio officers questioned or investigated 32,516 

persons. These officers did not conduct 32,516 extensive individual interrogations; 

rather, they included a variety of interactions in their tally of interrogations. For ex- 

ample, when officers boarded a train and walked through the cabins, they recorded 

the total occupancy of the train in their tally for persons questioned. In Del Rio in 

1925, this amounted to 12,109 people riding on 2,092 trains. Similarly, they included 

all occupants of the cars that they stopped and questioned. In Del Rio in 1925, this 

included 20,055 persons riding in 5,599 automobiles. Statistics for the total num- 

ber of people questioned or investigated by the Border Patrol reflect a broad net of 

surveillance rather than a specific set of individual interrogations. In the sparsely 

populated border counties of the Del Rio station, Border Patrol racial profiling 

practices concentrated the officers’ wide net of surveillance upon the region’s Mex- 

icano workers.*8 
The Del Rio station’s territory stretched 137 miles along the U.S.-Mexico bor- 

der across Kinney, Val Verde, and halfway through Brewster Counties. In 1930, 

the total population of these three counties combined was 25,528, of whom 14,559 

(57 percent) were Mexicano.* In addition to resident populations, there was the 

seasonal arrival and departure of migrant laborers, linked most closely to the 

amount of cotton that had to be harvested. 

In the 1920s, Kinney, Val Verde, and southern Brewster County farmers were 

only beginning to raise cotton. Although statistics for the amount of cotton har- 

vested in the three counties in 1925 are not available, in 1924 only 27,970 acres of 
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cotton were planted in Kinney, Val Verde, and Brewster Counties combined.“ Us- 

ing Paul Taylor’s calculation that a good cotton crop would yield 170 Ib./acre, and 

a good picker can pick 200 Ib. of cotton per day, it would only require 792 work- 

ers to pick all three counties’ cotton in five weeks. The three counties were already 

home to 2,166 male farm workers who would have performed much of the labor 

during the cotton harvest, leaving little work for migrant laborers.*' Compared to 

the rapid expansion of cotton in areas such as the Lower Rio Grande Valley, Texas, 

or the Imperial Valley, California, the three counties in the Del Rio station’s terri- 

tory had few labor needs, and the Del Rio area was not a major beltway for migrant 

laborers heading north. Therefore, the bodies present and marked for interroga- 

tions in the Del Rio station’s territory would rise and fall over the year but hovered 

around 15,000 Mexicanos. Still, setting the Del Rio station’s 32,516 interrogations 

beside the estimated 15,000 possible subjects of their work only begins to reveal 

the impact of Border Patrol police practices upon Mexicano communities in the 

borderlands. 

Gendered racial profiling dropped the number of “suspicious” Mexicans in the 

Del Rio area to 7,500, if approximately half of the resident Mexican population was 

male. And, assuming that only half of the Mexican population was over the age of 

fifteen, the number of suspicious Mexicans would be further reduced to 3,750. Un- 

derstanding that Del Rio’s officers reported questioning and investigating 32,516 

persons within a region that was home to an estimated 3,750 racialized and gen- 

dered adult subjects of Border Patrol work reveals that the patrol’s work amounted 

to police harassment of Mexicano laboring men in the Texas-Mexico borderlands. 

Despite occasional complaints from regional elites such as storeowner E. G. Spinnler 

and the members of the Hudspeth County Conservation and Reclamation District 

no. 1, farmers typically appreciated the Border Patrol’s policing of Mexicano work- 

ers as a new tool of labor control in the region. 

IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT AS LABOR CONTROL 

Farmers and ranchers wanted migrants to come and go with the seasons, but they 
did not want workers to deploy their mobility as a strategy to improve their labor 
conditions and wages by seeking work elsewhere in the middle of the harvest. In 
response to the agribusinessmen’s concerns regarding migrant mobility, munici- 
palities placed restrictions upon out-of-state labor contractors and passed vagrancy 
laws that threatened migrant workers with arrest while en route to new jobs. The 
power vested within the United States Border Patrol was just another weapon in 
the arsenal of agribusinessmen who understood the advantages that Border Patrol 
work presented. As one farmer admitted, “The mexicans are afraid to run off they 
are afraid of what will be done to them and they don’t know the law. They are afraid 
to come to town now because of the immigration officers.”4? Some regional elites 
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protested Border Patrol intrusions upon their property and, at times, objected to 
the policing of Mexican laborers. In 1929, for example, a resident of Cameron 

County, Texas, protested that “our immigration officials are like dog catchers the 

way they go after the Mexicans.”* A farmer in Carrizo Springs complained that 
Border Patrol officers “think their job is to pack a gun and to shoot even if a man 

is running.” But others recognized that without Border Patrol surveillance on the 

county roads and even of their own fields, migrant workers would “leave to go where 

wages were higher.” As one farmer explained, “We tell the immigration officers 

if our mexicans try to get away into the interior, and they stop them and send them 

back to Mexico. Then in a few days they are back here and we have good workers 

for another year.”*° 

The Border Patrol’s contributions to the agribusinessmen’s interests in limiting 

and regulating the mobility of the industry’s primary workforce cannot simply be 

explained by describing Border Patrol officers as the lackeys of agribusinessmen 

or as the tools of the capitalist state. Agribusinessmen often had the opportunity 

and ability to exercise direct influence over the development of Border Patrol prac- 

tices, but the officers were local men, community members, and workers who max- 

imized and manipulated the project of policing Mexican workers. Dogie Wright, 

for example, understood the interests of local agribusinessmen and utilized his po- 

sition as a Border Patrol officer to demand respect from local elites. Indicating his 

authority to police Mexican workers, Dogie explained that “an officer’s job is he’s 

got to enforce the law.”*’ The price for flexible enforcement against Mexico’s un- 

sanctioned border crossers was respect for his authority. So long as ranchers “treat 

me alright. And they always did,” Dogie explained, he was happy to remain flexible 

in the enforcement of federal immigration restrictions against Mexican workers.** 

“We used our head. We wasn’t rabid,” recalled Dogie. “It makes a lot of differ- 

ence right here on the border,” he explained, “’cause we can’t be too observant... 

they need labor right here on the border.” Structured by the political economy 

of Mexican labor migration to the Texas-Mexico borderlands, Dogie’s strategic ap- 

proach to U.S. immigration law enforcement reveals the more nuanced dynamics 

at work when Patrol officers—former tram conductors, auto mechanics, salesmen— 

extracted dignity, respect, and authority from the region’s social, political, and eco- 

nomic elite by selectively policing the region’s primary low-wage labor force. 

The Border Patrol’s contributions to the interests of agribusinessmen and 

ranchers were also a matter of self-protection because upsetting relations with lo- 

cal farmers and ranchers would have estranged officers from a critical source of as- 

sistance in the backcountry regions where Border Patrol officers worked alone, in 

pairs, or, at most, in groups of three. In particular, officers depended upon the sup- 

port of local ranchers and farmers when policing the dangerous intersections of 

unsanctioned migration and liquor smuggling because, unlike migrant workers, 

liquor smugglers were typically armed and willing to engage Border Patrol officers 
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to protect and move their loads. Prohibition, therefore, created a context in which 

protecting the interests of ranchers and farmers afforded the small and scattered 

force of Border Patrol officers with a crucial network of support. 

Patrol Officer Frank Edgell understood the value of maintaining close relations 

with local ranchers and farmers. A Texan by birth, Edgell was a farmer in Pima 

County, Arizona, before joining the Border Patrol in 1924. Edgell was assigned to 

a series of Arizona stations and knew many of the local farmers because of his per- 

sonal history in the region. Two of his acquaintances were Mary Kidder Rak and 

her husband, who owned a cattle ranch in the southeastern corner of Arizona. Rak 

broke the tedium of ranch life by writing about her life and experiences. In 1938, 

she published Border Patrol. Although Border Patrol is often cited as a text that 

chronicles the history of the U.S. Border Patrol, it is better understood as an arti- 

fact of the close relations between borderland ranchers and farmers and the officers 

of the U.S. Border Patrol’s greater El Paso District during the 1930s. 

Edgell told Rak of the dangers of Border Patrol work and celebrated the critical 

support provided by local ranchers such as Rak and her husband. For example, in 

December 1924, Edgell recalled, he had spotted the tracks of a horse in a desolate 

region near Sasabe, Arizona. Suspicious of off-road traffic in this isolated area, 

Edgell drove to the nearby Palo Alto Ranch and borrowed a horse.*° He followed 

the tracks and found liquor concealed in a thicket. Crossing the thin line between 

enforcing U.S. immigration restrictions and policing liquor smugglers, Edgell con- 

tinued to follow the tracks. Soon he came upon six armed men. Rather than con- 

front the six men, Edgell opted for a distraction. “‘I am a Federal Officer,’ he be- 

gan frankly, taking his tobacco sack from his shirt pocket and rolling a cigarette as 

he sat at ease on his horse,” wrote Rak, who admired her friend’s bravery and in- 

genuity. “ “I hear that two Chinamen have come across from Mexico and are headed 

for Tucson, on foot. Have any of you men seen their tracks when you were riding 

around?” The smugglers answered that they had not seen any Chinese passing 

through the area, and Edgell’s successful ruse allowed him to avoid a conflict and 

continue on without incident. Edgell circled back and took a concealed position near 

the liquor hidden in the thicket. The smugglers were sure to return for their stash. 

Soon, two of them did. Edgell took them by surprise and placed them under arrest, 
but he was alone, and the two liquor smugglers had four friends in the area. One of 
smugglers’ friends approached from a far-off hilltop and quietly prepared to shoot 
Edgell. Fortunately, explained Rak, Edgell’s borrowed horse alerted him to the man 
in the distance. Edgell took cover, shot first, and downed the accomplice. Still, there 
were three other smugglers wandering about the area, and it was only the fortuitous 
arrival of “a trusted Mexican cowboy” that allowed Edgell to escape. 

Together, Dogie Wright's reflections and Frank Edgell’s anecdote provide 
unique insight into why the officers of the United States Border Patrol actively po- 
liced Mexicans while only meekly attempting to cut off the flow of Mexican work- 
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ers into the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands. The corridors of migration between 
Mexico and the southwestern United States were certainly too broad, deep, and 

embedded for several hundred officers in scattered stations to patrol effectively, 

but, in addition to the systems of mass labor migration that the farmers and ranch- 

ers had lobbied to protect, Border Patrol officers empowered themselves by de- 

manding respect in exchange for selective immigration law enforcement and pro- 

tected themselves in an era of prohibition by fostering collaborative relationships 

that allowed them to call upon farmers and ranchers for support in times of need. 

The Border Patrol’s simultaneously flexible and focused policing of Mexican work- 

ers was thus a complicated matter, a deeply social and political tactic of law en- 

forcement that developed within the very specific socio-historical context of race, 

labor, power, and policing in the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands. 

The violence that emerged from the Border Patrol’s narrow enforcement of U.S. 

immigration restrictions also evolved in the dense social world of policing Mexi- 

cans in the Texas-Mexico borderlands. As of February 1925, Border Patrol prac- 

tice was rooted in each officer’s authority to use physical coercion. When their ef- 

forts at U.S. immigration law enforcement intersected with prohibition, Border 

Patrol coercion escalated into spectacular gunfights that became the backbone of 

border lore that painted the men of the Border Patrol as a “band of hard-bitten pa- 

trol officers.”°' While these legends of Border Patrol violence appropriately cap- 

ture the extreme possibilities of Border Patrol work, they overlook the more every- 

day manifestations of Border Patrol authority, such as the net of surveillance, and 

elide the ways in which Border Patrol violence was often grounded in community 

life and folded into the fabric of family relations. 

JACK’S REVENGE: THE SOCIAL WORLD 

OF BORDER PATROL VIOLENCE 

John H. (Jack) and James P. (Jim) Cottingham were brothers. Jack was born in El 

Paso, Texas, in January 1881, and Jim was born five years later, in Brownsville, 

Texas, in March 1886. Although Jack was the older brother, he was born with lim- 

ited mental facilities, and his younger brother watched over him as they grew from 

childhood to adulthood in the Texas-Mexico borderlands.*” In 1900, their father 

was a farmer in Cameron County, Texas, their mother was a homemaker, and Jack, 

Jim, and their sisters, Susie and Mary, were in school.*’ By 1910, their father had 

left farming to become a real estate agent in Uvalde, Texas, and Jack and Jim had 

moved with the family to Uvalde, where they worked as merchants.” By 1920, the 

family had moved back to Cameron County. Jack and Jim were in their thirties 

and working as peace officers, and their father had returned to farming. Living with 

the family in Cameron County was their sister Susie’s new husband, John Peavey. 

Peavey was a military man who had been born in Missouri but came to the Lower 
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Rio Grande Valley as a child with his family. Between 1920 and 1924, Peavey and 

the Cottingham brothers joined the U.S. Customs Mounted Guard and then 

switched over to the U.S. Immigration Service Mounted Guard.” In July 1924, they 

were transferred into the new U.S. Border Patrol. In the patrol, they all worked _ 

closely together, but Jack and Jim were inseparable partners, as Jim spent his days 

enforcing U.S. immigration restrictions and looking after his brother.*° 

The stories of Jack and Jim tell of two brothers deeply dedicated to one another. 

They worked together and lived together almost all their lives. Jack, the older and 

slower brother, never married, but rumor has it that when Jim got married, Jack 

joined him and his new bride on their honeymoon. Out on patrol, they shared the 

responsibilities of driving the patrol car. Regardless of where they were, every hun- 

dred miles they would trade. Every now and then, one officer recalled, “the time 

to change drivers would come right in the middle of downtown Mission or 

McAllen, or where ever . .. so they stopped their car, got out, changed sides, and 

then went on about their business.”°” 
While on patrol one evening, their partnership almost came to an end when Jim 

was shot by a Mexican liquor smuggler. Jim shot back and killed the smuggler, but 

he was critically wounded. The bullet had gone through his arm and chest and punc- 

tured his lung. Jack picked up his brother and took him to the hospital. Jim’s wounds 

were serious, and it was “touch and go for him in the hospital for some time.”°* He 
did recover, but on the day that Jim had been shot and it seemed as if Jack was to 

be left behind, Jack headed to the border to take vengeance for his wounded brother. 

As Jim lay in the hospital, “someone came to the bridge from across the river to 

complain because some one was down there doing a lot of shooting. When they 

went to investigate, they found Jack. He had gone on down to the river below where 

Jim had been when he was shot, and just stayed there. He killed every person who 

came in sight on the Mexican side of the river during that time.”*? 

The story of Patrol Inspectors Jack and Jim Cottingham exemplifies the social 

entanglements of Border Patrol violence. In the course of enforcing U.S. immi- 

gration law, the transitions from investigation to aggression and lethal violence were 

often embedded in a world of family relations among the local officers of the Texas- 

Mexico borderlands. What had begun as a matter of immigration law enforcement 
ended as a matter of brotherhood. Border Patrol violence moved outward and on- 
ward through a socially integrated network of officers who sought vengeance against 
those who had harmed their own. Chief Patrol Inspector Herbert C. Horsley ac- 
knowledged this when he wrote to the parents of Patrol Inspector Benjamin T. Hill. 
Hill had joined the Patrol on May 14, 1929, and sixteen days later he was killed in 
a shootout with liquor smugglers. As Horsely wrote to Hill’s parents, “We are leav- 
ing no stone unturned in our search for the murderer whose hand caused the death 
of your son, our beloved comrade.”® Adding Hill’s name to the Honor Roll, the 
list of officers killed in the line of duty, Horsley pledged that “your son’s name will 



A SANCTUARY OF VIOLENCE 59 

go down in Border Patrol history as a martyr to the cause of justice and as an ex- 
ample of fearlessness in the enforcement of the Laws of our Country.”®! 

Hill was the twelfth Border Patrol officer to be killed in the line of duty. By 1933, 

nine other officers had died. Each death and injury brought a search for vengeance. 

For example, on January 20, 1939, Presidio County Sheriff Joe Bunton delivered 

the body of Gregorio Alanis to his relatives living near Presidio, Texas. The deliv- 

ery finished a battle that had begun eight years earlier between Alanis, a Mexican 

American, and officers of the U.S. Border Patrol. During a daybreak raid upon his 

father’s property, Gregorio shot Patrol Inspector James McCraw just below the left 

clavicle and then fled to Mexico. Immediately after the shooting, Senior Patrol In- 

spector Earl Fallis secured a felony warrant against Alanis from the county sheriff 

“in the event it should become necessary to shoot Gregorio Alaniz, for in all prob- 

ability he will resist arrest.”® Time did not distract the officers, and on the evening 

of January 20, 1939, Patrol Inspector Dorn assigned all his men to a remote trail 

outside of Presidio, Texas. At 9:30 P.M., in an abandoned house along the trail, Dorn 

shot and killed Gregorio Alanis. 

At the inquest, Justice of the Peace W.G. Young of Presidio County found that 

“Gregorio Alaniz came to death at the hands of Patrol Inspector Edwin Dorn, who 

while in the line of duty, commanded Gregorio Alaniz to halt and hold up his hands, 

Gregorio having refused and put up fight with a razor, the said Edwin Dorn shot 

him with a shotgun, in self-defence.”™ The other man who had crossed with Ala- 

nis that night and who had witnessed the shooting “offered no resistance, but while 

being conveyed to the patrol car which was some distance from the scene of the 

encounter by Inspectors Dorn and Temple, succeeded in escaping from them.”® 

Eight years after the shooting of Patrol Inspector McCraw, Gregorio Alanis was 

dead, the witness was missing, and a brotherhood of law enforcement exonerated 

Dorn without any further investigation. 

The composition of the Border Patrol (an ensemble of white men, including the 

Spanish or Mexican Americans who fought for whiteness by enforcing U.S. im- 

migration laws against Mexican Browns) and the composition of its subjects (poor, 

male, brown-skinned Mexicans) structured the vengeance campaigns as struggles 

between white men and brown men of the borderlands. In the case of Jack Cot- 

tingham, Jack headed to the border to exact revenge for the shooting of his brother. 

With the gunman already dead, Jack’s vengeance followed the Texas Rangers’ tra- 

dition of “revenge by proxy.” Jack shot Mexicans, any Mexicans, for the offense of 

one, and his outburst was implicitly gendered as he randomly subjected Mexicans 

to a highly masculine and public form of violence, pistol shooting. In the case of 

Gregorio Alanis, the officers of the patrol pursued a more slow, patient, and tem- 

perate approach: they waited eight years to avenge the shooting of Patrol Inspec- 

tor James McCraw and took their vengeance at the often violent intersection of mi- 

gration control and liquor interdiction. 
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In the case of Lon Parker, the murder of a fellow officer sparked years of vio- 
lence as men who were both kin and colleague to Parker sought vengeance for their 

losses. Lon Parker was born in Arizona in 1892 and grew up in southern Arizona. 

In 1924, both Lon and his brother, George W. Parker Jr., joined the United States 

Border Patrol. By any measure, Lon was popular and epitomized the early Border 

Patrol officer as a man who was familiar with local customs and highly integrated 

into local communities. “It was said that if one met a strange man anywhere within 

a wide radius of the Huachucas, one could say “Good morning, Mr. Parker, and 

be right four fifths of the time,” explained Mary Kidder Rak. 

On a Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1926, Lon left a family picnic to fol- 

low the tracks of two liquor smugglers into the mountains. The smugglers, how- 

ever, found Lon before he found them, and they shot him when he came into range. 

Seriously wounded, according to the stories told to Mary Kidder Rak, Lon drew 

his gun and killed one of the smugglers and his horse. The other smuggler fled, and 

Lon slowly rode to the nearest ranch for help. Lon barely made it to the ranch, where 

he fell off of his horse and collapsed against a fence; but nobody was home to help 

him, and within hours Lon was dead.* 
A few days later, when Washington, D.C., transplant Alvin Edward Moore re- 

ported for duty in Patagonia, Arizona, he was handed the badge of the recently 

slain Lon Parker and told the story of the smuggler who got away. After Lon’s body 

was discovered, brother Border Patrol officers followed his trail back into the 

mountains and found the dead smuggler. It was Narciso Ochoa, a noted liquor 

smuggler in the area. The officers presumed that it was his brother Domitilio Ochoa 

who had left the tracks fleeing the area.®* Soon after Moore arrived in Arizona, 

Senior Patrol Inspector Albert Gatlin got a tip that Ochoa was going to try to re- 

turn to Mexico that night. Gatlin told Moore to find Patrol Inspector Lawrence 
Sipe (Gatlin’s brother-in-law), Deputy Sheriff Jim Kane (raised with Lon on the 
same ranch and “ate out of the same beanpot”) and “anybody else he can get” and 
meet at Campania Pass along the border. When Moore, Sipe, and Kane arrived, 
they were met by Gatlin and a “posse of officers from Douglas County.” Accord- 
ing to Moore, ranchers were “turning out of bed to patrol the line that night. . . 
stalking off in the moonlight, rifles ready, prepared to shoot and be shot at.”® Dur- 
ing such vengeance campaigns, the line between officers and community mem- 
bers disappeared. Together, they took to the night to avenge the murder of Lon 
Parker. 

It was Lon’s partner, Albert Gatlin, who led the posse. “Lon had been as near to 
Gatlin as his own brother, and his murder had all but turned him from an impar- 
tial officer into an avenging nemesis,” remarked Moore.” Before he stationed the 
posse at posts along the border, Gatlin gave the officers, ranchers, and farmers who 
had been deputized for the evening some advice: “All I’ve got to say, men, is if you 
see anybody comin’ toward the line tonight, yell at em in English. And if he don’t 
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answer you in English, shoot!”’! With that advice, the men took to their posts for 
the night. , 

Several hours later, Moore saw a figure move in the dark. When a bullet blasted 
through his car window, Moore took aim and shot back. After the figure dropped, 
Moore ran over. It was Ochoa, and he had been shot in the chest. As daylight broke, 
Moore proudly displayed the wounded Ochoa to Gatlin, who moaned, “It’s too bad 

you didn’t kill the son-of-a-bitch,” but “you qualify for the Border Patrol.””? Moore 

was not a local, but in the blood of Domitilio Ochoa, he was baptized as a Border 

Patrol officer. Ochoa survived the shooting but was sentenced to death by hang- 

ing soon after—at least, this was Moore’s tale of Lon Parker. 

Ralph Williams joined the Border Patrol long after Lon had died, but he was re- 

lated to Lon by marriage and had heard the legends from family and from brother 

officers. Williams knew that Lon was an uncle to Sheriff Jim Hathaway of Cochise 

County. Jim grew up with Officers Jean Pyeatt and D’Alibini and had been with 

them when they fought the Mexicans during recess. When Lon lost his final fight 

on that mountain trail, Jim vowed, “That smuggler will never die a natural death.” 

Two years later, Jim found the man he believed had killed Lon, and “in the middle 

of the night with that boy, he eliminated him. Him and that guy who was riding 

shot-gun for him.””* According to Williams, two men were dead for the murder 

of Lon Parker, when only one was accused of fleeing the scene. Still, according to 

the legend of Lon Parker, the pursuit of justice in the name of their brother officer 

did not stop. 

Patrol Inspector Robert Moss had his own version of the story to tell. Accord- 

ing to Martin, three men were involved in the murder of Lon Parker. Two of the 

men were later found “hanging from a tree, right where they had killed him. I don’t 

know how they got back there, but they were found dead, hanging from a tree.”” 
Moss believed that he later caught a third accomplice in downtown El Paso. When 

the man saw Moss and his partner coming, he began to run and “started scream- 

ing in English ‘Don’t let them kill me.’” The man must have known that Patrol In- 

spector Gatlin had long ago set English as the code for not getting shot by the Bor- 

der Patrol for the murder of Lon Parker. He too was sent to jail. 

All together, the legends of Lon Parker tell of seven men dead and one in jail 

after a Sunday afternoon in 1926. Lon and Narciso were the first to die. Then, after 

one man fled the scene, a posse shooting and jury hanging, a dual nighttime elim- 

ination, two mountain lynchings, and a final El Paso apprehension followed. The 

legend tells of violence that was dispersed but not random. Patrolmen serving as 

officers of the state, brothers of the deceased, and men of the community exacted 

compensation from Mexicano men for the murder of Lon Parker. The legends sug- 

gest that in many ways and on many nights, Border Patrol violence was used to ex- 

act personal vengeance and defend community interests. In the battles that ensued 

between Border Patrol officers and Mexicanos, schoolyard clashes were replayed 
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between grown men, but the white boys who had become Border Patrol officers 

had gained the authority of the state. As immigration law-enforcement officers, their 

violence carried new meaning by unfolding in the field in which illegality was be- 

ing defined. When Border Patrol officers shot, killed, arrested, hung, eliminated, 

or otherwise brutalized Mexicanos, the violence that had so long defined the dif- 

ferences between whites and Mexicans in the borderlands—those of conquest, land 

ownership, employment, and so on—became inscribed within the violence that 

marked the differences between being legal and illegal. 

But the legend of Lon Parker must be read as a matter of both fact and fiction. 

As historian Alexandra Minna Stern has observed, Border Patrolmen of the 1920s 

and 1930s actively embraced, among other things, a “primitive masculinity” where- 

by they forged their institutional identity in the image of frontier cowboys and other 

pioneering conquerors of the American West, namely, the Texas Rangers.”° Such 

notions elided the complex personal and employment histories of the early officers— 

the tram drivers, the mechanics, and the Texas Rangers included—but it was a pow- 

erful narrative that officers carefully projected to one another and to the world 

around them. Whether or not their predecessors had actually engaged in the ex- 

ploits that comprised the legends of Lon Parker, they spent years swapping stories 

of having brought a more primitive and manly form of justice to some smuggler, 

some night, at the hands of some Patrol inspector. The legends of Lon Parker were 

a form of cultural production in which Border Patrol officers defined themselves 

as inheritors of a masculine and highly racialized renegade tradition of violence in 

the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

The life, career, and celebrated lethality of Patrol Inspector Charles Askins Jr. 

was another source of bravado for the early officers. Askins is heralded as one of 

the twentieth century’s greatest gunfighters. At the time of his death in 1999, a hes- 

itant but admiring obituary in the gun-enthusiast magazine American Handgun- 
ner described Askins as a “stone cold killer. For those of us who knew him, there 
was just no gentler way to put it.””” Askins himself listed his official body count at 
“Twenty seven, not counting [blacks] and Mexicans.”78 

Askins was not from the borderlands. He was born in Nebraska and grew up in 
Oklahoma before moving to Montana, where he tooka temporary job fighting fires 
in Flathead Forest.” He then moved down to New Mexico, where he again worked 
fighting fires, this time on the Jicarilla Indian reservation. When fire season ended, 
he worked in logging camps. By 1929, he was working full-time as a forest ranger 
in the Kit Carson National Forest. In 1930, Askins’s friend, George W. Parker Jr. 
recruited him to the U.S. Border Patrol. Parker had boasted of “a gunfight every week 
and sometimes two.”*? Always in search of a gunfight, Askins “succumbed to the 
glowing reports from my amigo Parker who was having a hell ofa good time in the 
Border Patrol.”*! Stationed in El Paso, Texas, Askins had plenty of opportunities 
to do battle with contrabandistas attempting to bring liquor into the United States. 
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Askins disagreed with Prohibition—“an ill-fated attempt to force the thirsty Amer- 
ican public to give up John Barleycorn,” as he described it—but liquor control pre- 
sented him with the opportunity to engage in the “sport” of human hunting.*? 

Askins recounted his life of guns, violence, and immigration law enforcement in 
his autobiography, Unrepentant Sinner. Recalling his first day on the job as a Bor- 
der Patrol officer, Askins explained that there was “no training school for recruits. . . . 
I was handed a badge and since I had my own shooting irons I did not draw the old 
.45 Colt Model 1917 nor one of the next to worthless Enfield rifles.”®3 With his own 
weapon and a U.S.-issued Border Patrol badge, Askins headed out for his first “tour 
of duty.” That evening, at about 9:30 p.M., Patrol Inspectors Jack Thomas and Tom 
Isbell “ran into an ambush and killed a smuggler.” Askins had not been at the fight, 
but he arrived soon after and helped to collect the body of the dead contrabandista. 
“I was enthralled, I'll tell you!” exclaimed Askins, “I hadn’t fired a shot but I’d been 

close to the smell of gunpowder and I thought, ‘Boy, this is for me!’ ”®4 

Askins eagerly pursued gunfights with the smugglers and reveled in the Border 

Patrol’s besting of the contrabandistas. He estimated that while Border Patrol 

officers killed five hundred smugglers between 1924 and 1934, the Border Patrol’s 

Honor Roll listed only twenty-three officers lost in the process.*° Askins so enjoyed 

the sport of battling the liquor smugglers that he seemed to forget the primary func- 

tion and authority of the United States Border Patrol. “Actually the primary job of 

the Border Patrol was not alcohol at all but illegal aliens,” he said.8° “The BP was 

part of the Immigration Service and, believe it or not, was part of the Department 

of Labor.”*” 

When Askins did engage in immigration law enforcement, his methods were 

rough. “I was really in favor of banging a suspect over the ears with a sixshooter and 

then asking him when he crossed out of Mexico,” explained Askins, “This I found 

reduced the small talk to a few syllables and got a confession in short order.”** Al- 

though he was transferred from the El Paso station after the district director read 

one too many gunfight reports that included his name, Askins believed that his chief 

patrol inspector sanctioned his excess and aggression because “only those jazbos who 

had not been raised along the border, were not happy with this system.”®? 
Over the years, Askins was promoted for his enthusiasm, expertise, and knowl- 

edge in firearms. First, he was tapped to organize a pistol team. Under his tutelage, 

the Border Patrol Pistol Team won multiple regional and national competitions. 

While Askins routinely complained about the average patrolman’s inexperience 

with guns, the success of the Border Patrol Pistol Team helped brand the organi- 

zation as an outfit of straight shooters. In 1937, Askins was appointed as the firearms 

trainer at the Border Patrol Training School in El Paso, Texas, boasting that this 

position made him the highest paid officer in the U.S. Border Patrol. That Askins 

not only survived but prospered in the patrol during the 1930s is particularly sig- 

nificant because it was an era of reform in federal law enforcement. 
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In 1929, widespread concerns regarding crime and crime control, focused .on 

issues emerging from Prohibition, prompted President Herbert Hoover to estab- 

lish the National Committee on Law Observation and Enforcement, popularly 

known as the Wickersham Commission. The Wickersham Commission assessed 

the causes of crime, concentrating on the rise of organized crime and efforts to stem 

liquor consumption and trafficking, and examined the many problems of enforc- 

ing Prohibition. As the Wickersham Commission examined the enforcement of 

Prohibition, it uncovered patterns of police corruption and brutality that exposed 

all arms of federal law enforcement to increased scrutiny. 

In 1930, the Department of Labor began to investigate corruption and exces- 

sive violence within the Border Patrol by compiling a list of all criminal charges 

that had been filed against Border Patrol officers since July 1, 1924.” The officers 

had been convicted of everything from murder to speeding. Then, in 1933, the De- 

partment of Labor reorganized the Immigration Service and Naturalization Ser- 

vice by forming the joint Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) and at- 

tempted to clean out the Border Patrol by firing all officers and rehiring them on 

a temporary basis. To secure a permanent position with the Border Patrol, the 

officers had to appear before a board of officials from the Department of Labor and 

the Immigration Service, popularly remembered as the Benzene Board. Dogie 

Wright explained that the board’s function was “to cut out the men who were do- 

ing a lot of gun fighting, too prone to use their guns.””! Some were removed, but 

many of the officers, including Charles Askins, made it through. 

As suggested by Askins’ retention, the impact of the Benzene Board was lim- 

ited. The country was in the depths of the Great Depression, and jobs were hard to 

come by. The board made a quick pass over Border Patrol personnel, but even some- 

one as unrepentant as Charles Askins must have spoken wisely and judiciously be- 

fore the Benzene Board. Further the board depended upon local law-enforcement 

systems to expose and document cases of corruption and brutality. However, as in 

the case of Gregorio Alanis, local law enforcement typically buried incidents of Bor- 
der Patrol violence. 

Just a few months before the Benzene Board began, the death of Miguel Navarro 
exemplified how local law enforcement concealed Border Patrol violence. On Au- 
gust 18, 1932, two patrol inspectors and a special state ranger heard that some liquor 
smugglers were going to try to cross the border illegally that evening at the Las Flo- 
res crossing near La Feria, Texas. At around 9 p.M., they hid behind a tree and waited 
for the smugglers to cross. The inspectors had been waiting about forty-five min- 
utes when they “saw three men carrying something on their shoulders . . . from the 
direction of the river.”** When the smugglers got within fifty feet of the officers, 
Patrol Inspector John V. Saul stepped out from behind the tree and told the men 
to halt. Two of the men—Anselmo Torres, a U.S. citizen, and José Sandoval, a Mex- 
ican national—stopped and raised their hands. The third smuggler, a U.S. citizen 



A SANCTUARY OF VIOLENCE 65 

and resident of Mercedes, Texas, named Miguel Navarro “half turned and threw 
his right hand to his body reaching under the sack he had across his left shoulder,” 
according to Saul, who was “sure he [Navarro] was drawing a gun and fired.” 
Navarro fell to the ground, shot in the leg. With the help of the “other two Mexi- 
cans,” the officers loaded Navarro into the back of their car and drove him to the 
nearest hospital in Mercedes before they took the other two men to the jail in Wes- 
laco, Texas. The officers then returned to the scene of the shooting with their chief 
patrol inspector, a U.S. Customs officer, at least two deputy sheriffs of Hidalgo 
County, and the assistant supervisor of the Customs Border Patrol.%4 

At daylight, the officers “began searching for a gun which we believed must be 
there for we were certain the Mexican wounded had attempted to draw one.” Saul 
depended upon his brother officers to exonerate him of excessive force by locat- 
ing Navarro’s gun. After a short search around the “pool of blood there on the road 

where the Mexican fell,” one of the deputy sheriffs called out, “Here it is,” and 

“picked up a 32 double-action revolver... about five or six feet from where the 

Mexican fell.”*° The officers passed the gun around for inspection and agreed that 

it was the one carried by Navarro. With no further investigation, the deputy sher- 

iffs discovery of the gun allowed the Border Patrol to find Saul’s shooting of Navarro 

justifiable and close the case. 

Within a few days, Navarro died from the gunshot wound. During the external 

investigation by local law-enforcement authorities, the sheriff assured the Border 

Patrol that he was “entirely satisfied the matter was a justifiable homicide and that 

they [saw] no reason . . . to investigate or proceed with the matter any further.”?” 

The local justice of the peace followed suit and declared that “the deceased came 

to his death from shock and hemorrhage caused by a bullet wound inflicted on him 

while resisting lawful arrest with a deadly weapon.””* In the end, Miguel Navarro— 

the “Mexican” born in Mercedes, Texas—was dead, and Patrol Inspector Saul was 

exonerated without further inquiry. 

Quick exonerations by a brotherhood of local and state officers shielded the men 

of the Border Patrol from the potentially less sympathetic scrutiny of a federal grand 

jury or even the Benzene Board. Such impunity fortified the localized structure of 

Border Patrol operations. Still the broader effort to professionalize federal police 

practice during the 1930s did prompt the establishment of the Border Patrol Train- 

ing School (BPTS) in 1937, which brought a new level of uniform training into the 

Border Patrol project. 

THE BORDER PATROL TRAINING SCHOOL 

The BPTS was actually the expansion of a training program first developed in 1935 

by the chief patrol inspector of the El Paso District, Herbert C. Horsley, and his su- 

pervisor, district director of the Immigration Service in El Paso, Texas, Grover C. 
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Wilmoth. Wilmoth had spent years struggling with a rag-tag group of officers in 

his district. He repeatedly issued circulars requiring officers to wear their uniforms, 

to stop drinking, gossiping, and sleeping on the job, to cease their cavorting in Mex- 

ican border towns, and to stop over-reaching their authority by conducting ran- 

dom traffic checks. But nobody seemed to listen. The culture of immigration law 

enforcement in the far-flung offices seemed resistant to his interventions by memo. 

In February of 1928, for example, Wilmoth found it necessary to recirculate a memo 

dated September 2, 1924, which asserted that “employees must not while on duty 

indulge in the use of intoxicating liquors in Nogales, Sonora, Mexico, or else- 

where.””? In October 1929, incidents of officers “accept[ing] gifts of small value” 

prompted Wilmoth to instruct officers as to the “impropriety of any officer or em- 

ployee of the Immigration Service accepting gratuities of any sort from any alien 

or from any person in any way interested in the immigration status of an alien.”!°° 

The next month Wilmoth wrote that “despite frequent warnings . . . certain officers 

and employees have continued to indulge in useless and harmful talk to outsiders... 

concerning official matters,” and he advised his staff that “upon proof of receipt of 

a copy of this formal warning, no leniency will be shown one who offends in the 

respect indicated.”!0! 

In 1930, Wilmoth attempted to forge a measure of uniformity and a culture of 

professionalism within his district by providing a detailed welcome letter for all 

new recruits. “You are congratulated on having been selected as a member of the 

U.S. Immigration Service Border Patrol, which we . . . believe to be the finest law- 

enforcing agency of the Federal Government,” the letter began.'™ After listing a 

series of “don’ts”—don’t fail to tell the truth, don’t drink, don’t gamble, don’t grum- 

ble, and so forth—the letter explained the Border Patrol’s on-the-ground training 

process by urging the new recruits to submit themselves to the more experienced 

officers. “For the next few months your attitude should be that of a student,” ad- 

vised the letter.'°° “You should show a desire and willingness to learn this business 
from officers who have served long and faithfully and who KNow IT. You may have 

had excellent training in other lines of police work but bear in mind that you are 
expected to learn to do things the Border Patrol way.”!°* Wilmoth spoke of a “Bor- 
der Patrol way” but, as he well knew, the El Paso District was fraught with disor- 
der. From his office in El Paso, Wilmoth had little direct control over Border Pa- 
trol officers working in stations spread from Nogales, Arizona, across New Mexico 
and over to the western edges of the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. There was 
no consistency or uniformity that amounted to a “Border Patrol way’; rather, there 
was an assortment of localities that received and trained new recruits, each in their 
own way. If Wilmoth doubted the disorder in his district, he was reminded in 
March 1931, when he toured stations along the border and found that officers did 
not regularly wear their uniforms. “It is a matter of regret for the writer,” explained 
Wilmoth “that it is again necessary for him thus formally to call attention to the 
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wide-spread disregard of the uniform regulations. He recently noted that some of 
the officers were on duty without any pretense of wearing the uniform; that some 
of the uniforms were unbelievably shabby; and that some of the officers, both on 
and off duty, violated instructions by wearing merely a portion of the uniform.”!% 

One decade after the establishment of the U.S. Border Patrol, G. C. Wilmoth at- 
tempted to impose order and uniformity on his region by establishing the El Paso 
District Training School.'°° The first session of the three-month training course was 
held at the El Paso headquarters on December 3, 1934. During the morning, the 
trainees received instruction in the Spanish language, immigration law, conduct, 
rights of search, seizure, evidence and court procedure, firearms, fingerprinting and 
identification, line patrolling, and equitation. After listening to lectures by in- 

structors such as Charles Askins, who served as the firearms instructor, the trainees 

spent their afternoons working alongside experienced patrolmen for a ground-level 

education in the application of U.S. immigration law. On patrol and in the class- 

room, the new recruits learned from the old-timers how U.S. immigration law was 

interpreted on a daily basis in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Wilmoth’s efforts to 

impose uniformity and discipline therefore simply formalized the localization of 

immigration law enforcement in the El Paso District. Without improving lines 

of ongoing supervision and training, Wilmoth allowed the old-timers to continue 

to exert significant control over the development of U.S. Border Patrol practices. 

In 1937, the Immigration Service renamed the El Paso District Training School 

the Border Patrol Training School (BPTS) and began requiring all new recruits, 

nationwide, to attend. The establishment of the BPTS in El Paso, Texas, represents 

an important moment in the history of the U.S. Border Patrol. The informalism, 

disorder, and regionalism that characterized the patrol’s first ten years were cer- 

tainly reduced by the adoption of a national training program. But the establish- 

ment of the BPTS is most remarkable in the ways that it centralized the Texas- 

Mexico borderlands in the making of U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

The year that the BPTS opened, the U.S.-Mexico border was not the epicenter 

of Border Patrol activity. That year, 325 officers worked along the U.S.-Canada bor- 

der, while 234 worked along the U.S.-Mexico border; another 34 worked in Jack- 

sonville, Florida, and there was 1 officer in New Orleans, Louisiana.” However, 

requiring all officers to attend the BPTS and to conduct their first patrol activities 

in the El Paso district forged uniformity and commonality around the particular- 

ities of the Texas-Mexico borderlands. Further the establishment of the BPTS in 

El Paso, Texas, greatly empowered the officers of the turbulent El Paso District to 

shape the definition of the “Border Patrol way.”'”* The establishment of the BPTS, 

therefore, was significant for the Border Patrol’s focus on the U.S.-Mexico border, 

with an area of concentration in the Texas-Mexico borderlands. 

Among the first officers to be trained at the BPTS was Harlon B. Carter. Har- 

lon grew up in Laredo, Texas, where the disjointed structure of U.S. immigration 
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law enforcement had once allowed the city’s Mexicano majority and elite to dom- 

inate the development of local Border Patrol operations. In 1927, however, Clifford 

Perkins made an inspection trip to the area and was alarmed by the development 

of U.S. immigration control in the city. “Laredo was strictly a Mexican town... . 

probably ninety-percent of the people were either Mexican or of Mexican descent,” 

wrote Perkins, who distrusted the Laredo sector’s ability to enforce U.S. immigra- 

tion restrictions independently. “The only Anglo on the police force was the chief 

. himself,” which distressed Perkins. During his two-week investigation, Perkins 

waged a “full-scale housecleaning.” He charged local officials, the chief patrol in- 

spector, and Border Patrol officers in the Laredo station with immigrant smuggling 

and forced just under half of Laredo’s twenty-eight Border Patrol inspectors and 

the chief patrol inspector to quit or be fired. Perkins then transferred select Bor- 

der Patrolmen who had all been Texas Rangers into the Laredo sector because “all 

were experienced, well-disciplined fighters who knew the country well.”! 

Detailing former Texas Rangers to Laredo was a strategy used to divorce the 

Border Patrol station from the local Mexican-American political elite. Tension 

quickly mounted between the ex-Rangers and the Laredo community, particularly 

the Laredo Police Department. While the Border Patrol enjoyed close relations with 

the local police in most borderland communities, in 1927 several officers of the 

Laredo Border Patrol “got in their Model T automobiles and spent about a half hour 

circling and shooting up the police station.”!!° The 1927 cleanup of the Laredo sta- 
tion reflected the limits of Border Patrol disorganization that allowed for local man- 
agement of immigration law enforcement. Although most local stations developed 
their own strategies, policies, and procedures, the Laredo station was exempt un- 
til the men and the infamously brutal racial violence of the Texas Rangers slashed 
away at the bonds between the Laredo Border Patrol and local Mexican-American 
leadership. The cleanup transformed the Laredo Border Patrol into a refuge for 
white violence within Mexican-dominated Laredo. One of the men who found sanc- 
tuary in the U.S. Border Patrol was Harlon B. Carter. 

Harlon had a history of violence before joining the Border Patrol. On March 3, 
1931, in Laredo, Texas, a teenaged Harlon returned home to find his mother up- 
set. Several young Mexican American boys had been loitering in front of the house, 
she complained. Harlon’s father, Horace B. Carter, was not home. He was an officer 
with the U.S. Border Patrol and was most likely on duty and not expected to re- 
turn home soon. So young Harlon picked up his shotgun and headed out to find 
the boys who had upset his mother.!!! 

He found them not too far away. Ramon Casiano, fifteen years old, Salvador 
Pefia, twelve years old, and two others were just leaving a local swimming hole when 
young Harlon approached them. With shotgun in hand, Harlon demanded that 
the four boys return to his home with him. Ramon, the oldest of the boys, spoke 
for the group and refused. “We won’t go to your house and you can’t make us,” he 
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said. The defiance sparked some bitter words between the two until Harlon raised 
his shotgun to Ram6n’s chest and shot him dead. A Laredo policeman arrested 
Harlon, and a Laredo jury found him guilty of murder. Harlon served two years in 
prison—and joined the National Rifle Association—before being released upon ap- 
peal when a higher court ruled that the “trial judge’s jury instructions had been in- 
complete.”!!* After wandering for awhile, Harlon followed in his father’s footsteps 
by joining the Border Patrol. 

Harlon joined many other local men who became immigration law-enforcement 

officers in the greater Texas-Mexico borderlands. Among them were the Cotting- 

ham brothers from south Texas, Fred D’Alibini from southern Arizona, and Pete 

Torres from southern New Mexico. They too had come of age in this region claimed 

by conquest and dominated by agribusiness. As men, they took up the mandate of 

immigration control. Holding more than 87.5 percent of all supervisory positions 

in the stations along the Texas-Mexico border, these local men made a significant 

imprint upon the development of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Most im- 

portant, although they were federal officers enforcing national laws along an in- 

ternational boundary, Border Patrol officers in the 1920s and 1930s were en- 

trenched in the local realities of race, labor, migration, masculinity, and violence 

that structured their lives as working-class men in the Texas-Mexico borderlands. 

They used the monopoly on violence granted them as immigration law-enforce- 

ment officers to both maintain and manipulate the world in which they lived by 

policing Mexicans as a proxy for policing illegals. In the process, they filled the caste 

of illegality with Mexican Browns and introduced a unique site of racialization to 

the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

These were the formative days of the U.S. Border Patrol in the Texas-Mexico 

borderlands, but the Border Patrol’s turn toward policing Mexican immigrants and 

its rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands was far from an undifferentiated process. 

Along the California and western Arizona border, which was policed by the U.S. 

Immigration Service’s Los Angeles District, Border Patrol practices developed ac- 

cording to very different dynamics. Chapter 3 draws upon the fragmentary record 

of Border Patrol work in the Immigration Service’s westernmost region to exam- 

ine the unique conditions that shaped the enforcement of U.S. immigration re- 

strictions in that region. 



The California-Arizona Borderlands 

When the U.S. Border Patrol archived its discontinued correspondence records with 

the National Archives in 1957, very few records were forwarded from the Los An- 

geles District, which stretched from the Pacific Ocean to east of Yuma, Arizona, 

and extended north in California to San Luis Obispo. The bulk of the records ad- 

dressed Border Patrol activity in the Texas-based districts and the Canadian bor- 

der region. But in records ranging from oral histories and press accounts to U.S. 

District Court records and annual statistical reports for Border Patrol activities, 

the story of the U.S. Border Patrol in the western U.S.-Mexico borderlands emerges 

and reveals that this was a regionally distinctive zone for the development of U.S. 

immigration law enforcement. Here, Border Patrol officers began their work by 

policing a wide range of unsanctioned border crossers. Asians, Europeans, and Mex- 

icans were all subject to migration control efforts. Yet the shifting political and fis- 

cal limitations of comprehensive immigration law enforcement soon narrowed the 

Border Patrol project in the region, and, here, the swing toward policing Mexicans 

accompanied a shift away from policing Asians and Europeans. 

POLICING THE PACIFIC CORRIDORS OF MIGRATION 

Legal Asian immigration into the western U.S.-Mexico borderlands slowed after 

the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited Chinese workers from entering the 

United States and came to a near halt after the “Asiatic Barred Zone” of the Im- 

migration Act of 1917 had effectively prohibited all Asians from legally entering 

the United States. By the time the U.S. Border Patrol was established, illegal im- 

migration was the only route available for most Asian immigrants seeking entry 

7O 
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into the United States. Many tried to enter with forged documents through U.S. 
ports of entry, while others tried their luck with unsanctioned border crossings 
along the Mexican and Canadian borders.' Others simply avoided U.S. immigra- 

tion restrictions by heading to destinations that did not restrict Asian immigra- 
tion, such as Mexico. 

As immigration restrictions against Asians tightened in the United States, Mex- 

ican President Porfirio Diaz encouraged Asian immigration to Mexico by signing 

the Treaty of Amity, Commerce, and Navigation with Japan in 1888 and the Treaty 

of Amity and Commerce with China in 1893. Diaz hoped that Asian immigrant 

workers would help fuel projects of industrialization in Mexican agriculture.” Be- 

tween 1900 and 1920, an estimated 10,000 Japanese immigrants arrived in Mex- 

ico and, by 1930, an estimated 15,960 Chinese lived in Mexico. Both Japanese and 

Chinese immigrants tended to settle in northwestern Mexico, primarily in Baja 

California.’ 

In addition to immigration from China and Japan and a smaller number of 

arrivals from Korea and India, the Asian population in northern Mexico also ex- 

panded as Chinese workers and Japanese farmers crossed into Mexico to flee anti- 

Asian hysteria in California. They headed south, encouraged by U.S.-based agribusi- 

ness companies operating in Mexico’s Mexicali Valley that were building enormous 

cotton farms with Asian workers. Most important was the Colorado River Land 

Company (CRLC), which actively recruited Chinese laborers to plant and pick cot- 

ton on their land in the Mexicali Valley, the cross-border extension of the Impe- 

rial Valley in Southern California. The CRLC preferred to use Chinese immigrant 

labor in the Mexicali Valley so as not to interrupt the flow of Mexican migrants to 

the United States. By 1919, the CRLC had recruited 7,000-8,000 Chinese laborers 

to the Mexicali Valley. About 500 Japanese and 200 East Indians also worked for 

the CRLC, but an estimated 80 percent of the CRLC fields were tended by Chinese 

immigrants.* In 1920, the U.S. Consul in Mexicali wrote that the arrival of Chinese 

workers in Baja California and departure of Mexican workers to Norte California 

was “creating on the California-Lower California border a community more dis- 

tinctly Chinese than Mexican.” To the east of the Mexicali Valley, 3,571 Chinese 

had also taken up residence in the state of Sonora, Mexico, by 1930.° 

Asian immigrants in the northern Mexico borderlands fostered anxieties north 

of the border that Mexico would serve as a staging ground for unsanctioned Asian 

entry into the United States. As Congress debated the National Origins Act dur- 

ing the spring of 1924, Southern California newspapers reported that Japanese im- 

migrants were planning “an invasion” of California.’ Reporting on the impending 

Japanese invasion was matched by regular coverage of the smuggling of East Indi- 

ans across the U.S.-Mexico border and, most important, the threatening presence 

of a Chinese-Mexican community in the Mexicali, Baja California region.*® For 

many, therefore, the establishment of the U.S. Border Patrol promised to place.a 
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barricade between the United States and the Asian population of the northern Mex- 

ico borderlands.? For U.S. agribusinessmen north of the border, however, the es- 

tablishment of the U.S. Border Patrol also threatened unrestricted access to the Mex- 

ican workers who cycled in and out of the borderlands during the great boom in 

California agriculture of the 1920s. But as the National Origins Act of 1924 made 

its way through Congress and into effect, farmers in the Imperial Valley seemed to 

have little reason to worry that immigration restrictions would significantly restrict 

their labor supply. Local coverage of U.S. immigration law-enforcement activities 

told stories of Europeans rather than Mexicans being apprehended for unsanc- 

tioned entry into the United States. In April and May of 1924, for example, the 

Calexico Chronicle followed the story of Conrad Meiers, a Swiss rancher who had 

been found guilty of smuggling three Swiss workers across the U.S.-Mexico bor- 

der.!° On May 8, 1924, the Calexico Chronicle covered the story of Hans Martens, 

a German immigrant, who had illegally crossed the U.S.-Mexico border with the 

assistance of Martens Kraeger. Hans was arrested and deported, and Kraeger stood 

trial for immigrant smuggling.'! On June 2, 1924, the Calexico Chronicle reported 

a story of U.S. Immigration Inspectors capturing five Italian immigrants and their 

smuggler.'? Nothing was written of Mexican workers encountering increased im- 

migration restrictions. Further, local officials promised that the new changes in U.S. 

immigration law would have a limited impact upon Mexican workers. On June 13, 

1924, for example, an article in the Calexico Chronicle explained that “the new im- 

migration law, which goes into effect on July 1, will probably be responsible for 

some confusion on the border for a matter of two or three days . . . during which 

Mexicans crossing the line unaccompanied by properly visaed passports will be re- 

quired to give evidence of their nativity.”!’ But the article then affirmed that “while 

it does not mean that Mexicans will be prevented from crossing the line as freely 

as in the past, the requirements which will go into effect need a certain amount of 
time to complete.”"* A few days later the inspector-in-charge of the local U.S. Im- 
migration Service station promised that “Mexicans will not be molested excepting 
in extreme cases and in accordance with regulations which have been enforced 
through the past several years, [because] the rigid rules now in effect [apply] chiefly 
to European aliens.”"” By July 3, 1924, the new immigration regime seemed only to 
affect southern Europeans; who were said to be “assembled in Mexicali and desir- 
ing to make entry to the United States [but] are encountering a great deal of grief.”"° 

Yet just six days later, the U.S. Immigration Service clarified its position on Mex- 
ican workers. The estimated 400-600 “Mexicans who have been in the habit of 
crossing the line daily for the purpose of working in the fields of lettuce, cantaloupes 
and cotton or other crops on this side of the line” would be exempt from the eight- 
dollar head tax and ten-dollar visa fee, explained Chief Nielsen of the Immigration 
Service, but all other Mexican border crossers would be required to comply with 
all U.S. immigration restrictions and fees. The thousands of Mexican workers sea- 
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sonally employed in the upper valley region would be required to pay eighteen dol- 
lars each time that they crossed into the United States. Employers feared that the 
cost of legal immigration would discourage Mexicans from seeking work north of 
the border, and the evasion of U.S. immigration requirements would become more 
difficult after the impending arrival of “20 additional inspectors” (i.e., U.S. Border 
Patrol officers), who, Nielsen explained, would be “stationed along the border to 
stop illegal crossings at points other than at the port proper.”!” Despite all of their 
lobbying efforts to keep Mexican immigrants out of the quota system, the appli- 
cation of the administrative requirements for legal entry and the establishment of 
a police force to prevent unsanctioned border crossings threatened to stem Mexi- 
can labor migration into California. “If rigidly enforced,” explained the Calexico 
Chronicle, “the new immigration law, as it applies to Mexicans, is likely to work 
considerable of a hardship in the valley.” Protesting impediments to Mexican la- 

bor migration, the Calexico Chronicle reported that “local people as well as em- 

ployers from the north end of the valley are preparing to make an attempt to have 

the law modified, or at least its enforcement modified to the extent where it will 

not work a hardship, and for this purpose organized effort is to be made within the 

next few days, with the likelihood that committees will be appointed from civic or- 

ganizations to make an active fight to have its application less harmful to valley in- 

terests.”!® Before the U.S. Border Patrol ever began work in the Imperial Valley, 
the local press was encouraging farmers and community members to challenge any 

interruption to Mexican labor migration. 

As local agribusinessmen gathered their forces, the newly hired U.S. Border Pa- 

trol officers in El Centro, California, began work on August 2, 1924, from their 

makeshift office in the local County jail.!” The officers were an eclectic group. Al- 

fred E. Thur was a fifty-four-year-old German immigrant who had tried his hand 

at poultry farming in northern California before joining the U.S. Immigration Ser- 

vice in Los Angeles.”? Ralph V. Armstrong was a North Dakota native who relo- 
cated with his family to San Diego, California, where his father worked as a rail- 

road conductor.”! Ralph lived at home and found a job as a fireman in San Diego 

before he joined the U.S. Border Patrol in the summer of 1921.” Four years later, 

he joined the U.S. Border Patrol. Thirty-two-year-old Frank P. McCaslin was a 

Pennsylvania native who worked as a production clerk at a machine factory before 

settling with his young family in Southern California in the early 1920s.” The lead 

officer for the El Centro station was Frank G. Ellis, a forty-four-year-old Califor- 

nia native. His mother was described as “Mexican/Spanish” by the 1910 census 

taker, and his father was a Norwegian immigrant who owned and operated his own 

farm in San Diego County, California. Frank’s older brother worked on the fam- 

ily farm, but Frank pursued an education until at least the age of nineteen and 

worked at a dairy before he was recruited to the U.S. Mounted Guard by Harry 

Weddle, a family friend and the inspector in charge of the U.S. Immigration Ser- 
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vice office in San Diego, California.” Ellis’s initial stint with the Mounted Guard 

was in 1909. He policed the California-Mexico borderlands looking for Asian im- 

migrants attempting to illicitly cross into the United States but left the Mounted 

Guard after three months and went to work as a chain man for a local surveying 

company. He returned in 1913 and served the next thirty-five years with the U.S. 

Immigration Service. In the days and months leading up to the formation of the 

U.S. Border Patrol, Ellis was credited with capturing a wide range of unauthorized 

European immigrants in the Imperial Valley.*° But with a much broader mandate 
than the one he had as a Mounted Guardsman, Ellis led the El Centro Border Pa- 

trol in an expanded effort; he promised that his officers would immediately deport 

all illegal immigrants from his jurisdiction, including unsanctioned Mexican work- 

ers.”° Just eleven days after the U.S. Border Patrol began operations in El Centro, 

California, the Calexico Chronicle reported the first major catch by Ellis’s officers: 

four Hindus and six Mexicans.’” 

By the end of the Border Patrol’s first fiscal year on June 30, 1925, Ellis and the 

officers in the El Centro station had emerged as among the most aggressive of the 

new patrol force. The El Centro station reported questioning 535,252 persons, rep- 

resenting 42.7 percent of all persons questioned by the U.S. Border Patrol along 

both the Canadian and Mexican borders. They also referred 934 persons to im- 

migration inspectors for administrative hearings regarding their immigration sta- 
tus in the United States. And they reported having directly prevented 985 persons 
from crossing into the United States.** Further, the officers of the El Centro, Cali- 
fornia, office arrested seven Chinese immigrant smugglers, more than any other 
station, excluding the Montreal station, which also arrested seven Chinese immi- 
grant smugglers.” The local press heralded the new patrol for its efforts and, in 
particular, praised the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol for stemming the threat of 
unsanctioned Asian immigration along the California-Mexico border. But Ellis 
and the other officers in the California-Mexico borderlands also policed unsanc- 
tioned Mexican border crossings, which brought quick ane fierce protest from lo- 
cal farmers. 

Tension between new Border Patrol officers and farmers in the Imperial Valley 
exploded in early 1926. C. B. Moore of the Imperial Valley Chamber of Commerce 
complained that “we had considerable trouble with the Immigration Department— 
it was trouble to us—possibly due to the fact that the inspector in charge of our 
district wished to show a large number of deportations to his credit, and they started 
the border patrol that worked throughout the valley deporting Mexicans that had 
entered the country illegally. As a result of it, the Mexicans were like a lot of jack 
rabbits that were being hunted.”*° The limited Border Patrol personnel could not 
have significantly threatened the supply of Mexican workers in the valley region. 
In 1926, the Imperial Valley depended upon the labor of an estimated 3,000-7,000 
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Mexican workers, but the entire Los Angeles District of the U.S. Border Patrol em- 
ployed only sixty-three officers. That same year, the officers reported questioning 
1,034,212 persons but directly interrupted only 806 unsanctioned border crossings 
and apprehended only 375 persons for immigration violations. Further, as C.B. 
Moore admitted, the Border Patrol failed to close the border effectively because 
after the officers apprehended Mexicans and “put them across the line, one day and 

the next day they would be back across the line at some other place.”*! Regardless, 

the farmers of the Imperial Valley grew anxious that the arrival of the Border Pa- 

trol would deny them free and unrestricted access to Mexican workers. 

For help, the farmers of the Imperial Valley turned to higher authorities within 

the U.S. Department of Labor. Imperial Valley farmers had long depended upon 

the federal government to support agricultural production in their desert home- 

land. They turned to the federal government when a botched diversion of the Col- 

orado River had flooded the region between 1904 and 1907. And, in 1909, the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture had helped to launch cotton farming in the region by 

testing for the most profitable and productive strains in the Imperial Valley. So when 

the new Border Patrol officers began arresting their workers and interrupting the 

flow of labor migration, the farmers quickly “went to the Department of Labor and 

asked them to come to our rescue and help us out in the matter.”** The Depart- 

ment of Labor could not offer the farmers a blanket exemption from the new regime 

of U.S. immigration law enforcement, but a compromise was reached by which “the 

people of the valley, upon their own initiative, entered into a system of registration 

of these Mexicans that were working there,” explained Moore.*? The Department 

of Labor thereby intervened on behalf of the farmers by creating a system of im- 

migration registration that protected Mexican workers from the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol. Yet fiscal troubles and the Great Depression soon changed the political econ- 

omy of policing Mexicans. By the end of the 1930s, Border Patrol officers in the 

California-Arizona region focused almost entirely on policing unsanctioned Mex- 

ican immigrants. 

THE BISCAL SQUEEZE 

The U.S. Immigration Service was never generously funded, and after Congress 

passed the National Origins Act of 1924, the organization struggled to keep up with 

the multiplying demands of immigration control. By 1927, the Immigration Ser- 

vice’s expenses for immigration hearings, detention, and deportation far out- 

stripped its appropriations. Officials searched for ways to cut costs. Records from 

the U.S. Border Patrol office in El Paso indicate the organization’s financial trou- 

bles. Grover C. Wilmoth, the district director in El Paso, Texas, explained in March 

of 1927 that fiscal limitations required that all Border Patrol officers judiciously 
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and economically pursue immigration law enforcement. “It is desired to impress 

upon all concerned that a real emergency in the matter of finances now confronts 

the entire Service as well as this district and it is desired and expected that each and 

every officer and employee will cooperate to the limit in effecting the necessary 

economies.”*4 According to Wilmoth, “European [and Chinese] aliens now on hand 

will more than exhaust the funds available for maintenance, including a consider- 

able amount taken from the Border Patrol allotment. In order to handle additional 

aliens who may be apprehended during the fiscal year, it will be necessary to make 

still further inroads upon the Border Patrol allotment for funds with which to pay 

maintenance and detention expenses, leaving the Border Patrol practically afoot.” 

The Immigration Service’s limited funds required that “we must husband our re- 

sources, and the money gathered at the sacrifices which must be made will not be 

spent inadvisedly.”*° 

The Immigration Service created resources for expensive deportations to Asia 

and Europe by streamlining the process of Voluntary Return (VR) for unsanc- 

tioned immigrants from Canada and Mexico. VR was the process by which un- 

sanctioned immigrants opted out of an official deportation hearing and, instead, 

voluntarily returned to their home country. In 1927, the U.S. Immigration Ser- 

vice began to offer VR to Mexican nationals to save time and money by reducing 

the number of deportation hearings. Mexican immigrants tended to accept the 

offer because the VR process allowed them to depart the United States without 

submitting themselves to possible detention or incurring a deportation record that 

would prohibit them from legally entering the United States at another time. But 

in March of 1927, the U.S. Immigration Service made a critical change in VR pro- 

cedures that broadened the U.S. Border Patrol’s authority. Advising that “no money 

should be spent for the maintenance or detention of any Mexican alien, or of any 

Canadian alien, or any able-bodied alien seamen of whatever nationality, if such 

can possibly be avoided,” Wilmoth explained that whereas Border Patrol officers 

had previously delivered Mexican and Canadian immigrants to the nearest U.S. 

Immigration station to be processed for deportation or voluntary return, the 

financial crisis of 1927 prompted the Immigration Service to authorize the officers 
to issue their own Voluntary Return orders.*” The 1927 fiscal squeeze on the Im- 
migration Service and the U.S. Border Patrol, therefore, prompted a dramatic 
change in Border Patrol authority and practice by allowing Border Patrol officers 
to quickly, cheaply, and independently expel Mexican nationals without an ad- 
ministrative hearing. The dire straits of U.S. immigration law enforcement insti- 
tutionally discouraged the policing of Asian immigrants, while the streamlining of 
VR procedures for Mexican nationals economized the policing of unsanctioned 
Mexican immigration. 

The Border Patrol’s endemic lack of resources combined with the enormous in- 
fluence of agribusinessmen and anti-Asian politics to create a peculiar predicament 
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for immigration law enforcement in the California~Mexico borderlands. Mexicans 
were the most affordable immigrants to police, but the local power structure vig- 
orously opposed the U.S. Border Patrol’s efforts to regulate Mexican labor migra- 
tion. The political climate supported and heralded the Border Patrol’s efforts to de- 
port unsanctioned Asian and European immigration, but aggressively enforcing 

restrictions against Asians and Europeans was costly. Local power structures and 

fiscal shortages rendered the U.S. Border Patrol anemic in the California-Arizona 

borderlands. In 1928, the 59 officers of the Los Angeles District of the U.S. Border 

Patrol apprehended only 2,025 persons for immigration violations in comparison 

to the 7,102 apprehended by the 82 officers of the El Paso, Texas, District and the 

9,559 apprehended by the 84 officers of the San Antonio, Texas, District.*8 In 1929, 

the 65 officers of the Los Angeles District reported apprehending 2,567 persons for 

immigration violations in comparison to the 9,980 apprehended by the 87 officers 

of the El Paso District and the 15,184 apprehended by the 85 officers of the San 

Antonio District.*? 

AN EXPENSIVE SURGE 

Not until 1932 did a surge in unsanctioned Chinese immigration from Mexico 

prompt a flurry of Border Patrol activity in the western U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

The surge was the result of a wave of anti-Chinese activity along Mexico’s north- 

ern border that forced thousands of Chinese into the United States. For many years, 

an anti-Chinese campaign had been mounting in Mexico’s northern borderlands. 

In addition to mestizaje, the prevailing theory of racial nationalism in postwar Mex- 

ico, which defined Asians as racial foreigners within a Mexico, Mexican workers 

complained that Chinese immigrants lowered wages for and stole jobs from native 

Mexicans. In 1924, for example, the Governor of Baja California responded to 

specific anti-Chinese complaints by funding the deportation of fifty Chinese na- 

tionals from Baja, and Mexican labor leader Manuel Talavera advocated the de- 

portation of all Asian workers from Mexico.” The onset of the Great Depression 

intensified the ongoing anti-Chinese movement in Baja California and resulted in 

the creation of a Chinese barrio to restrict and control Chinese activities.*! The anti- 

Chinese movement in Mexico, however, was most extreme in the state of Sonora, 

Mexico. 

The Chinese presence in Sonora was small and dispersed, but by 1916, sixteen 

anti-Chinese committees had been formed in the state, and at least one newspaper 

was dedicated to the anti-Chinese movement.” The committees constructed Chi- 

nese immigrants as a racial threat that undermined efforts to build Mexico into a 

modern nation of mestizos and operated under the slogan “For Nation and Race.” 

Many Sonoran citizens harassed Chinese immigrants whom they believed stole jobs, 

lowered wages, and underbid businessmen; all of which, they argued, committed 
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the ultimate sin of forcing Mexican citizens to emigrate to the United States. In 

1919, Sonoran Governor Victoriano de la Huerta (Mexico’s president from 1913 

to 1914) signed a labor law that required all foreign-owned businesses to give 80 

percent of their jobs to Mexican citizens—a law targeting Chinese business own- 

ers. The Great Depression further strained Mexican-Chinese relations in Sonora 

and provided the context for an aggressive campaign to purge the state of its Chi- 

nese residents. 
The purge began in 1930 and ramped up in 1932, literally pushing thousands 

of Chinese into the United States. For example, on August 1, 1932, the municipal 

president in Esperanza, Sonora, told all Chinese immigrants to pack up and leave 

within four days. They could leave quickly and voluntarily or neglect the order and 

be forcibly deported without their belongings after August 5, 1932.*° Yee Chu Chim, 

a fifty-five-year-old Chinese immigrant, did not heed the warning. He had lived in 

Guaymas, Sonora, for twenty years, but soon after the decree, “Four policemen, all 

armed with pistols, came to my place where I was living and told me that I had to 

leave Mexico.” The officers took him to the railroad station and placed him in the 

custody of the conductor, who “told me to get off the train” when it arrived in No- 

gales, Arizona.*° “I was alone,” recounted Chim, who “did not have any money or 

anything to eat.”* Alone and hungry, he followed the orders he was given upon 

being kicked out of Guaymas, and, despite U.S. Chinese Exclusion laws, he crossed 

the border into the United States. Others, however, were taken directly to the bor- 

der and pushed across. 

After dark on March 15, 1932, a car carrying luggage on its fenders headed west 

along the border in Nogales, Mexico. In its headlights marched three Chinese men. 

The driver turned the car and the men around, shut off the headlights, and marched 

the men for two hundred yards in the other direction along the same road before 
coming to a stop. Then, the driver got out of the car and led the men to a patched 
hole in the border fence. The driver kicked the patching and directed the Chinese 
men to crawl through the hole. Suddenly Ivan Williams of the U.S. Border Patrol 
“jumped from behind the bushes and shoved the Chinese back through the hole.”4” 
The driver—a Mexican police officer—protested, but Senior Patrol Inspector 
Williams still refused his efforts to deport the three Chinese men into the United 
States. At that moment, fourteen more Chinese men “came out of the darkness” 
to be marched with the other three away from the border.** 

Later that night, Williams apprehended three of the Chinese men he had ear- 
lier turned away. In the same area, Patrol Inspector Albert Gatlin also saw some- 
one escort four Chinese across the line, but “was too far away to prevent it.”49 At 
4:00 A.M., Patrol Officers Corley and Nichols turned back seven Chinese who were 
attempting to enter. And at 8:00 a.M., Patrol Officers Sevy and Todd apprehended 
ten Chinese who had been forced across the border just two miles west of Nogales. 
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His persistence enabled the Mexican officer to forcibly deport all of his Chinese 

charges during the early morning hours. 

Because the anti-Chinese movement was strongest in Sonora, Mexico, and be- 

cause the railroad linked Sonora to the United States through Nogales, most ille- 

gal deportations of Chinese from Mexico took place in the Nogales region. Still Mex- 

ican officers forced Chinese into the United States all along the border. For 

example, Border Patrol officers reported that on March 14, 1932, in Naco, Arizona, 

a Mexican officer fired several shots “to scare the Chinese across the line or to keep 

them from going back to Mexico once they were in the U.S.”°’ And, in April of the 
same year the U.S. Attorney’s office in Los Angeles submitted the following report: 

“GREAT INFLUX OF CHINESE COMING ACROSS MEXICAN BORDER. . . . WE HAD 

FORTY SEVEN CASES LAST FRIDAY AT SAN DIEGO AND... ONE HUNDRED AND 

SIXTEEN ADDITIONAL CHINESE HAVE SINCE BEEN CAUGHT NEAR THE LINE. ... 

MEXICAN AUTHORITIES ASSIST IN RUSHING THESE ALIENS ACROSS THE LINE” 

(capitals in original).*! 

Deported from Mexico but unwelcome in the United States, Chinese immi- 

grants in Northern Mexico endured a double deportation from Mexico to the 

United States and from the United States to China. In interviews with U.S. immi- 

gration officials, Chinese deportees from Mexico reported being forced to leave 

their homes in places such as Navojoa, Esperanza, Guaymas, and Cajeme, Sonora. 

With only a few of their belongings, sometimes only the clothes on their back and 

the money in their pockets, Chinese immigrants were detained by Mexican officers 

and placed on trains heading for the border. At the border, Mexican officers de- 

tained them once again and pushed them through holes in the border fence. When 

pushed back into Mexico by officers of the U.S. Border Patrol, their bodies became 

the focus ofa battle between U.S. and Mexican officers over controlling migration 

across a shared border. 

The two nations shared anti-Chinese immigration policy and popular senti- 

ment.°* Along the border between 1930 and 1933, this mutual xenophobia and 

racism resulted ina clash. Neither nation wanted the Chinese. Mexico tried to solve 

its problem by deporting Chinese to the United States, but the Chinese Exclusion 

Acts in the United States prohibited the entry of most Chinese nationals. Estimates 

of the number of Chinese immigrants forced north of the U.S.-Mexico border reach 

into the thousands.® Only a fraction of the deportees were apprehended by U.S. 

authorities, but 468 cases, or 53.2 percent of the total number of cases heard in the 

US. District Court of Southern California between January 4, 1932, and Decem- 

ber 31, 1933, involved persons with Chinese surnames.”4 

Still, the Border Patrol’s efforts at controlling unsanctioned Chinese immigra- 

tion were greatly hampered and shaped by fiscal limitations. To finance the surge 

in deportations to China, the U.S. Immigration Service required its employees to 
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take thirty days leave without pay in fiscal year 1932. “Federal appropriations were 

not enough to cover their journeys home, so employee’s wages were docked at a 

rate of two and one half days per month for one year,” explained Gary Charles, 

who processed the Border Patrol’s payroll between 1929 and 1935. By the close 

of fiscal year 1933, the Immigration Service’s budget remained overstretched, and 

G.C. Wilmoth once again urged “the exercise of every possible economy for the 

remaining portion of this fiscal year and during the ensuing fiscal year. Every con- 

templated expenditure,” he explained “must be carefully considered, and the ne- 

cessity therefore must clearly appear before the obligation is incurred.” The crisis, 

he explained, would continue into the following year, and to leave no doubt as to 

how the U.S. Immigration Service was going to economize immigration law en- 

forcement, Wilmoth instructed his officers that “commencing immediately [em- 

_ phasis in original] there must be a sharp reduction in maintenance expenses, our 

principal item of expenditure. This will be accomplished by extending the volun- 

tary departure privilege to a larger number of Mexican aliens, and by paroling a 

larger number of such aliens made the subject of formal warrant proceedings. In 

general, Mexican aliens apprehended in the act of crossing the International Line 

illegally, or thereafter while in travel status, will be accorded the voluntary depar- 

ture privilege unless criminal proceedings are to be instituted.”°° Once again, 

streamlining the deportation of Mexican nationals financed the expensive return 

of Chinese to China. This time, however, financing deportations to China directly 

affected the lives and pockets of all employees of the U.S. Immigration Service, and 

reducing the number of Chinese deportees became a matter of institutional and 

individual fiscal interest, while offering VR to Mexican nationals emerged as the 

most judicious and economical option for U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

THE, POLITICAL ECONOMY 

OF POLICING MEXICAN IMMIGRATION 

The fiscal strains on comprehensive immigration law enforcement unfolded along- 
side dramatic changes in the political economy of policing Mexicans. In particu- 
lar, whereas agribusinessmen had once demanded unrestricted Mexican migration, 
the Great Depression created a surplus of domestic labor and a sparked a rise in 
anti-immigrant activity that opened new possibilities for Border Patrol work in the 
California-Arizona region. The implosion of the global economy in 1929 gener- 
ated new streams of displaced workers—an estimated three hundred and fifty thou- 
sand people entered California during the 1930s—while agribusinessmen benefited 
from the federal government's incentives to reduce acreage in production under 
the provisions of the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933. The Great Depression 
therefore reduced the dependence of California’s agribusinessmen upon the flow 
of Mexican workers across the U.S.-Mexico border, while the lack of work north 
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of the border discouraged Mexican workers from trekking north. Further, during 
the early years of the Great Depression, Mexican nationals and Mexican Ameri- 
cans throughout the United States fell prey to those looking for quick and local an- 
swers to the economic crisis. “Deport the Mexicans” became a battle cry of those 
attempting to create jobs and squeeze pennies from public services. Most power- 
ful in California but extending to Illinois and parts of Texas, local governments 
and charities sponsored train fares to force Mexican nationals and their U.S.-born 
children to return to Mexico.” 

Efforts to push Mexicanos out of the United States coincided with efforts by the 
Mexican government to coordinate the repatriation of Mexican nationals and their 
children to Mexico. The hope was that repatriated Mexicans would return to Mex- 
ico with stockpiles of social and financial capital to invest in Mexican development. 
An estimated 1.6 million Mexicans and Mexican Americans crossed south into 
Mexico between 1929 and 1939. Ironically, it was at this moment when more Mex- 

icans were leaving the United States than entering that the U.S. Border Patrol in the 

California-Arizona region began to focus on policing Mexicans. The U.S. Border 

Patrol in the California-Mexico borderlands, in other words, targeted Mexicans 

during a downswing in both migration and migration control, so that, although 

the total number of persons expelled from the United States (deported, ordered to 

depart, or voluntarily removed) fell from 29,861 in 1931 to 17,792 in 1939, Mexi- 

can nationals apprehended and removed from the United States as a percentage of 

the total number of persons expelled increased from 28.2 percent in 1931 to 52.7 

percent in 1939. By the end of the Great Depression, therefore, the officers of the 

U.S. Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands had developed a distinctively 

narrow interpretation of U.S. immigration law enforcement by focusing their at- 

tention, resources, and authority upon policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration. 

For Mexico’s emigrant workers, the establishment of the U.S. Border Patrol 

ended the era of casual labor migration to the United States. As George Sanchez 

has most eloquently described, the 1924 consolidation in U.S. immigration con- 

trol transformed the once “fluid” U.S.-Mexico border into a “rigid line of demar- 

cation, [which] made it clear that the passage across this barrier in the desert was 

a momentous occasion, a break from the past.”°* Confronted by a new regime of 

U.S. immigration control, a regime increasingly dedicated to policing Mexicans, 

Mexican labor migrants had to make new choices when they reached the northern 

edge of Mexico: they could either deliver themselves for inspection and be con- 

fronted with unaffordable fees, humiliating exams, and the possibility of exclusion, 

or they could try their luck at illicitly crossing the border and cautiously avoiding 

the Border Patrol. Many tried their luck and surreptitiously entered the United 

States. In doing so, they not only made their way across an increasingly policed 

border but also entered the United States as illegal immigrants targeted and chased 

by the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol. The new conditions of their fugitive lives 
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north of the border dramatically altered the meaning of Mexican labor emigration 

to the United States. Chapter 4 explores how the 1924 changes in U.S. immigra- 

tion control broadly rescripted the meaning of Mexican labor emigration and 

thereby encouraged Mexican authorities to prevent Mexican nationals from vio- 

lating U.S. immigration restrictions by extending the project of policing unsanc- 

tioned Mexican migration south of the U.S.-Mexico border. 



4 

Mexico’s Labor Emigrants, 
America’s Illegal Immigrants 

In i910, a widespread uprising brought an end to Porfirio Diaz’s thirty-five year 

reign as the president of Mexico. Campesinos, exiles, anarchists, and middle-class 

malcontents all rebelled against the processes of land dispossession, capital accu- 

mulation, and political centralization that were embedded within Diaz’s vision of 

“order and progress.” Diaz’s ouster came quickly: it took just several months to 

send him into exile. But the fighting lasted seven years as the various factions and 

leaders of the revolution battled for dominance. By 1917, the fighting finally eased, 

and the promise of a new day glimmered at the edges of a society frayed by nearly 

a decade of civil war. In these years, the new leaders of Revolutionary Mexico stood 

upon the rubble of e/ Porfiriato and began the business of reconstructing the nation.’ 

As Mexican officials worked toward rebuilding Mexico—its economy and 

society—Mexican citizens made an unprecedented one million border crossings 

into the United States during the 1920s. The flight of Mexican workers to the United 

States worried many Mexican nationalists, who wondered how revolutionary Mex- 

ico could develop socially and economically if emigration drained the country of 

its citizens and laborers.” One Mexican official despaired, “If I could, I would build 

a Chinese wall clear across our northern border and keep our laborers at home.”* 

The Mexican public, too, ardently opposed Mexican labor emigration to the United 

States. Emigrating workers, they argued, betrayed the nation by dedicating their 

energies to the expansion of American wealth rather than to the building of revo- 

lutionary Mexico. 

Despite these concerns, Mexican authorities could not and would not stop the 

exodus of workers across the border. The Mexican Constitution of 1917 [Section 26 

of Article 123] required Mexican nationals seeking work abroad to secure a labor 

83 
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contract signed by municipal authorities and the consulate of the country where 

they intended to work.‘ The contract needed to provide a minimum wage, maxi- 

mum hours, and medical care, and the employer had to pay the cost of repatria- 

tion for the worker. But the Mexican Constitution also protected the right of Mex- 

ican nationals to freely enter and exit the national territory, and Mexican authorities 

therefore refused to prevent Mexican nationals from crossing the border, regard- 

less of the administrative requirements for legal emigration. More important, per- 

haps, political elites in postwar Mexico were reluctant to interfere with struggling 

families who sent their most able members north to work. The Mexican Revolu- 

tion had been built upon promises of economic equity and social justice, but un- 

relenting poverty continued to define the everyday life of the average Mexican 

worker in postwar Mexico. Given the harsh differences between the rhetoric of the 

Mexican Revolution and the realities of Mexican life, political elites calculated that 

allowing laborers to emigrate and send back remittances diminished the threat of 

rebellion in the countryside. Mass labor emigration to the United States, in other 

words, enhanced political stability within Mexico. Therefore, despite a popular cul- 

ture that smeared emigrants as traitors to the nation, both constitutional and po- 

litical considerations combined to prevent Mexican authorities from taking action 

to stop Mexican nationals from crossing the U.S.-Mexico border. 

However, in the middle of the Mexican emigration boom of the 1920s, the U.S. 

Congress passed the National Origins Act of 1924 and, three days later, established 

the U.S. Border Patrol. The 1924 innovations in U.S. immigration control dramat- 

ically altered the dynamics of Mexican labor migration to the United States. Most 

important, the 1924 changes hardened the U.S.-Mexico border against informal 

border crossings and transformed Mexico’s labor emigrants into America’s illegal 
immigrants. The deep social impact of the new U.S. regime of immigration con- 
trol forced Mexican authorities to reconsider how they managed Mexican border 
crossings into the United States. 

This chapter tells the little-known story of how the tightening of U.S. immigra- 
tion control forced Mexican authorities to take a new look at how they managed 
Mexican labor emigration to the United States. The chapter draws upon the records 
of the Archivo Histérico del Instituto Nacional de Migracion (AHINM) to detail 
how Mexican authorities attempted to prevent Mexican nationals from violating 
U.S. immigration laws in the years after the 1924 consolidation in U.S. immigra- 
tion control. Mexican efforts at emigration control were weak, poorly funded, and 
scattered, but dusty government records gathered from a nearly forgotten ware- 
house in Mexico City tell of Mexican officers policing Mexico’s northern bound- 
ary, interrupting unsanctioned border crossings, and arresting migrant smugglers. 
Records detailing rising concerns over the problem of illegal immigration to the 
United States and textual snapshots of Mexican migrants ducking and dodging 
Mexican authorities long before they ever reached the U.S.-Mexico border directly 
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challenge the popular notion that efforts to control Mexican migration at the U.S.- 

Mexico border was a wholly unilateral effort.° Mexican authorities responded to 

the consolidation of U.S. immigration control by policing Mexican emigration to 

the United States. While the U.S.-Mexico border would remain the most difficult 

barrier for unsanctioned migrants to cross, the rise of Mexican emigration control 

created a crescendo of migration control in the greater U.S.-Mexico borderlands 

rather than a sudden deployment at the U.S.-Mexico border. 

The crescendo in migration control is a story that does not fit comfortably on 

either side of the border. Mexican emigration control developed within Mexico and 

evolved according to Mexican national interests in preventing the many costs as- 

sociated with unsanctioned Mexican immigration to the United States. But it is im- 

portant to note that the officers of the Mexican Department of Migration attempted 

to prevent Mexican nationals from breaking U.S. immigration laws and always op- 

erated under pressure from U.S. authorities to reduce the number of unsanctioned 

border crossings made by Mexican nationals. Mexican enforcement of U.S. im- 

migration restrictions makes clear that Mexican emigration control did not arise 

as a discrete Mexican regime of migration control; rather, it was the product of the 

broad and cross-border social impact of the changes in U.S. immigration law and 

law enforcement. 

THE POLITICS AND PROMISES OF MEXICAN LABOR 

EMIGRATION 

The politics of migration and national development shaped the rise of emigration 

control in postwar Mexico. Mexican authorities launched ambitious projects of re- 

constructing the nation that attempted to touch, if not transform, all aspects of what 

many political elites regarded as the wretched lives and backward culture of Mex- 

ican peasants. As Alan Knight has argued, governance in postwar Mexico was dom- 

inated by “ideas that stressed the need to develop Mexican society and economy, 

above all by disciplining, educating, and moralizing the degenerate Mexican 

masses.”° Everything from agrarian reform to industrial relations, artistic expres- 

‘sion, and child development theory were all explicit “exercise[s] in state building 

and social engineering” explains Knight.’ Mexican labor emigration did not escape 

the social engineering projects of the revolutionary state in postwar Mexico.® 

The work of Dr. Manuel Gamio clearly articulates the ways in which Mexican 

authorities hoped to harness mass labor emigration in the rebuilding and remak- 

ing of Mexico. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Gamio, an anthropologist, was 

Mexico’s foremost scholar on Mexican migration to the United States. He formally 

and informally influenced Mexican migration policy by providing the research that 

shaped the positions taken by Mexican officials, and he advised the state-sponsored 

repatriation projects during the 19 308.7 
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Gamio identified three critical benefits that Mexico and Mexicans derived from 

mass labor emigration to the United States. First, he argued, the economic real- 

ity of postwar Mexico was that Mexican families suffered from low wages and un- 

deremployment. In his seminal 1927 publication, Mexican Immigration to the 

United States; A Study of Human Migration and Adjustment, Gamio estimated that 

while the average Mexican household needed $123.74 monthly to live above the 

“misery” line, the average Mexican head of household earned only $17.67 per 

month.!° Mindful of the painful differences between what was earned and what 

was needed for a decent life in Mexico, U.S. labor contractors aggressively recruited 

Mexican workers with promises of an average monthly wage of $105.'' Although 

mass labor emigration upset many nationalist sensibilities in postwar Mexico, 

Gamio encouraged his readers to interpret the exodus as “fundamentally, an eco- 

nomic phenomenon.””? For many Mexican campesinos, he explained, the social 

calculus of emigration was simple: they could pledge their hearts to Mexico, but 

their basic economic survival demanded that they cross the border to work in the 

United States. The benefit of migration for Mexican families, Gamio insisted, was 

shown clearly by the five million dollars in remittances that migrants sent home 

each year during the 1920s.'* There may have been many concerns regarding the 

flight of Mexico’s workers and citizens in an era of national reconstruction, but 

labor migration was a lifeline for many Mexican families, a means of economic 

survival. 

The economics of migration bolstered by national dignity drove Mexican offi- 

cials to oppose the 1924, 1926, and 1928 efforts by Anglo-American nativists to 

limit the number of Mexican immigrants legally allowed to enter the United States 

each year. For example, in response to the 1928 Harris Bill, Manuel Tellez, Mexi- 

can Ambassador to the United States, stated that “the Mexican Government can- 

not sit idly by in this event,” and he requested that the heads of key federal de- 

partments examine the potential impact of the proposed immigration legislation.'4 

Writing for the Secretaria de Gobernacién and drawing upon the work of Dr. 
Manuel Gamio, Andrés Landa y Pifa, director of the Statistics Office, argued that 
any limit upon legal Mexican immigration would “intensify” Mexico’s unemploy- 
ment problem by locking Mexicans in Mexico at a time when “neither the local 
nor federal government is in the position to transform the economy in the affected 
regions in a manner that would provide the emigrant workers the opportunity of 
work that was lost if the neighboring country (U.S.) shut its doors to them.”!5 Fur- 
thermore, Landa y Pifia argued, a reduction in Mexican emigration to the United 
States would mean disaster for Mexican railroads. Just as families depended upon 
the remittances that Mexican workers sent home each year, railroads relied upon 
the fares paid by emigrants heading to and from the border. Mexican immigration, 
therefore, was critical for both Mexican families and industries; without it, the ten- 
tative hold that the revolutionary governments had upon social order and economic 
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development would deteriorate. “It is absolutely necessary,” Landa y Pifta implored, 
“that Mexico’s campesinos and workers can continue their activities in the United 
States.”'° The directors of the departments of Agriculture and Industry and Com- 
merce and Labor and the Secretaria de Gobernaci6n all concurred with Landa y 
Pina’s position. 

In addition to recognizing the economic benefits of emigration, Gamio en- 

couraged Mexican authorities to consider the departure of Mexican workers as a 

political strategy. Discontent among the dispossessed, Gamio explained, was “one 

of the principal causes, and perhaps the most important, of the revolutions that 

have agitated Mexico for more than a century.”!” Mexico’s annual exodus, he ar- 
gued, operated as a critical “escape valve” that averted potential rebellions by drain- 

ing the countryside of “hundreds of thousands of men who had no lands of their 

own and whose small wages were not enough for them to live on.”!® By linking 

mass labor emigration to the maintenance of political stability within Mexico, 

Gamio inverted the logic of emigration as a loss of citizens and laborers into emi- 

gration as a mechanism of political stability. 

Gamio presented the Cristero Rebellion of 1926 to 1929 as evidence of the po- 

litical value of mass emigration.’° Since the Spanish conquest, the Catholic Church 
had been a core institution in Mexico. The secularism of the Mexican Revolution 

weakened the Church’s influence within Mexican society. Rather than accept 

diminution of the Catholic Church, priests and piety rebelled. In 1926, their po- 

litical dissent exploded into armed conflict with the Mexican military. For three 

years, the forces of God and government battled each other in the Mexican coun- 

tryside. Most of the battles were fought in the Mexican states of Guanajuato, Mi- 

choacan, Jalisco, and Zacatecas, each of which Gamio had identified as core send- 

ing states for labor migrants to the United States. Emigration, Gamio argued, 

mitigated the bloodshed and strengthened the state’s hand in the conflict by drain- 

ing these battle zones of the displaced campesinos whose underemployment rep- 

resented a constant political threat in a region already destabilized by religious strife. 

Therefore, although labeling emigrants as traitors was a popular trope in revolu- 

tionary Mexico, Gamio cited the outbreak of the Cristero Rebellion as irrefutable 

evidence that mass emigration actually served the basic political needs of the Mex- 

ican state in its ongoing struggle to assert, consolidate, and legitimate its authority 

in contested regions.”° 
Finally, in addition to economic practicalism and the political dividends of un- 

restricted labor emigration, Manuel Gamio encouraged Mexican politicians to har- 

ness emigration to the United States as a social and cultural development technique 

in the remaking of Mexican society. Emigrants left Mexico as provincial and back- 

ward peasants, argued Gamio, but in the United States they received “injections of 

modern culture.”?! Working on the industrial farms of the American southwest, 

absorbing Anglo-American cultural sensibilities, and acquiring modern material 
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goods, Gamio explained, was an intensive program in social transformation that 

penetrated the souls, homes, aspirations, work habits, and sensibilities of Mex- 

ico’s poor and backward labor emigrants. Mass emigration therefore was a mech- 

anism of modernization within Mexico by providing Mexican peasants with the 

opportunity to transform themselves into modern Mexican citizens. As Gamio 

described it, so long as the emigrants returned home with all of their goods and 

resources, the United States functioned as a “marvelous incubator” for making Mex- 

icans modern.” 
To demonstrate the broad social and cultural dividends of mass labor emigra- 

tion to the United States, Gamio assessed the belongings of Mexico’s returning em- 

igrants. Thirty-eight percent of returning Mexicans brought bathtubs, 21.82 per- 

cent brought phonographs, almost 78 percent brought metal kitchen utensils, 

another 82.88 percent brought beds, and just about everybody brought chairs and 

multiple trunks and bundles stuffed with clothing. “Taking into consideration the 

generally miserable conditions of the great mass of immigrants,” Gamio‘argued 

that the goods carried home by labor migrants symbolized both a cultural and ma- 

terial enrichment.”’ Further, more than one-third of the returning migrants drove 
home in cars, which Gamio argued would indirectly modernize the Mexican coun- 

tryside by “stimulat[ing] the owners to build roads.”** Migrants who returned to 

Mexico at the end of each season brought with them wages, cultural capital, and 

material goods that could drive a micro-economic revolution in the Mexican coun- 

tryside and serve projects of social and cultural modernization in Mexico.” 

There were, then, many reasons why Mexican authorities refused to interrupt 

the flow of Mexican workers across the U.S.-Mexico border. But the tightening of 

U.S. immigration control reconfigured the meaning of Mexican emigration by split- 
ting Mexican labor migration into two parts, one legal and the other illegal. The 
rise of illegal immigration undermined the prevailing hope among Mexican polit- 
ical elites that mass labor emigration to the United States could operate as an en- 
gine of political stability, social uplift, and economic progress within Mexico. Most 
important, the deportation of unsanctioned border crossers transformed the chal- 
lenge before them from one of maximizing the potential benefits of emigration into 
one of managing the problems of deportation. The hardening of the U.S.-Mexico 
border and the rise of illegal immigration forced Mexican authorities to reexam- 
ine how they managed Mexican emigration to the United States. 

THE PROBLEMS OF ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION 

Since the beginning of mass labor emigration from Mexico to the United States, 
many of Mexico’s emigrants had informally crossed the U.S.-Mexico border. As 
immigration restrictions tightened against other groups, Mexican workers still 
casually crossed the border with little interference from U.S. authorities. The U.S. 
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Immigration Service even declined to regularly record the number of Mexican 
nationals entering the country until 1908. 

The regulation of Mexican labor migration began to change with the passage of 
the Immigration Act of 1917, which required all prospective immigrants to sub- 
mit themselves to official inspection prior to entry, pay eighteen dollars for head 

taxes and a visa fee, and pass a literacy test and health examination before they could 

legally enter the United States. Mexico’s labor migrants were often unable to com- 

ply with the new requirements. They found reprieve from the 1917 restrictions at 

the outbreak of World War I because many U.S. agribusinessmen and industrial- 

ists complained that the new immigration law would limit their access to Mexican 

migrant workers. During the war, the U.S. Immigration Service exempted Mexi- 

can immigrants from having to pay fees and pass literacy exams.”° The Immigra- 
tion Service lifted the exemption in 1921. Facing new fees and exams at U.S. ports 

of entry, tens of thousands of Mexican laborers entered the United States by cross- 

ing elsewhere along the border and evading inspection. By doing so, they contin- 

ued a tradition among both Mexicans and Americans of crossing the border at will 

and at their convenience, but they also violated U.S. immigration restrictions. After 

1921, therefore, many Mexicans crossed into the United States as unsanctioned 

immigrants. Three years later, the United States Congressed established the U.S. 

Border Patrol to forcibly prevent unauthorized migration. 

The total number of Mexican nationals apprehended for violating U.S. immi- 

gration laws was actually quite small during the 1920s. The ws; Immigration Ser- 

vice recorded returning only 25,570 Mexican nationals to Mexico between 1925 

and 1929. This represents a small fraction of the number of Mexican nationals that 

illicitly crossed the U.S.-Mexico border in these years because, while we cannot pre- 

cisely quantify the number of unsanctioned border crossings by Mexican laborers 

during the 1920s, estimates suggest that a substantial proportion of the one mil- 

lion border crossings during the decade were made in violation of U.S. immigra- 

tion restrictions. Examining discrepancies between Mexican immigration records, 

which registered the number of Mexican nationals leaving Mexico, and U.S. im- 

migration statistics, which registered the number of Mexicans entering the United 

States, Manuel Gamio estimated that 228,449 Mexican nationals crossed into the 

United States without officially registering with U.S. officials between 1920 and 

1925.2” According to Gamio’s estimate, nearly 50 percent of the total number of 

Mexican border crossings between 1920 and 1925 were made in violation of U.S. 

immigration law. Similarly, U.S. census data suggests that more than five hundred 

thousand Mexicans entered the U.S. without passing through a U.S. port of entry 

between 1920 and 1930.78 These different methods of assessing unsanctioned mi- 

gration into the United States each suggest that a significant portion of Mexican 

labor migration during the 1920s was unsanctioned. 

For Mexican officials, the transformation of mass labor migration into mass il- 
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legal immigration converted the profits of labor emigration into the problems of 

illegal immigration. In particular, when crossing the border without official au- 

thorization, Mexican immigrants entered the United States not as laborers with a 

set of enforceable protections but as fugitives targeted and chased by the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol. Ifarrested, they risked being deported with neither goods nor resources, 

losing investments they had made in the trip north. For example, as recorded in 

reports submitted by officers of the Mexican Department of Migration, “they 

[United States Immigration authorities] are deporting people from the United 

States and they arrive in disastrous health and material conditions.””” When taken 

straight to the border for voluntary departure, Mexico’s labor emigrants reported 

that they had to leave behind basic goods that they had either brought with them . 

from Mexico or purchased while in the United States.*? “A large number of de- 
portees,” reported Inspector José Bravo Betancourt of the Mexican Department of 

Migration, “are persons with resources,” but U.S. officials did not provide them 

with “time to communicate with family [or] gather their things and money.”*! An- 

imals, clothing, furniture, and even cars were all forfeited by Mexico’s labor emi- 

grants when they were forcibly removed from the United States. Instead of returning 

to Mexico with goods and wages that would support their families and fuel the 

project of modernization in Mexico, deportees, explained Betancourt, returned to 

Mexico “without enough resources even to eat.”** Thus, the varied hopes for Mex- 

ican labor emigration to the United States unraveled when Mexican workers re- 
turned to Mexico as deportees. 

Working along the U.S.-Mexico border, the officers of the Mexican Department 

of Migration were among the first to register the ways in which U.S. immigration 
control was fundamentally rescripting the meaning of Mexican labor emigration 
to the United States. Lobbying for an expansion of Mexican emigration control ef- 
forts, they argued that what had once been a system of labor migration to the United 
States had become a network of crime that spanned the U.S.-Mexico border, 

Mexican immigration authorities compiled the harrowing stories of unsanc- 
tioned border crossings into cautionary tales that dramatized how the consolida- 
tion of U.S. immigration control affected the lives of Mexico’s emigrant workers. 
The problem of illegal immigration to the United States, they warned, began south 
of the border, where migrants hired the services of “coyotes,” that is, human smug- 
glers, to guide their illegal entry. In passionate and dramatic memos, Mexican im- 
migration officials described coyotes who stalked the train stations and enticed their 
“victims” with offers of reduced cost for entry into the United States.>3 To comply 
with the administrative restrictions placed upon leaving Mexico, migrants needed 
to acquire a Mexican passport that would both facilitate their entry into the United 
States and their return to Mexico. It would cost an additional eighteen dollars to 
cover the visa fee and head tax required for legal entry into the United States. Le- 
gal immigration was expensive, explained the coyotes, who would “grab them [mi- 
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grants] in the street and advise them to not get their passports.”*4 Instead, coyotes 
promised that they could help migrants to surreptitiously exit Mexico and enter 
the United States for the bargain fee of two to three dollars. 

For migrants, the possibility of entering the United Status at a fraction of the 
cost of legal entry must have been appealing. Train fare from central Mexico to the 
northern border averaged $40-$50 during the 1920s.*° Along the way, migrants 
purchased food and, if they had to wait at the border before crossing over, they had 
to secure shelter.” Regardless of how they crossed into the United States, if they 
found work through a labor contractor, they could expect to surrender a portion 

of their wages to the contractor. Once they found jobs, they would have to pur- 

chase food, shelter, and possibly rent work supplies, such as cotton sacks, from their 

employer. Migration north, therefore, was a major investment that campesinos 

funded by squeezing savings from their already taxed earnings, selling property, 

or taking on debt. If they could get in and out of the United States without sac- 

rificing the fees required for a Mexican passport and the eighteen dollars required 

for legal entry, they could return home with that much more in their pockets or, 

at least, enter the United States with a little something to carry themselves over if 

work was not easy to find. 

As U.S. immigration restrictions had begun to tighten around Mexican immi- 

grants, authorities within the Secretaria de Gobernacion clearly understood that 

illicit border crossings were cheap in comparison to complying with the require- 

ments for legally entering the United States. But, as explained in a 1924 circular 

just prior to the passage of the U.S. National Origins Act of that year, migrants paid 

dearly for the discount because “the exploitation began” once they accepted the 

coyote’s offer.** Coyotes took migrants from the train station to a safe house to wait 

until night. The safe house was usually managed by an accomplice of the coyote 

who locked the workers in their rooms. For their rooms, which were often little 

more than an “enormous cage,” the owner charged the migrants about twenty pe- 

sos.*? At night, the coyote would return and take the migrants to the river. After a 

long walk through the “intense cold and brutal rain,” Inspector Ricardo Zavala told 

of coyotes who raped female migrants or abandoned the migrants altogether after 

relieving them of their cash. Others, however, made good on their promise to smug- 

gle migrants into the United States. To cross the river, smugglers and migrants 

slipped into boats made of metal and wood and began to cross the rapids of the 

Rio Bravo (Rio Grande). U.S. officers often sat concealed in the bushes and shot 

across the river to prevent smugglers from successfully landing their cargo on the 

other side. Vividly describing scenes of chaos, the circular warned that husbands 

and wives, parents and children would become lost from one another as boats tipped 

and the river’s rapids pulled the unlucky under and washed the fortunate ashore. 

Although Mexican labor emigration was a recognized if despised means of finan- 

cial survival for many Mexican campesinos, this early circular from the Secretaria 
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de Gobernacién contended that illegal immigration ensnared Mexico’s migrants 

in a world of crime, exploitation, and danger that threatened to literally drown the 

Mexican family. And, if migrants successfully crossed into the United States, they 

lived as fugitives “at the mercy of their employers.” 

The consolidation of U.S. immigration control allowed immigrant smuggling 

to become a big business in the border region. As one officer in the Piedras Negras 

station explained, some border communities were “plagued by smugglers whose 

immoral occupation has become their ‘modus vivendi.’”*! By 1931 José Bravo Be- 

tancourt reported that immigrant smuggling had emerged as a core enterprise in 

small pueblos in Mexico’s northern borderlands as an increasing number of peas- 

ants became coyotes and “made this reproachable industry into a lucrative, but 

criminal business.”*? “El Solicefio, El Capote, La Palangana, San Luisito, La Ba- 
queteria, La Barranca, La Palma, [and] La Palmita,” he reported, were towns dom- 

inated by “natives who dedicate themselves to emigrant smuggling.” 

The U.S. Congress deepened the problem of crime that was embedded within 

the rise of illegal immigration by passing the Immigration Act of March 4, 1929, 

which defined unsanctioned border crossings as a misdemeanor for first-time of- 

fenses and a felony punishable by 2-5 years in prison and a fine of ten thousand 

dollars for second offenses. The criminalization of illegal entry into the United 

States subjected those apprehended to lengthy jail terms and costly fines prior to 
deportation. Jails in the border region were quickly beginning to fill with un- 
sanctioned Mexican border crossers. In Southern California between April 19, 
1929, and April 18, 1930, 236 Spanish-surnamed immigrants were convicted of 
felony illegal entry. On average, these immigrants spent 80.97 days in jail prior to 
being deported for violating the 1929 Immigration Act. During the same period, 
U.S. District Court judges in southern Texas convicted 513 Spanish-surnamed im- 
migrants for illegal entry. Of the 210 convicted immigrants for whom sentences 
are listed in the U.S. District Court Docket books, they spent an average of 36.72 
days in jail prior to deportation. For these emigrant inmates and the thousands to 
follow, each workday spent in jail represented, if nothing else, a payday lost, while 
fines reduced whatever savings they had accumulated prior to arrest.“ 

Enrique Santibanez, the Mexican consul in San Antonio, Texas, organized a po- 
litical response to the imprisonment of Mexico’s emigrant laborers. “I do not deny 
that the Border Patrol has the right to apprehend” undocumented immigrants, ad- 
mitted Santibanez, but he believed that “the new immigration laws that have been 
put into effect are too severe and even cruel.” Jail terms for illegal immigration were 
“inhumane” he argued, since Mexican nationals had illegally entered the United 
States to “work and build their [U.S.] agricultural riches,”45 Hoping to expose the 
imprisonment of the borderlands’ labor force, Santibafiez asked Mexican consuls 
throughout south Texas to conduct regular visits to local and county jails and to 
interview Mexican nationals convicted of immigration offenses. On July 23, 19209, 
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for example, the Mexican consul in Brownsville, Texas, visited the county jail, where 
he found sixty-three Mexican nationals serving sentences ranging from twenty-four 
days in the county jail to one year and one day to be served in the Atlanta, Geor- 
gia, federal penitentiary before formal deportation.*° Throughout 1929, Santibafiez 
and the south Texas consuls continued to collect reports about the number of Mex- 
ican nationals serving time for undocumented entry, but by the next year condi- 

tions had grown worse. Jails in Edinburg, Hidalgo, and Brownsville were packed 
beyond capacity. 

Seeking relief for Mexico’s emigrant workers, Santibafiez encouraged the Mex- 

ican ambassador to the United States to discuss the deepening impact of U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement with higher authorities in the U.S. Department of State. 

He hoped that higher authorities could command the local Border Patrol officers 

to suspend apprehensions until the jails could be emptied.*” However, national in- 

fluence upon local Border Patrol activity was limited in the Texas-Mexico border- 

lands. As the consul in Brownsville understood, Border Patrol officers might be 

instructed to stop apprehensions for illegal entry, but they could not be expected 

to comply.** Therefore, while Manuel Gamio depicted the United States as a school 

where Mexico’s backward peasants could learn how to become modern citizens 

and, if nothing else, earn what they needed to survive, the criminalization of un- 

sanctioned entry in 1929 routed Mexico’s emigrant workers away from American 

worksites and communities and delivered them instead to U.S. jails and prisons 

prior to deportation.*? Fines and incarceration further diminished the basic pecu- 

niary function of labor emigration, while time in jail placed Mexico’s emigrants 

next to American criminals rather than American citizens. The 1929 criminaliza- 

tion of unsanctioned migration therefore deepened the social, cultural, and eco- 

nomic threats created by the transformation of Mexico’s labor emigrants into Amer- 

ica’s illegal emigrants. 

MEXICO’S SYSTEM OF EMIGRATION CONTROL 

By 1930, the many problems created by illegal immigration forced Dr. Andrés 

Landa y Pifia, then director of the Mexican Department of Migration, to modify 

his once strong support for unlimited immigration to the United States. The 

changes in U.S. immigration control had split Mexican labor migration into legal 

and illegal streams, and Landa y Pifia identified unsanctioned border crossings into 

the United States as “the most important problem” to be addressed by the Mexi- 

can Department of Migration.*® As Consul Enrique Santibafiez had concluded at 

the end of his review of jail’ in south Texas in 1929, America’s emergent problem 

of illegal immigration was profoundly reshaping the meaning of Mexican emigra- 

tion; whereas Mexico’s emigrant workers had once been “admitted like workers,” 

the changes in U.S. immigration control meant that Mexicans were increasingly 
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“persecuted like criminals.”*! Mexico, he suggested, had an interest in stopping 

Mexican nationals from making unsanctioned border crossings into the United 

States. 

But the Mexican Department of Migration could do little more. Since its es- 

tablishment in 1926, the poorly funded agency had maintained a three-tiered sys- 

tem of emigration control. As the first line of defense, the Mexican Department of 

Migration contributed to widely dispersed efforts among Mexican nationalists and 

industrial leaders to discourage Mexican workers from leaving Mexico. Radio no- 

tices, newspaper articles, and flyers warned potential emigrants to stay home un- 

less they were able to comply with the requirements for legal entry into the United 

States, including entrance fees, a literacy exam, and a health inspection.” If mi- 

grants attempted to evade U.S. immigration restrictions and enter the United States 

illegally, the notices warned that smugglers and labor contractors would take ad- 

vantage of them. The propaganda also warned of racial discrimination and violence 

in the United States.** In 1930, the Mexican Secretaria de Gobernacion sponsored 

a competition that would award five hundred pesos to the person with the best 

plan to prevent Mexican emigration to the United States.** Mexican citizens living 

in both Mexico and the United States suggested everything from developing the 

mining industry in Mexico to prohibiting Chinese immigration to Mexico.°> It is 

unclear what the Secretaria de Gobernacion did with the proposals, but the an- 

nouncement functioned as a piece of propaganda that underscored the national 

government’s opposition to unsanctioned emigration. 

Despite the warnings, many Mexican nationals headed north in search of work 

in the United States. In Mexico’s northern borderlands, the officers of the Mexi- 
can Department of Migration implemented second and third tiers of defense against 
unsanctioned Mexican border crossings. The second tier of emigration control was 
comprised of checkpoints at train stations along routes leading from central Mex- 
ico to the U.S.-Mexico border. In Matamoros, Nuevo Laredo, Irapuato, Empalme 
de Gonzalez, Torreon, Saltillo, and Monterrey, the officers boarded incoming trains 
to “check that the braceros have enough money, that they know how to read and 
write.”°° As a 1926 report from the office of the Mexican Department of Migration 
in Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, explained, officers checked the trains heading into 
the city each day. In general, the passengers riding in second-class “are braceros 
who want to emigrate.””” The officers of the Mexican Department of Migration took 
these migrants off the trains and verified that the emigrants could fulfill the con- 
ditions required by “U.S. Immigration law for entering their territory.”°* If migrants 
could not meet the requirements for legal entry into the United States, officers of 
the Mexican Department of Migration prohibited the migrants from traveling 
north.” The second tier of Mexican emigration control, therefore, was a system of 
Mexican officers enforcing the provisions of U.S. immigration law. 

Allalong the border, the officers of the Mexican Department of Migration found 
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that many of the migrants passing through the region could not satisfy the re- 
quirements of legal entry into the United States. “A considerable number of emi- 
grants do not know how to write and are not legally married to the women that 
accompany them,” wrote Fernando Félix in May of 1926 after conducting an in- 
spection of the operations at the Mexican Department of Migration office in Nuevo 
Laredo.*' To prevent the migrants from illicitly crossing into the United States, the 
officers of the Mexican Department of Migration confiscated their passports.® Pass- 
port confiscation was an indirect form of emigration control that discouraged un- 

sanctioned entry into the United States by making the migrants’ return to Mexico 

more difficult: without a Mexican passport, Mexican nationals could not prove their 

right to freely return to Mexico. Although the Mexican Constitution of 1917 pro- 

hibited Mexican authorities from coercing Mexican nationals to remain in the na- 

tional territory, passport corfiscation functioned as a bureaucratic disincentive to 

unsanctioned migration. 

Checkpoints at train stations and passport confiscation extended the regime of 

U.S. immigration control well south of the U.S.-Mexico border. For many of Mex- 

ico’s labor migrants, therefore, the attempt to enter the United States illegally be- 

gan by evading the officers of the Mexican Department of Migration. To stop Mex- 

ico’s emigrants from illicitly entering the United States, the officers of the Mexican 

Department of Migration first had to catch them, and, as Félix reported, the emi- 

grants quickly learned how to dodge the train station checkpoints. For example, 

to elude the checkpoints in Saltillo and Monterrey, migrants took a circuitous route 

from San Luis Potosi to Tampico and then to Monterrey. From there, they hired 

cars to take them to small, outlying train stations that were unmonitored by the 

limited personnel of the Department of Migration, or the hired cars dropped them 

somewhere along a recently built road that would deliver them within kilometers 

of the Rio Bravo (Rio Grande). The Mexican Department of Migration established 

a horse patrol along the route between Monterrey and Matamoros, but with lim- 

ited personnel the patrol could not cover the long road effectively, and, according 

to Félix, coyotes routinely helped migrants to evade the Mexican immigration 

officers.™ 
Although Mexico’s second tier of emigration control was underfunded and per- 

meable, it was only with preparation, defiance, and assistance that Mexico's un- 

sanctioned border crossers headed north toward work in the United States. By the 

time they arrived at the U.S.-Mexico border, they had already dismissed warnings 

of various Mexican authorities and industrialists and had either evaded or ignored 

Mexican officers. The U.S.-Mexico border certainly remained the most difficult and 

dangerous barrier. Neither the Rio Bravo, with its rushing currents, nor the U.S. 

Border Patrol, with its guns, held much sympathy for Mexico’s unsanctioned bor- 

der crossers. The migrants’ journey of unsanctioned entry into the United States 

reached its climax rather than its beginning along the U.S.-Mexico border. 
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At the U.S.-Mexico border, the officers of the Mexican Department of Migra- 

tion made their third and final effort to prevent Mexican nationals from illicitly 

crossing into the United States. Although the Mexican Constitution of 1917 pro- 

hibited Mexican authorities from forcibly stopping Mexican nationals from exit- 

ing Mexico, the 1926 Ley de Migracion levied a fine of one hundred to one thou- 

sand pesos upon persons found guilty of attempting to take migrants from the 

country without official inspection and sanction. Furthermore, the 1926 law out- 

lined stiff penalties of one to two years in prison or fines of one hundred to two 

thousand pesos for smugglers who assisted laborers, in particular, to leave the 

country without official review and authorization. After at least two years of lob- 

bying for greater authority to prevent Mexican workers from crossing the border 

illegally, officers of the Mexican Department of Migration dedicated whatever re- 

sources they could spare to enforcing the anti-smuggling provisions of the 1926 

Ley de Migracion. 

Mexican efforts at patrolling the U.S.-Mexico border were sporadic and dictated 

by the availability of personnel. In September 1926, for example, the office of the 

Mexican Department of Migration in Villa Acufa, Coahuila, had insufficient per- 

sonnel to guard the Rio Bravo against coyotes and still conduct regular immigra- 

tion business at the office. Placing the minimum number of personnel at the offi- 

cial immigration station to manage the legal movement of people in and out of 
Mexico meant that no officers could be assigned to work along the line and pre- 
vent unsanctioned exits and entries.© Similarly, the office in Matamoros, Tamauli- 
pas, was severely understaffed. The Matamoros office covered the region from the 
Gulf of Mexico to Camargo, Tamaulipas, and filed the greatest number of reports 
regarding human smuggling along the U.S.-Mexico border. In 1930, however, only 
ten officers worked in the Matamoros office.® After assigning officers to guard the 
bridge and to establish checkpoints at the train station, no officers were available 
to patrol the Rio Bravo. A 1930 report from the office in Ciudad Juarez describes 
the personnel situation as so dire that the officers enforced only Mexico’s immi- 
gration restrictions against the Chinese and left all others to enter and exit Mexico 
at will.® 

The limited personnel working along the border struggled to enforce Mexican 
emigration restrictions against coyotes. At times, however, they could shake loose 
enough personnel to send officers out on patrol to prevent coyotaje (smuggling). 
By focusing on coyotes, “those that facilitate clandestine emigration,” officers of 
the Mexican Department of Migration were able to interrupt unsanctioned emi- 
gration without directly policing Mexican citizens who held the constitutional right 
to freely enter and exit Mexico.® For example, on the afternoon of September 11, 
1933, seventy-year-old Agustin Bautista paid José Martinez 20 pesos to ferry 
Bautista and his five children across the Rio Grande.©® Martinez agreed, but just 
before they left the riverbank, two officers arrived. ‘The officers took Martinez, 
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Bautista, and the five children to the Mexican Department of Migration for ques- 

tioning. After providing information about his negotiations with Martinez, Bautista 

and the children were allowed to leave the office and, most likely, try their luck with 

another coyote on another day. Martinez spent five days in jail for his crime. 

Too few officers and too little support rendered Mexico’s program of emigra- 

tion control almost entirely ineffective against the tens of thousands of migrants 

heading north each year, many of whom would successfully enter the United States 

by also evading the United States’ poorly funded and disorganized effort at immi- 

gration control. North and south of the border, migration control was far from a 

priority of governance, and it was only the deep economic decline of the 1930s in 

the United States that effectively turned back Mexico’s unsanctioned border 

crossers.”” Still, Mexico’s broken system of emigration control reveals that U.S. im- 

migration control rippled south to rescript the meaning of Mexican labor emigra- 

tion and challenges popular notions that attempts to police Mexico’s illegal emi- 

grants began north of the U.S.-Mexico border. However weak, Mexico’s efforts at 

emigration control place the U.S. Border Patrol’s early formation within a broad 

cross-border context of migration control. In the years ahead, World War II would 

reopen the corridors of Mexican migration to the United States and, together, the 

officers of the U.S. Border Patrol and the Mexican Department of Migration would 

intensify their activities in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. They did so according to 

a new era of immigration control during which the U.S. and Mexican governments 

collaborated in the close management of Mexican labor migration to the United 

States. 
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Transformation 



A Border Patrol boat circles the S.S. Veracruz on leaving Port Isabel, Texas, January 18, 

1956. U.S. Border Patrol Photograph, SW40/McA. Courtesy of the National Border Patrol 
Museum—E]l Paso, Texas. 



BY THE END OF THE GREAT DEPRESSION, Border Patrol work in the U.S.-Mex- 
ico borderlands was almost entirely dedicated to the project of policing unsanc- 
tioned Mexican immigration. The project had a massive social impact, rescripting 

the story of race in America by binding Mexicanos to the caste of illegals. Still, in 

relationship to the broader matrix of federal law enforcement, the Border Patrol 

remained a tiny outfit, and its presence in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands was smaller 

than the distribution of Border Patrol personnel along the U.S.-Canadian border. 

Part two examines the shifts in U.S. immigration law enforcement during the early 

19408, which simultaneously amplified Border Patrol resources and swerved its per- 

sonnel toward an accumulation in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In these years, Do- 

gie Wright and the Cottingham brothers became relics, “old-timers,” in a rapidly 

changing organization as an onslaught of new recruits, new technologies, new in- 

terests, and new partners introduced a new era of immigration law enforcement 

in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. At the center of the Border Patrol’s World War II 

transformation was the Bracero Program, which intimately linked the U.S. Border 

Patrol to national and bi-national efforts to manage the cross-border migrations 

of Mexican laborers. 

On August 4, 1942, the United States and Mexico signed a bilateral agreement 

called the Bracero Program, under which the U.S. government contracted Mexi- 

can laborers to work in the United States, particularly on southwestern and north- 

western farms. Although first introduced as a wartime effort, the Bracero Program 

lasted from 1942 to 1964. In that time, more than two million Mexican laborers 

fulfilling nearly five million bracero contracts worked in the United States. The 

Bracero Program had a significant impact on U.S. Border Patrol work by altering 
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the political context and expanding the possibilities of migration control along the 

U.S-Mexico border. In particular, the establishment of a bi-national program to 

manage the importation of legal Mexican laborers into the United States provided 

new possibilities for the cross-border management of deporting illegal Mexican la- 

borers. Within the context of the Bracero Program, the Border Patrol responded 

to cross-border concerns regarding the unsanctioned migration of Mexican laborers 

and tested cross-border techniques of migration control. This new era of migra- 

tion control extended the penalties that migrants paid for their crimes of illegal im- 

migration and drove the violence they faced deep into the border landscape. Farm- 

ers and ranchers in southern Texas would rebel against the delocalization of U.S. 

immigration law enforcement, but they could not stop the rise of a new era of mi- 

gration control. 



A New Beginning 

When the United States entered World War II, the scope of Border Patrol re- 
sponsibilities expanded. For example, during the war, Officer Bob Salinger was 
moved from his station along the Texas-Mexico border and assigned to guard 
against enemy submarines by patrolling along the Gulf of Mexico.! In California, 

Border Patrol officers transported Japanese Americans and Japanese immigrants 

to internment camps operated by the Immigration and Naturalization Service. 

Officers also served as guards at INS internment camps throughout the war.? In 

New York, Border Patrolmen interrogated German and Italian nationals regard- 

ing their sympathies for Hitler and fascism. The assignment of U.S. Border Patrol 

officers to submarine watches, internment camps, and immigrant investigations 
indicates the world of change that World War II introduced to the practices and 

priorities of U.S. immigration control.’ The anxieties of a nation at war rushed 

through the U.S. Border Patrol, transforming its national organization, swelling 

the number of personnel, and introducing new concerns regarding border en- 

forcement and immigration control. Substantive structural reorganization of Bor- 

der Patrol administration meant that, for the first time, U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement was designed to respond to national concerns and centrally defined 

imperatives. Despite these shifting and expanding demands, these were the years 

when the U.S. Border Patrol took a sharp turn toward policing unsanctioned Mex- 

ican immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. This chapter addresses the dra- 

matic transformation in the men, the mandate, and the organization of the U.S. 

Border Patrol during World War II and examines how, both in spite of and be- 

cause of these dramatic changes, the U.S. Border Patrol’s focus upon policing un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigration intensified during the early 1940s. 
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IMMIGRATION CONTROL AND BORDER 

ENFORCEMENT IN A WORLD AT WAR 

World War II did not touch U.S. territory until the bombing of Pearl Harbor on 

December 7, 1941, but fears of invasion and subterfuge produced new anxieties re- 

garding border enforcement and immigration control. In particular, the poorly 

guarded U.S. land borders came into focus, and concerns of sabotage by enemy 

aliens heightened during the late 1930s. In 1939, the commissioner of the Immi- 

gration and Naturalization Service argued that “the international situation which 

is developing in Europe furnishes strong reason for strengthening the Border Pa- 

trol without undue delay.”* In 1940, Congress transferred the INS from the De- 

partment of Labor to the Department of Justice and supplemented the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol’s budget with a $2,000,000 appropriation for 712 additional officers. 

Overall, the Border Patrol’s appropriation doubled from $1,735,000 in 1939 to 

$3,883,400 in 1941. 

The transfer to the Department of Justice signaled a new era for the INS and the 

U.S. Border Patrol. Now located within the Department of Justice alongside the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and U.S. attorneys and marshals, the Bureau 

of Prisons, and the Bureau of Prohibition (later renamed the Drug Enforcement 

Agency), the Border Patrol entered into the growing bureaucracy of federal law 
enforcement. There, the U.S. Attorney General’s office launched a project of cen- 
tralization and consolidation in U.S. immigration control and border enforcement. 
In 1941, the Department of Justice created the position of chief supervisor of the 
Border Patrol to remove past breaks in command and provide direct supervision 
for the U.S. Border Patrol by closely monitoring, directing, and coordinating sta- 
tion activities. No longer were local officers in control of Border Patrol strategies 
and priorities, and the hundreds of new recruits entering the Border Patrol after 
the 1940 appropriation never experienced the system of decentralized and local 
leadership that the old-timers had developed. 

Complementing the incorporation of the Border Patrol within the Department 
of Justice’s matrix of federal police forces and the new lines of authority within the 
Border Patrol, improvements in mobile communications during the 1940s con- 
tributed to the consolidation of its activities. In particular, the procurement of in- 
creasingly effective car radios improved Border Patrol mobility and capabilities. The 
Border Patrol first experimented with radio technology during the 1930s, but the 
equipment was far from ideal. To use it, officers first had to learn Morse code, and 
the radios were of limited use when in pursuit because an officer had to “stop the 
car, assemble a long antenna and mount it on the back of the car, and then get the 
engine running good so it would generate its maximum electrical output.”® “Even 
then,” explained an INS electronics engineer, “the station desired could seldom be 
reached, but with luck, another station might be contacted which could relay the 
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message.”’ But rapid improvements in EM radio technology during World War II 
allowed officers to transmit messages froma moving car. By the mid-1950s, the U.S, 
Border Patrol had linked its radio operations throughout the southwest region. With 
improved mobile communications, officers could coordinate their activities across 
wide areas. As one officer explained, “Prior to the FM radio, plans could be made; 
you could go out to work, but even trying to time coordinated efforts with your 
watches, it never was really smooth and didn’t work right. Once we got the radios, 
we could coordinate various kinds of equipment, any number of people.... We 
could coordinate the movement of the vehicles so that we could do just about what 
we wanted; . . . it was a major element in the improvement and efficiency of the Bor- 
der Patrol.”* Further, if officers needed assistance while patrolling isolated areas, they 
could contact each other instead of depending upon ranchers and farmers. 

New additions to the Border Patrol’s transportation fleet accompanied the im- 
provements in mobile communications. In particular, in late 1945, the military pro- 
vided the Border Patrol with three surplus Stinson L-5 airplanes. “The L-5 was a 
distinguished little all-purpose workhorse used by the army in World War II for 
observation, reconnaissance, artillery spotting and direction, ambulance [work], 
photography, short field air supply craft, and ‘you name it,’” explained one of the 
first officers to deploy the L-5s in Border Patrol operations.’ Distributed to Border 

Patrol stations along the U.S.-Mexico border, the Stinson L-5 became a “workhorse” 

for the Border Patrol. When cars and radios were coupled with the use of a plane, 

officers could coordinate their movements to increase apprehensions. Border Pa- 

trol pilots circled above and directed officers via radio to locations where laborers 

were illegally crossing the border or hiding. By 1953, at least one plane and pilot 

was assigned to each sector along the U.S.-Mexico border.!° 

In many ways, World War II was a rebirth for the national police force that had 

long ago yielded to local control. The wartime appropriations and reorganization 

transformed the U.S. Border Patrol from a series of small and locally oriented out- 

posts into a national police force with the resources to pursue immigration con- 

trol on a much larger scale. World War II, in other words, ripped the U.S. Border 

Patrol from its local roots and marked a new era in its development. 

It was a time of uncharted possibilities for U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

Internment camps, enemy aliens, and submarines all demanded the U.S. Border 

Patrol’s attention. Further, as high-level INS officials warned, saboteurs lurked at 

America’s borders, waiting to slip into the United States. At the outset of the war, 

INS officials advised Border Patrol inspectors, “It is entirely possible that such Axis 

agents may endeavor to look the part of a local farmer or at night may even black 

their hands and faces, particularly in isolated areas, to look like negroes.”'! Such 

worries about European saboteurs illegally entering the United States threatened 

to break the Border Patrol’s focus upon policing persons of Mexican origin, be- 

cause, as the INS instructed, “officers should not be too prone to accept outward 
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appearance as being indicative of nativity of the locality.” !? In a time of war, every- 

one was suspect. Precautions pressed the U.S. Border Patrol to break with the prac- 

tice of narrowly focusing upon unsanctioned Mexican immigration. Mexican na- 

tionals would continue to cross illegally into the United States, but many questioned 

whether Mexican laborers should be the priority of U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement at a time when saboteurs seemed to be conspiring everywhere. 

The old-timers were typically resistant to changing “the Border Patrol way that 

they had developed over the years. But World War II also sparked a massive shift 

in Border Patrol personnel. While the old-timers held onto their old ways, the on- 

slaught of new recruits played pivotal roles in incorporating, interpreting, and im- 

plementing the new demands upon Border Patrol work. 

THE NEW RECRUITS 

The 1940 appropriation doubled the authorized force of U.S. Border Patrol officers 

from 773 in 1939 to 1,531 in 1941. But the organization struggled to recruit and 

retain new officers. War mobilization had brought a wave of new jobs to Ameri- 

can cities and towns. Wages were high, and American workers had many options. 

The Border Patrol expanded its efforts to recruit officers by probing into new re- 

gions. They recruited farm boys from Indiana, lawyers from Tennessee, and, as in 

the case of officer Bob Salinger, teachers from the south. “I had been coaching and 

teaching mathematics in a little high school in Mississippi called Calcun Academy, 

right out of Vicksburg, making $135 a month. ... I was taking every civil service 

exam or anything that was making more money than I was making,” explained 

Salinger about his choice to become a U.S. Border Patrol officer.'? At the time, new 

Border Patrol officers earned two thousand dollars annually, which was “quite an 

improvement salary wise” according to Salinger.'* Salinger entered on duty as a 

Border Patrol officer on March 11, 1941, and stayed with the Patrol until his re- 

tirement on December 31, 1977. Many of the new recruits from distant places, how- 

ever, knew nothing about the job before signing up and, once on patrol, quickly 

learned that they simply did not like the day-to-day work of being a patrolman. 
“Some would come in and not even stay until they got a pay day. That’s how they 
disliked it. They come from all over you know. They didn’t like to go lay in on the 
river,” explained retired Patrolman J.R. Breechen.'> In the competitive wartime 
labor market, struggles to recruit and retain new Border Patrol officers quickly re- 
shaped Border Patrol leadership in the 1940s and 1950s. 

To increase the number of eligible recruits, the Border Patrol eased recruitment 
standards and simplified the civil service entrance exam but was still unable to fill 
its appropriation. G. C. Wilmoth of the El Paso district complained to the new chief 
of the U.S. Border Patrol that the shortages forced him to “accept many recruits 
who by no means would have been acceptable before the present emergency,” but 
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he was glad that “approximately half of the candidates selected at this time [were] 
veterans of the current war.”!° From planes to personnel, the Border Patrol received 
the human and manufactured surplus from the war. But what the war delivered, it 
also recalled. Officers constantly cycled through the military and the Border Pa- 
trol. Those who had not served in the military before joining the Border Patrol were 
typically called to duty sometime after joining the organization. 

The expanded recruitment efforts failed. As early as September of 1941, the Bor- 
der Patrol returned to its old recruitment strategies to supplement the civil service 
recruits. Border Patrol officers were asked to recommend friends for the job. Al- 
though these local recruits were described as “better prospects than the average new 
appointee received at the training school during the past year,” they still did not 
fill the appropriation.'? After administering more exams, easing recruitment stan- 
dards, sponsoring publicity campaigns, and turning to local friends of Border Pa- 
trol officers, the Border Patrol was still unable to fill its appropriation. Vacancies 
and shortages plagued the Border Patrol throughout the war. 

In 1942, old-timer Carson Morrow, chief patrol inspector of the Tucson sta- 

tion, informed the Central Office, “the shortage of personnel in this subdistrict has 

become so acute that it is impossible to properly man all of our substations.”!8 To 

counter the lack of personnel and quickly get men on duty, the Border Patrol short- 

ened the sessions of the Border Patrol Training School (BPTS) to one month and 

assigned probationary officers to duty before they had attended the BPTS. Faced 

with untrained recruits, local stations depended on experienced officers to train 

and supervise new recruits. All along the U.S.-Mexico border, however, the num- 

ber of new recruits outnumbered old-timers. El Paso’s chief patrol inspector, old- 

timer Griffith McBee, observed that “the number of the probationary patrol in- 

spectors assigned to this sub-district is considerably greater than the number of 

older officers who are available for their training.” 

The chief patrol inspector of El Centro, California, Richard H. Wells, warned 

upper officials, “A distinct problem of no mean proportions presents itself in the 

efficient training of new officers.”*? Without enough old-timers, Wells had recently 

“found it necessary in this sub-district to place five officers in charge of important 

stations who each had less than two years experience.” Although “not one of these 

officers had ever apprehended a smuggler of aliens... they [were], among their 

other duties, expected to lecture and counsel the new officers under their supervi- 

sion [about] the methods employed by smugglers, the detection and handling of 

such cases, etc.”?! And, within the El Centro subdistrict stations led by inexperi- 

enced officers, several patrol inspectors “of less than one year’s experience” were 

assigned to be crew leaders.” Wells argued that “during this resultant recruiting 

and training period, which must from necessity be carried on by officers many of 

whom only have partial training themselves, the Patrol from necessity operates on 

a greatly retarded effectiveness.””’ 
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By 1942 the new recruits significantly outnumbered the old-timers, and they 

brought new social backgrounds into the Border Patrol. For example, according 

to a 1944 listing of new recruits being sent to the BPTS, only 40 percent had lived 

in the border region prior to joining the patrol. Men from distant places, in other 

words, began to comprise a larger share of Border Patrol officers. Among them was 

William Blaise, who had recently graduated from Oklahoma Teachers College and 

was working for a tire company in central OKlahoma when a friend told him about 

the U.S. Border Patrol. “I had never seen a Border Patrolman and I had no idea 

what their job was, but I thought it sounded real good,” explained Blaise.** 

The old-timers tried to school the fresh recruits in “the Border Patrol way.” For 

example, they regaled the new recruits who did attend the BPTS at El Paso with 

parables from the old days. “There’s a story about a smuggler who was supposed 

to have pitched his gun into the canal,” recalled one of the new recruits of a story 

told to him while at the BPTS. In this story, the Border Patrol officer needed a de- 

fense because, although the smuggler never fired a gun, the officer shot and killed 

him. “When asked why he shot him since there was no shooting the other way that 

he could prove—the man didn’t have a pistol—he said, ‘He must have thrown it 

in the canal because I saw something flash in his hand. It was night and I didn’t 

want to take a chance and I went ahead and shot him.’” From this story, the new 

recruit learned that aggressive caution was to be taken in unsure moments. In what 

followed, he learned that the old-timers’ way was defined by a brotherhood of 

officers: to escape prosecution “all of his [the Patrol officer’s] friends knew that he 

had to have an alibi gun—he had to have a gun in the canal if that’s where this man 

threw one. When they drug the canal the next day, they got five or six guns out of 
there, because all of his buddies had pitched guns out in there the night before to 
make sure that this smuggler had actually thrown a gun out there.”25 Without 
specifics—such as the morning in 1932 when officers stood around a pool of Miguel 
Navarro’s blood passing the gun that exonerated Patrol Inspector John V. Saul— 
this story instructed the new recruits in the old-timers’ definition of brotherhood 
in the Patrol. 

Yet the old-timers were dramatically outnumbered by the new recruits, and, with 
so little local control, the seasoned officers rarely had the opportunity to dictate 
Border Patrol strategies; at best, they were limited to offering guidance from afar. 
For example, when a Mexican national resisted apprehension, probationary Patrol 
Inspector Burnett refrained from using excessive force to control the situation. Back 
at the station, old-timer Jim Cottingham heard of the incident. About ten years 
earlier, when Jim had been shot by a smuggler, he was saved and avenged by his 
brother, Jack. Jim’s stern advice to the new recruit was that he had “done the wrong 
thing” and “should have killed the alien,” but his teachings fell upon deaf ears among 
the new generation of Border Patrol officers, many of whom objected to the raw 
violence of the early Border Patrol in the Texas-Mexico borderlands.~° Burnett be- 
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lieved that lethal violence in response to nominal resistance would have been un- 
justified and left his conversation with Cottingham wondering how he “had all of 
this reconciled in his mind, about right and wrong.””” 

Burnett represented the new patrol that was emerging. Aware that coercive force 
was required to enforce U.S. immigration restrictions but uncomfortable with the 
physical brutality that was common in Border Patrol practice and folklore during 
the 1920s and 1930s, the new recruits built a new professional culture of violence. 
The new chief of the Border Patrol, W.F. Kelly, supported their rejection of raw 
violence, and soon after assuming his new post, Kelly pushed the Border Patrol’s 
unrepentant sinner and firearms instructor, Charles Askins, out of the service. There 
was no longer a place for Askins and his methods in the Border Patrol. With noth- 
ing to do but move forward, the new recruits struck out on their own “without ex- 
perienced key officers to instruct and direct.”?* Soon, the severe personnel short- 
ages placed the new recruits in leadership positions, and they led the Border Patrol 
in a fundamentally new direction of U.S. immigration law enforcement shaped by 
the rapidly changing dynamics and politics of migration control along the U.S.- 
Mexico border. 

MANAGING MEXICAN LABOR MIGRATION 

Mexican labor migration to the United States had declined during the Great De- 

pression, and the repatriation movement returned more Mexicans to Mexico than 

the number that crossed north throughout the 1930s, but World War II reopened 

and formalized the corridors of mass migration between Mexico and the United 

States. Beginning in 1940, the U.S. Congress had called upon all American farm- 

ers to increase production for the war effort. Growers in the southwestern United 

States expanded their acreage and anxiously recruited Mexican workers. Com- 

plaining of labor shortages and seeking increased control over the arrival and de- 

parture of Mexican workers, southwestern farmers—namely, the Californians— 

lobbied Congress for a labor recruitment program to increase and guarantee the 

number of Mexican laborers available to U.S. farms. In 1941, U.S. officials ap- 

proached the Mexican government with the idea of establishing a bilateral labor 

program that would facilitate the short-term labor migration of Mexican workers 

into and out of the United States. 

Mexican officials had reservations about facilitating Mexican immigration into 

the United States, but experience had shown that as U.S. agribusinessmen called 

south to Mexican campesinos, many of whom remained unemployed or under- 

employed during the 1940s, the Mexican Department of Migration would be un- 

able to prevent unsanctioned exits across Mexico’s northern border. A controlled 

and managed system of legal migration—and all of the associated benefits for 

Mexico—seemed better than a rise in unregulated and illegal border crossings. 
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Therefore, after negotiating a basic labor contract that satisfied the requirements 

established by the Mexican Constitution of 1917, Mexican officials agreed to par- 

ticipate in a bilateral system of state-managed labor migration.” This system be- 

came known as the Bracero Program.”° 
The Bracero Program offered Mexicans wanting to work in the United States 

the opportunity to do so legally. Bracero contracts quickly became valued com- 

modities in the Mexican countryside, where underemployed Mexican campesinos 

once again hoped that work in the United States would provide sustenance in Mex- 

ico. This time, however, officials of the U.S. and Mexican governments hoped to 

exercise greater control over the flow of Mexican labor migration. 

Scholars have offered many ways of understanding the U.S. and Mexican effort 

to manage Mexican labor migration through the Bracero Program. Working as a 

labor activist with California farm workers during the 1940s and 1950s, Dr. Ernesto 

Galarza wondered aloud, “Is this indentured alien—an almost perfect model of 

the economic man, an ‘input factor’ stripped of political and social attributes that 

liberal democracy likes to ascribe to all human beings ideally—is this bracero the 

prototype of the production man of the future?”*! Galarza’s critique of the Bracero 

Program as a system of “administered migration” by which U.S. agribusinesses ex- 

tracted labor and profit from a reserve labor supply contained south of the border 

was an indictment conceived at the intersection of theory and empiricism in the 

fields where California farmers had strategically used braceros to lower wages, break 

strikes, and demean working conditions. Gilbert Gonzalez and Raul Fernandez have 

built upon the work of Galarza by placing the Bracero Program within the context 

of U.S. empire and examining the program as a system of “colonial labor ex- 

ploitation.”** Against this backdrop of the Bracero Program as a system of cross- 

border labor exploitation, Kitty Calavita, Deborah Cohen, and Ana Rosas have 

pushed for textured perspectives on the making and meaning of the Bracero Pro- 

gram. Calavita, for example, has examined the program as a bureaucratic response 

to the conflicting demands of U.S. immigration law and capitalist economic de- 
velopment.*? Deborah Cohen and Ana Rosas, on the other hand, have broadened 
our understanding of the Bracero Program by considering the gendered dynam- 
ics and various Mexican interests in managing Mexican labor migration to the 
United States. Their work takes the eligibility requirements for the Bracero Pro- 
gram as a point of departure and examines the meaning of the program’s devel- 
opment within Mexican politics, culture; and society. As their work reminds us, 
not all Mexican campesinos were eligible for bracero contracts. Only healthy, land- 
less, and surplus male agricultural workers from regions not experiencing a labor 
shortage within Mexico were qualified to apply. Many Mexicans—those who were 
too young, too old, or too sick, along with rural landholders, urban dwellers, or 
women—were all categorically ineligible for the Bracero Program. Examining the 
interests of Mexican elites and considering the gendered dimensions of Mexico’s 
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effort to manage the international labor migration of rural Mexican men provides 
a richly nuanced understanding of the Bracero Program. According to Cohen, the 
Mexican officials of the 1940s continued to invest in the social, political, and cul- 
tural possibilities of mass labor migration to the United States and cast the Bracero 
Program as a modernization project that would transform Mexicans and Mexico 
by sending rural campesinos to learn, save, and absorb all that they could from their 
experience in the United States. In particular, argues Cohen, the Bracero Program 
was a highly gendered project of modernization that lifted up Mexican men as the 
“ideal actors and agents of modernity.”*> Ana Rosas examines the Bracero Program 
as “a transnational and gendered immigrant family experience.”** By sponsoring 

the exodus of millions of rural Mexican men, the program, argues Rosas, inter- 

rupted family life and reshaped gender norms and relations. In turn, however, 

bracero workers and their families significantly affected the development of the 

Bracero Program by refusing its limits, exploiting its opportunities, and defying 

the ideals pinned to managing their labor migration between the United States and 
Mexico. 

The Bracero Program was all of these things—a system of labor exploitation, a 

matter of empire, a project of masculinity and modernization, a family experience, 

and a site of gendered resistance—and the enormous complexity of the making, 

meaning, and evolution of the program strongly influenced how the U.S. Border 

Patrol policed unsanctioned Mexican migration during the 1940s. 

Although the Bracero Program delivered legal, temporary, male Mexican work- 

ers to U.S. farms and ranches, a large number of Mexican nationals illegally crossed 

into the United States at the same time. In particular, those disappointed by the 

limits of the Bracero Program or otherwise unable to secure a bracero contract often 

decided to contract themselves by heading north, illegally crossing the border, and 

finding work on border area farms. ‘The rise in illegal immigration from Mexico 

would have seemed familiar to U.S. Border Patrol officers who had worked along 

the U.S.-Mexico border prior to the Great Depression, but the broader political con- 

text within which unauthorized Mexican immigration now had to be controlled 

was dramatically new. Not only had concerns of national security increased Bor- 

der Patrol funding, streamlined Border Patrol authority, and enhanced Border Pa- 

trol capacities, but the geopolitics of World War II opened U.S. Border Patrol prac- 

tice to Mexican influence. 

World War II turned U.S.-Mexican relations upside down. Emboldened by a 

history of conquest and economic imperialism, the United States had long accorded 

Mexico little power in U.S-Mexico relations prior to World War II; during the war, 

however, sharing a two-thousand-mile border with the United States gave Mexico 

new leverage in her relations with the United States. If Mexico turned or fell to the 

Axis powers, the threat to the United States would be magnified by proximity. 

Bombs could rain down on U.S. communities from Mexican bases, and saboteurs 
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could easily access the United States through Mexico. Accordingly, the Americas 

in general, but Mexico in particular, gained new significance for the United States 

during the war. 

As battles erupted across Europe in the late 1930s, Mexican President Lazaro 

Cardenas (1934-1940) declared neutrality. Both the United States and Mexico were 

holding onto formal neutrality when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on De- 

cember 7, 1941. The United States immediately entered the war, and Mexico was 

forced to consider how it was going to protect itself against a conflict that seemed 

to be creeping up on its Pacific shores. But when a German ship torpedoed a Mex- 

ican ship, Mexico officially joined the Allied Forces in May of 1942. 

World War II directly linked Mexico’s national security and economic devel- 

opment to those of the United States. Mexico’s new president, Manuel Avila Ca- 

macho (1940-46), hoped to strengthen Mexico’s economy through industrializa- 

tion. Two decades had passed since the Mexican Revolution ended, but inequality 

still gripped the Mexican economy. The agrarian vision for Mexican social equal- 

ity that revolutionary governments had proposed had vanished, and many invested 

in the belief that industrialization would produce social justice by wrenching Mex- 

ico from its persistent land-based inequalities.*? Mexican labor activists, intellec- 

tuals, elites, artists, and politicians all championed industrialization as the cure for 

Mexican economic struggles. Many, however, including some of the country’s most 

influential labor activists, believed that the ideals of social justice needed to be sus- 

pended while Mexico produced the necessary capital to redistribute wealth. Cap- 

ital accumulation, therefore, was placed ahead of the redistribution of wealth. 

World War II provided an opportunity to court U.S. investments in Mexican eco- 
nomic development. 

United States elites were eager to regain access to Mexican land and natural re- 
sources. Many had had their land seized and their companies crippled when Lazaro 
Cardenas nationalized oil production in 1938.°8 President Camacho settled their 
claims against the Mexican government, which gave U.S. businessmen renewed 
confidence in investing in Mexico.*? Mexican and U.S. businessmen took advan- 
tage of the systems of economic cooperation that were established when Mexico 
joined the United States in its battle against the Axis forces. 

Improving transportation systems was a crucial first step in Mexican industri- 
alization. Through the U.S.-Mexican Commission for Wartime Cooperation, the 
United States provided Mexico with both technical assistance and goods to improve 
Mexican railroads, while the Export-Import bank spent $10 million dollars on Mex- 
ican road bonds in 1941. The next year, the United States spent $9.1 million on the 
Pan American Highway in Mexico and spent another $13.5 million dollars on Mex- 
ican railroad bonds.*° 

With work on improved transportation systems underway, U.S. and Mexican 
elites focused upon increasing the number of products being produced for export 
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from Mexico. The Mexican-American Commission for Economic Cooperation 
(MACEC) was formed in 1942 and boasted members from among the top busi- 
ness leaders in each country. That year alone, the MACEC launched sixteen proj- 
ects that mixed war mobilization with Mexican industrialization. They targeted 
“agricultural development, transportation, industry, public works, tourism, and 
fisheries,” but nowhere was their effect felt more swiftly and deeply than in the in- 
dustrialization of agriculture.*! 

In 1943, the U.S. and Mexican Commission on Agriculture advocated shifting 
Mexican agricultural production away from domestic products and toward oil and 
seeds deemed necessary for the war effort. Between 1942 and 1943, seven hundred 

thousand hectares were reassigned from the production of corn, a staple in the Mex- 

ican diet, to the production of war-related products.” Crisis quickly set in. In 1943 

there was a bad harvest. The combination of fewer hectares being planted and bad 

conditions created a dangerously low yield of corn. On September 21, 1943, the 

Mexican Ministry of Agriculture prohibited farmers in Nayarit, Sinaloa, Nuevo 

Leon, San Luis Potosi, Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Colima, and the coast of Jalisco from 

growing anything other than corn, but the conditions for a near famine were al- 

ready in motion. Mexico had to import almost seventy tons of corn to prevent mas- 

sive starvation. The governor of Durango seized a railroad car of corn that was head- 
ing to Mexico City in order to feed people in his state. 

The poor, for whom corn was a staple, were hardest hit by the crisis of 1943. A 

recovery in corn production did not begin until 1945. The decisions made by U.S. 

and Mexican officials to shift production away from domestic products reflects the 

primacy of war production in their decisions and the collusion of the Mexican and 

USS. elite in the pursuit of a system of Mexican economic development that did not 

benefit the Mexican poor. Despite the lessons of 1943, Mexico continued its pro- 

gram to industrialize agriculture and produce crops for export. Domestic food 

shortages continued to plague the Mexican poor through the 1940s as the elites of 

each country grew closer. 
The rapid industrialization of Mexican agriculture and the domestic food short- 

ages, compounded by a dramatic rise in the Mexican population, once again forced 

many Mexican campesinos to seek economic survival through migration. They took 

the new roads and railroads funded by the United States to Mexico’s urban cen- 

ters, northern states, and the U.S.-Mexico border. Many learned of the opportu- 

nity to work in the United States through the Bracero Program and headed to 

bracero recruitment centers in Mexico. When they arrived, many learned that they 

were not eligible for the program. Disappointed by the limits of the program, Mex- 

ican workers illegally crossed the border in search of work. 

Just as it was in the past, the unsanctioned immigration of Mexican nationals 

into the United States was of concern to the Mexican government. Unsanctioned 

immigration gutted the profits of labor emigration and drained the country of one 
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of its greatest natural resources, a cheap and flexible labor supply. The loss of la- 

borers and the inability to regulate labor mobility once again worried many social, 

political, and economic leaders at a moment when national leaders had commit- 

ted the country to a project of rapid industrialization driven by U.S. capital and 

Mexican labor. Mexican political leaders imagined the Bracero Program as a way 

to manage migration that offered the Mexican government the opportunity to con- 

trol the international mobility of poor Mexican campesinos.** Control, however, 

was elusive, as undocumented migration increased alongside the Bracero Program. 

Various Mexican interest groups pressured their government representatives 

to end unsanctioned Mexican migration across the U.S.-Mexico border. President 

Camacho received requests from a business leader in the state of Jalisco com- 

plaining about the loss of 350-400 men who had abandoned their land to seek 

work in the United States.*? Agribusinessmen along Mexico’s northern border 

were particularly vocal in their protests that cotton was rotting in the fields be- 

cause Mexican laborers chose to cross the border for higher wages rather than work 

in Mexico. Some of the earliest and most pressing demands came from landholders 

in Mexico’s most productive and profitable zones of cotton farming, the Mexicali 

Valley of Baja California and the Matamoros region in Tamaulipas. Businessmen 

in these regions demanded placement of the Mexican military along the border 

to prevent Mexican cotton pickers from illegally crossing into the United States.*° 

They and other businessmen had objected to establishing the Bracero Program. 

As they saw it, the program was a bilateral system that facilitated the loss of agri- 

cultural laborers to the United States. They had argued that the Mexican govern- 
ment should not encourage Mexican migration while pursuing an internal project 
of economic development and industrialization that needed Mexican laborers. 
Their protests were joined by the voices of braceros working within the United 
States who resented undocumented emigration because they believed that un- 
documented workers lowered wages and worsened working conditions.*” Mexi- 
cans in general resented the loss of citizens and workers to the north. The Mexi- 
can government, with its mind fixed upon industrialization, responded to these 
demands by pressuring U.S. officials to intensify border vigilance and guarantee 
the apprehension and deportation of all Mexican nationals working illegally 
within the United States.‘® . 

The pressure placed upon U.S. Border Patrol officers from south of the border 
first exploded in El Paso, Texas. Just one month after the first braceros arrived in 
California, old-timer and chief patrol inspector Griffith McBee recommended that 
a “state of emergency” be declared in the El Paso district.29 Despite the Bracero 
agreement that facilitated the legal importation of Mexican laborers to the United 
States, McBee wrote that Mexican nationals were pushing across the Texas-Mex- 
ico border in unprecedented numbers. Defiantly opposed to the minimum wage 
and other provisions of the bracero contracts, Texas farmers declined to partici- 
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pate in the Bracero Program.*° By the spring of 1943, McBee explained that “this 
situation is taxing to the utmost the limited patrol force available for line duty in 
and near El Paso, Texas,” and he ordered a suspension of holidays for patrol in- 
spectors in the El Paso district and required all officers to work fifty-six hours per 
week.*! Yet, while McBee wrote that Mexican nationals were illegally crossing the 
border in “unprecedented numbers,” and officers were required to work more 
hours, the apprehensions in the El Paso district actually decreased in 1943. Dur- 
ing that year of crisis, the El Paso subdistrict reported only 2,299 apprehensions— 
the lowest number ever in the El Paso subdistrict.5* What was the “state of emer- 
gency” that McBee declared? 

When the 1940 appropriation increased the number of personnel along the 

southern border, the El Paso station was slated to receive a large number of new 

recruits. Although the appropriation for officers in the El Paso area was increased 

to one hundred, shortages plagued the station. In 1943, McBee complained to his 

supervisors that only fifty-nine officers were actually assigned to work in his dis- 

trict, and the assignment of officers to non-patrol duties further reduced potential 

Border Patrol effectiveness. Of the fifty-nine officers in El Paso, McBee wrote that 

“5 are doing office work in the Mexican Border Identification Unit, 2 are assigned 

to the office of the local Inspector in Charge as Acting Immigrant Inspectors, 2 are 

working in the multilith and photographic department on the Central Office Lec- 

ture Course, and 18 are scheduled to enter the next term of the Border Patrol Train- 

ing School.”°* Soon, the understaffed force of fifty-nine officers would drop to thirty- 

one, and, after assigning the men to shifts, as few as fifteen officers would be available 

for line patrol at any given time. In the context of poor recruitment, drafts into the 

armed services, and war-related details that kept all stations undermanned, McBee 

had reason to be concerned that his force might be further “skeletonized.” He re- 

quested a “state of emergency” to shield his officers from additional details and to 

place El Paso first in line for new recruits. 

McBee’s discussion of El Paso’s “state of emergency” also hinted at an emerg- 

ing concern for the officers and officials of the U.S. Border Patrol. McBee wrote 

that “there is reason to believe that there is a feeling among local Mexican author- 

ities that we are not cooperating with them in their efforts to prevent the entry of 

agricultural laborers.”** McBee registered Mexican concerns regarding migration 

control as a top priority for the U.S. Border Patrol in El Paso and warned officials 

working out of Washington, D.C., that “should our present line force be decreased 

for any reason within the next several weeks, the number of illegal entries would 

increase in proportion thus giving cause for just criticism of this Service for fail- 

ure to effectively patrol the El Paso Line Sector.””? Unlike the situation in the 1920s 

and 1930s, the new political matrix of World War II and the Bracero Program forced 

local Border Patrol officials to respond to Mexican demands for more effective im- 

migration law enforcement. McBee’s emergency represented a crisis of faith be- 
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tween U.S. and Mexican officers in the shared project of controlling Mexican la- 

bor migration. 
The Department of State did not oversee U.S. immigration law enforcement, 

but its officials did pressure the Department of Justice, the INS, and the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol to close the border to undocumented Mexican immigrants and to ap- 

prehend more Mexican nationals. Soon after the Bracero Program began, Mexi- 

can officials hosted a meeting in Mexico City with representatives of the Department 

of State, the Department of Justice, the INS, and the U.S. Border Patrol. At this meet- 

ing “the Mexican Government complained that great numbers of laborers were suc- 

ceeding in effecting unlawful entry... [and]... urged definite steps be taken by 

this [U.S.] Government effectively to deal with the problem.”*° In response to Mex- 

ican demands, INS officials agreed to “strengthen the Patrol force along the Mex- 

ican Border by means of filling all existing vacancies and detailing approximately 

150 Patrol Inspectors from other areas to the Mexican border.”*” 

The majority of new officers hired after 1943 were assigned to stations along the 

U.S.-Mexico border.** The growth of the Border Patrol budget in 1940 and the shift 

of personnel in late 1943 almost doubled the number of Border Patrol inspectors 

working in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.°? Shifting more officers to the southern 
border transformed the national organization of the U.S. Border Patrol. Prior to 

1943, more officers worked along the northern border than along the southern. 

After 1943, however, the Mexican border became the center of operations for the 

U.S. Border Patrol. Mexican officials also demanded that Border Patrol officers enu- 
merate the number of Mexican nationals apprehended separately from all others. 
In effect, they called for special attention to undocumented Mexican nationals. The 
Mexican demands of 1943 contributed to the concentration of U.S. immigration 
law enforcement personnel along the U.S.-Mexico border and emphasized polic- 
ing unsanctioned Mexican immigration. Therefore, at a time when an expanding 
politics of migration control opened the U.S. Border Patrol to new concerns re- 
garding the illicit entry of European saboteurs and the management of domestic 
enemy aliens, the establishment of a cross-border system of managing labor mi- 
gration refocused the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol upon unsanctioned Mexi- 
can immigration. 

The several hundred new officers assigned along the U.S.-Mexico border—many 
of whom cycled in and out of wartime duties—were no match for the steady rush 
of unsanctioned migrants who pushed across the U.S.-Mexico border in the 1940s. 
In 1942, Mexican officials had successfully prevented enough migrants from cross- 
ing the California border to create a labor shortage in the Imperial Valley. Their 
isolated successes, however, were eclipsed by the steady rush of migrants that 
crossed the border during the Mexican famine of 1943, and Mexico continued to 
use the bureaucracy and politics of the Bracero Program to press the United States 
for results. On December 11, 1943, the Mexican Embassy in Washington, D.C., 
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warned the U.S. Department of State that if control was not established over the 
flow of illegal immigration into the U.S., Mexico would “effect a complete revision 
of the [Bracero] agreements.” The threat was passed from the Department of State 
to the Department of Justice, the INS, and the chief supervisor of the U.S. Border 
Patrol, who, by 1943, was prepared to take centralized action to increase border 
enforcement along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

SPECIAL MEXICAN DEPORTATION PARTIES 

Within six months of the Mexican Embassy’s threat to revise the Bracero Program, 

the chief supervisor of the Border Patrol, W.F. Kelly, launched a new program of 

aggressive immigration law enforcement. The documentation of the new methods 

employed by the Border Patrol in the 1940s is voluminous, but disorganized and 

unspecific. Randomly placed throughout dozens of files are memos discussing “dri- 

ves on Mexican aliens,” “special Mexican details,” “Mexican deportation parties,” 

and the “Mexican expulsion program.” The purpose of the parties, details, drives, 

and programs was to increase apprehensions of undocumented Mexican nation- 

als by transferring Border Patrol officers from relatively quiet stations to “hot spot” 

locations for a limited amount of time. These temporary details of officers allowed 

Kelly to increase the number of apprehensions despite personnel shortages. 

By June 1944, Kelly had initiated an “intensive drive on Mexican aliens” by de- 

ploying Special Mexican Deportation Parties throughout the country. For exam- 

ple, on June 14, 1944, Kelly ordered the Border Patrol stations in Minnesota and 

North Dakota to detail officers to Chicago and to perform special raids against Mex- 

ican nationals.*! The next day, Border Patrol officers in McAllen, Texas, completed 

a drive upon Mexican nationals that resulted in more than 6,900 apprehensions.” 

By November of 1944, 42,928 Mexican nationals had been deported by Mexican 

Deportation Parties out of California.” 
Despite concentrated efforts in California during the summer of 1944, in Oc- 

tober of that year, Chief Kelly was still receiving reports from the Los Angeles Bor- 

der Patrol District that “aliens are literally pouring over the border in the El Cen- 

tro sector.” The authorized number of officers in El Centro, California, was 

sixty-eight, but the station was functioning eighteen officers short, which meant 

“only four officers are available for ‘line patrol.’ ”®* Given that the El Centro sector 

was responsible for patrolling the U.S.-Mexico divide between El Centro, Califor- 

nia, and Yuma, Arizona, four officers could not begin to prevent illegal immigra- 

tion across the region. 
In November of 1944, Kelly began plans to answer the requests of the El Cen- 

tro sector for increased personnel. He announced a plan to detail thirty officers from 

the El Paso district to the El Centro station. Just one year earlier, Chief Patrol In- 

spector McBee had declared a “state of emergency” and complained about the se- 
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Mexican deportees wait in a holding area for apprehended aliens. U.S. Border Patrol 

Official Photograph, File No. 96-12. U.S. Immigration Border Patrol, McAllen, Texas. 

Courtesy of the National Border Patrol Museum—E] Paso, Texas. 

vere personnel shortage in El Paso. He and others protested that the detail of thirty 

officers out of El Paso would jeopardize Border Patrol work in the area. Kelly dis- 

agreed and reasoned that the relatively stable conditions in El Paso did not “jus- 

tify us in leaving your patrol force alone when a number of your officers would ob- 

viously be of such great assistance, at least for the time being, in another district.”® 

The detail of El Paso officers began work in El Centro on November 7. Three 

weeks later, the detail reported apprehending “1994 Mexican aliens,” an average 

of 110 apprehensions per day. By December 6, only 600 more “Mexican aliens had 

been apprehended.” Given that the El Centro station had estimated that 6,000 Mex- 

ican aliens had illegally entered the U.S. through Mexicali between October 10 and 

16, the apprehension of slightly more than 2,500 Mexicans attempting to cross the 

border was unimpressive. Regardless, the Central Office kept the detail of forty men 

in El Centro until at least January 2, 1945.°° 

The extension of the nominally productive detail prompted Earl Fallis, now chief 

patrol inspector in the El Paso station, to complain that “a considerable number of 

the officers from this Sector have written letters expressing their utter dissatisfac- 
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tion with being kept on detail in the El Centro Sector.” Fallis argued that the men 
were frustrated because “long details away from their homes are always hard on 
our officers,”°* and he encouraged Kelly to return the officers to their home com- 
munities. In the new order of centralized authority and under pressure to increase 
apprehensions, Kelly dismissed Fallis’s protest, because it was “sound border pa- 
trol practice to put the men at the points of greatest activity.”® 

The constant detailing of officers was a strategy developed in 1944 that would 

remain with the Border Patrol well into the 1950s. The new strategy forced officers 

to move or to quit the Border Patrol. One unintended result of detailing and re- 

stationing officers was to undermine the ability of new recruits to become integrated 

within the local communities. Regularly assigned to details away from their base 

states, Border Patrol officers depended upon their wives to build their local social 

networks. 

BORDER PATROL WIVES 

The new recruits and their families came from all over the country and were sta- 

tioned in small towns, such as La Feria, Texas, Nogales, Arizona, and Blythe, Cali- 

fornia. Upon arriving in a new town, Border Patrol wives depended upon each other 

to soften the blow of frequent moves. Norma Hill recalled that, on her husband’s 

first day of official duty in 1940, they “drove to Lordsburg and got a motel room 

about 2 P.M. At 3 O'Clock, the senior came by, picked Bill up and they disappeared 

for the next 24 hours! That was a proper intro into a Border Patrol wife’s life!” Such 

scenes were replayed many times in their tenure with the Border Patrol. Alone and 

in a new community, Hill depended on other Border Patrol wives for support in 

her new community.” 
At about the same time that Norma Hill was leaning on Border Patrol wives in 

Lordsburg, Mary Clint moved “1,000 miles away from my family in Kansas” to 

Laredo, Texas, with her husband, who was a new Border Patrol recruit in 1941. 

“We were informed the rental housing was scarce,” recalled Clint, but “another pa- 

trolmen had just moved out of a two room apartment that we could rent.” When 

her husband left for El Paso to begin training at the BPTS, Mary “visited other Bor- 

der Patrol wives and learned of other better apartments to be had on the East side 

of town.” Upon the recommendations of resident Border Patrol wives, the Clints 

soon moved “to an apartment building next to another Border Patrol couple.” 

Whenever possible, Border Patrol families chose to live near each other for instant 

friendships and support.” 

In October of 1941, New Yorker and new recruit John Rosier entered onto duty 

in Fabens, Texas. “Of course, there was no housing at the time,” so Rose and his 

wife boarded with a local family until “we found a little place to live which was then 
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called the Bungalow Apartments.””* Rosier and his wife eagerly moved to the Bun- 

galow Apartments, because “several of the fellows in the Patrol and their wives were 

living there.””* For the wives, who were often left alone while their husbands were 

on detail, the quick and close Border Patrol friendships cushioned their families 

against the disruptions of constant moves because “you would always count on 

other BP friends becoming closer than family.””* Although there were “frequent 

tearful partings,” numerous transfers meant “always knowing you'd see them again 

somewhere ‘along the line.’””” 

Border Patrol families formed communities within communities along the line. 

Transferring from town to town was eased by always remaining within the Border 

Patrol community. But the social survival strategy of depending upon the Border 

Patrol community further distanced new arrivals from established borderland com- 

munities. Border Patrol officers did not integrate themselves into the local com- 

munity life, interests, or customs. When the Central Office demanded increased 

enforcement and higher apprehension rates, the Border Patrol’s new personal and 

social distance from local communities made officers less hesitant to upset local 

interests in flexible immigration law enforcement. 

‘The new officers, armed with planes, radios, and trucks, and operating under a 

system of national coordination, brought rapid results. By the end of 1944, total 
apprehensions doubled from 16,330 in 1943 to 33,681 in 1944 (see table 2). Schol- 
ars have often interpreted the rise in Border Patrol apprehensions in 1944 as a reflec- 
tion of a dramatic increase in undocumented crossings, but close observation of 
patrol operations during these years suggests a combination of factors at work. In 
addition to the economic struggles of workers in the Mexican countryside and the 
expansion of employment opportunities in the United States, there were new re- 
cruits with improved resources operating under a more centralized system of ad- 
ministration within a binational politics of deporting Mexican workers.” Al- 
though a rise in undocumented Mexican immigration certainly did occur during 
the 1940s, the transformation in U.S. Border Patrol authority, resources, person- 
nel, and priorities also contributed to the dramatic rise in the number of Mexican 
nationals apprehended in the Mexican border region. According to these many di- 
mensions of U.S. immigration law enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands 
during the early 1940s, the Border Patrol’s project of policing unsanctioned Mex- 
ican immigration clearly intensified, 

The consequences were high for persons of Mexican origin in the U.S.-Mexico 
borderlands as the Border Patrol’s net of surveillance expanded in the region. For 
example, the number of interrogations reported by the U.S. Border Patrol sky- 
rocketed from 473,720 in 1940 to 9,389,551 in 1943—an almost twentyfold in- 
crease. The number of apprehensions did not keep up with the number of inter- 
rogations; the ratio of apprehensions to interrogations declined from 1.5 percent 
in 1940 to 0.009 percent in 1943. Under intense pressure to deport unsanctioned 



(
O
d
D
 

:O
q 

‘
u
o
y
B
u
r
y
s
e
 

A
)
 

PF
6T
-S
E6
T 

‘O
f 

au
n/
 

Su
rp
ug
 

sa
va
x 

[v
9I

St
-]

 
‘2

I1
A1

ag
 

U
o
H
Z
y
v
I
N
I
V
N
 

pu
v 

uo
yv

éS
ur

uy
 

ay
y 

fo
 

sj
ro
da
y 

jo
nu
UY
 

J
o
n
e
 

Je
p1

og
 

‘S
'A
, 

ay
) 

Jo
 

sy
ua
uT
Ys
T{
du
r0
D9
e 

pu
re

 
sa

ni
an

oe
 

ye
di
ou
td
 

ur
oy

y 
pa

pd
ur

os
 

ej
ye

q 
:a

ou
no

s 

€
P
T
B
T
I
$
 

B8
8F
'P
HI
S 

9E
0'

ST
E'

S 
OB
I'
86
S‘
H7
Z 

ES
EP
SO
'E
 

IS
S‘
68
E6
 

O1
8°
97
 

9F
T'
8 

€L1‘87 SLLIT €SO'TE BETTI 
V/N V/N 

189°€€ OCE‘OI boot £v6r 

EL
eS

L$
 

WI
N 

ZS
h9

E$
 

=
 

ZO
D'
SE
S 

«=
 

GB
L'

LS
$ 

=
 

HE
DN
'T
LG
 

§=—
s-«

OOL
F'S

OG 
~—_

LTS
“96

$ 
SA
AN
ZI
Es
 

[Te
 

JO
 

an
Te
 

A
 

S7
1‘
0P
Z'
EI
 

W/
N 

PL
TL
86
 

=
 

TP
T'
TI
O'
T 

«=
 

S8
6'
7H
HS
s«
#S
Z'
BG
S 

=
 

sC*
OTT

‘ZI
8. 

=
 

ZO
0‘
ZI
8 

pa
uo
ys
an
b-
su
os
ia
d 

Jo
 

sa
qu

un
u 

[e
}0

],
 

V/
N 

V/
N 

OC
L‘

EL
b 

00
P'

98
h 

«=
 

«G
BF
EL
h 

§«=
—ss

ZOT
SEH

 
«=

 
BR
B‘
TI
NE
 

~—s
—sL

LE“
BBE

 
Wo

Is
al

 
Ja
ps
0g
 

UR
IT

XI
N|

 
‘p

au
on

se
nb

 
su
os
ia
d 

jo
 

1a
qu
in
y 

S0
L'

9 
V/
N 

19
T‘

Z 
90

9'
8 

78
6'

8 
99
76
 

89
L'

8 
94

0'
8 

UO
TB

aI
 

Ja
pI

Og
 

UL
IT
Xa
] 

‘S
UO

TR
IO

IA
 

UO
NR
IS
TU
IU
T 

IO
F 

pe
pu
ey
ei
dd
e 

su
os
ia
d 

jo
 

ra
qu

in
y 

80
2°

8 
V
/
N
 

S
E
V
 

6
2
8
8
 

£
9
7
6
 

P
P
S
6
 

0
1
0
6
 

O
r
s
 

wo
Is

el
 

T
o
p
i
o
g
 

U
P
I
T
X
a
]
 

‘p
ap
us
ya
id
de
 

su
os
ia
d 

yo
 

1a
qu
in
N 

CL
E'
TI
 

O
6
E
T
I
 

8
1
9
0
1
 

P
L
I
Z
I
 

€9
6°

TI
 

LI
T 

ET
 

I8
s‘
Il
 

PP
I 

TI
 

S
U
O
N
R
I
O
I
A
 

U
O
T
R
I
S
T
U
T
U
U
T
 

Jo
} 

p
e
p
u
s
y
a
i
d
d
e
 

su
os

ia
d 

yo
 

ra
qu
in
y 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

V
/
N
 

pa
ye
do
y 

su
at
ye
 

af
qe
y1
od
ap
 

jo
 

Ja
qu

in
N 

L
E
T
S
T
 

6F
9'

T1
 

76
0'

TT
 

68
9°
TI
 

S
s
o
e
l
 

S
T
S
E
L
 

9
0
F
 

T
I
 

P
L
O
T
 

p
e
p
u
e
y
a
i
d
d
e
 

s
u
o
s
i
o
d
 

J
o
 

J
o
q
u
i
n
u
 

[
e
}
O
 

7,
 

TH
OL

 
Ib
61
 

o
e
r
 

6£
61

 
gc

é6
r 

LE
6r

 
O
L
6
L
 

St
6r

 

b
r
6
t
-
S
€
6
r
 

‘o
f 

au
n{

 
p
a
p
u
a
 

si
va
d 

ay
} 

10
J 

[
O
e
 

Ja
ps

Og
 

°S
'-
A 

ay
} 

JO
 

sj
ua

uy
st

[d
tu

ro
so

e 
pu
re
 

sa
nt
an
oe
 

y
e
d
i
o
u
l
g
 

t 
aT
aV
vL
 



122 TRANSFORMATION 

TABLE 3 Immigrants deported (total), immigrants departing voluntarily (total), 

and Mexican immigrants returned to Mexico for the years ended 

June 30, 1925-1975. 

Immigrants Immigrants Departing | Mexican Immigrants 

Year Deported (Total) Voluntarily (Total) Returned to Mexico 

1925 9,495 — 2,961 

1926 10,904 — 4,047 

1927 ee il 662) 15,012 4,495 

1928 11,625 19,946 5,529 

1929 12,908 25,888 8,538 

1930 16,631 11,387 18,319 

1931 18,142 pra: 8,409 

1932 19,426 10,775 7,116 

1933 19,865 10,347 15,865 

1934 8,879 8,010 8,910 

1935 8,319 7,978 9,139 

1936 9,195 8,251 9,534 

1937 8,829 8,788 9,535 

1938 93275 9,278 8,684 

1939 8,202 9,590 9,376 

1940 6,954 8,594 8,051 

1941 4,407 6,531 6,082 

1942 3,709 6,904 N/A 

1943 4,207 11,947 8,189 

1944 7,179 32,270 26,689 

1945 11,270 69,490 63,602 

1946 14,375 101,945 91,456 

1947 18,663 195,880 182,986 

1948 20,371 197,184 179,385 

1949 20,040 276,297 278,538 

1950 6,628 572,477 458,215 

1951 13,544 673,169 500,000 

1952 20,181 703,778 543,538 

1953 19,845 885,391 865,318 

1954 26,951 1,074,277 1,075,168 

1955 15,028 232,769 242,608 

Mexican immigrants, officers and the Special Mexican Deportation Parties di- 

rected the millions of additional questions, suspicions, and interrogations against 

U.S. citizens and legal immigrants of Mexican origin. The Border Patrol’s search 

for unsanctioned migrants of Mexican origin was motivated in part by the de- 

mands of the Mexican government through the bilateral bureaucracy of the 

Bracero Program. The project of policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration 

therefore evolved and intensified according to circumstances very distant from 

the regional and local politics of migration control that had once led U.S. Border 
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TABLE 3 (continued) 

Immigrants Immigrants Departing | Mexican Immigrants 
Year Deported (Total) Voluntarily (Total) Returned to Mexico 

1956 7,297 80,891 72,442 
1957 5,082 63,379 44,451 
1958 7,142 60,600 37,242 
1959 7,988 56,610 30,196 
1960 6,892 52,610 29,651 
1961 7,438 52,383 29,817 

1962 7,637 54,164 30,272 

1963 7,454 69,392 39,124 

1964 8,746 73,042 43,844 

1965 10,143 95,263 55,349 

1966 9,168 123,683 89,751 

1967 9,260 142,343 108,327 

1968 9,130 179,952 151,000 

1969 10,505 240,958 201,000 

1970 16,893 303,348 277,377 

1971 17,639 370,074 348,178 

1972 16,266 450,927 430,213 

1973 16,842 568,005 577,000. 

1974 18,824 718,740 709,959 

1975 23,438 655,814 680,392 

source: Data for total immigrants deported and total immigrants departing voluntarily com- 

piled from Annual Reports of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, Fiscal Years Ending 

June 30, 1960-1975. Data for Mexican immigrants returned to Mexico compiled from the fol- 

lowing sources: For 1925-73, Julian Samora, “Mexican Immigration,” in Mexican-Americans 

Tomorrow: Educational and Economic Perspectives, ed. Gus Tyler (Albuquerque: University of 

New Mexico Press, 1975), 70. For 1974-75, Annual Reports of the Immigration and Natural- 

ization Service, Fiscal Years Ending June 30, 1974 and 1975. For years 1925-73, data includes the 

various categories used to define force removal, deportation, and voluntary departure. For years 

1974 and 1975, data refers to the number of deportable Mexican immigrants located. 

NOTE: U.S. immigration statistics are inconsistently recorded across the annual reports of the 

commissioner general of immigration, the annual reports of the secretary of labor, the annual 

reports of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and the INS statistical yearbooks. How- 

ever, the overall trends in the various categories of immigration, exclusion, apprehension, and 

forced removal are constant. 

Patrol officers to focus their energies upon targeting and apprehending unsanc- 

tioned Mexican immigrants. Beneath the surface of continuity, ruptures in the 

world of U.S. immigration law enforcement dramatically shaped the Border Pa- 

trol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

Chapter 6 digs deeper into the changes in the mechanics of migration control 

in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands by examining how the U.S. Border Patrol built upon 

the opportunities provided by the Bracero Program to gain greater control over 

the unsanctioned border crossings of Mexican nationals. In particular, chapter 6 
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tells the story of how the officers of the United States Border Patrol worked closely 

with Mexican officers south of the border. Together, U.S. and Mexican officers 

launched new enforcement practices and established new systems of deportation 

that stitched together U.S. and Mexican systems of migration control. Chapter 6, 

in other words, examines how new dynamics of migration control chased un- 

sanctioned border crossers along the familiar corridors of migration between the 

United States and Mexico. 



The Corridors of Migration Control 

On January 17, 1948, funeral home owner M. K. Fritz sat down to read his morn- 

ing paper in Chicago, Illinois. In it he read about a case of racial discrimination 

against a Mexican national. He was so enraged by the incident that he mailed the 

clipping to Miguel Aleman, the president of Mexico, to let him “get a look at the 

way people of color are treated here in this country of ours.”! Fritz did not under- 

stand racial discrimination as an aberration of life in America. “We the Negro 

people,” he wrote “have been subject to it for a many year without any seeming let 

up.”* According to Fritz, what the Mexican national had experienced was a fact of 

life in the United States, and he “sympathize[d] with any fellow man of color that 

receives such unjust treatment.”* With this, he advised President Aleman that “it 

might not hurt to let your people know what treatment one of your nationals got 

here so that when Americans of white descent are in your country they might be 

given a dose of their own medicine.”* 

As many civil rights activists and organizations were doing throughout the 

1940s, Fritz sought international alliances against racial discrimination and vio- 

lence within the United States. Often, international pressure and cross-border al- 

liances were enormously influential in encouraging, shaming, and compelling 

American presidents, members of Congress, and U.S. Supreme Court justices to 

press for an end to racial segregation within the United States.° From his kitchen 

table in Chicago, Illinois, Fritz hoped that Mexico too would help dismantle Amer- 

ican systems of racialized inequity. 

President Aleman never answered his letter, but Fritz’s hope was not totally un- 

founded. Episodes of organizing and resistance among African Americans and 

Mexicanos had before threatened the racial order of American life. For example, 

125 
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during the economic struggles of the 1930s, African American and Mexicano work- 

ers in Chicago and elsewhere had participated together in that decade’s great up- 

surge in interracial labor organizing.° But Mexican officials of the 1940s were not 

interested in broadly tackling the problem of racial inequity in the United States. 

Rather, they pursued a more cautious apprcach of opposing discrimination toward 

people of Mexican origin.” During the early 1940s, for example, Mexican officials 

had refused to send braceros to the state of Texas, where anti-Mexican discrimi- 

nation was most public and unapologetic. Mexican officials also worked with Mex- 

ican American civil rights organizations to pressure Texas to officially recognize 

Mexicanos as Caucasian.* By fighting for inclusion within the realm of whiteness, 

Mexican officials simultaneously drew upon and reinforced the black/white divide 

as the most basic and fundamental racial/ethnic division in American life. As a 

struggle for immigrant incorporation, this was a strategy that had worked for many 

other immigrant groups in other places at other times: the Irish had donned black- 

face, and Italians had defended residential segregation.’ But along with their bat- 

tle for whiteness, Mexican officials participated in the buildup of U.S. immigration 

law enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. By contributing to the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol’s turn toward the U.S.-Mexico border and to its deepening project of 

policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration, Mexican officials participated in the 

Mexicanization of the caste of illegals in the United States. 

This chapter continues the story of Mexican influences on U.S. Border Patrol 

practice by chronicling the rise of cross-border migration control strategies in the 

mid-1940s. Building upon the Bracero Program’s bilateralism in managing the im- 
portation of legal labor migrants into the United States, U.S. and Mexican immi- 
gration officers imagined and implemented cross-border methods of deporting il- 
legal Mexican migrants out of the United States. Further they worked collaboratively 
to transform the permeable U.S.-Mexico border into a clear boundary that held 
unsanctioned migrants south of the border or that swallowed them in the process 
of their unsanctioned border crossings. In this era of cross-border cooperation, U.S. 
and Mexican officers drove the violence of immigration law enforcement deep into 
the landscape of the border and far into the interior of Mexico. The bodies of un- 
sanctioned Mexican migrants were still maimed and mangled but—unlike what 
happened in the past—U.S. Border Patrol officers rarely delivered the blows. M. K. 
Fritz, the professional coroner and perceptive social critic, was most likely unaware 
of the ways in which cross-border innovations in migration control strengthened, 
deepened, and extended the violence that damaged and dislocated the bodies of 
Mexico's illegal immigrants. This chapter demonstrates that the violence of immi- 
gration law enforcement took place in a context of cooperation between U.S. and 
Mexican systems of migration control. In exploring the rise of new corridors of 
cross-border migration control, this chapter examines the bi-national dimensions 
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of the problem of race according to the Border Patrol’s narrow policing of the legal/ 
illegal divide. 

THE UNITED STATES, MEXICO, AND THE 

TRANSFORMATION OF DEPORTATION 

The Special Mexican Deportation Parties delivered an increasingly large number 

of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants across the U.S.-Mexico border. Yet mass de- 

portation failed to solve the problems of unsanctioned migration. Arriving with 

few resources, deportees stretched the resources of Mexican municipal authorities 

who grappled with the realities of mass deportation, and deportees often crossed 

back into the United States. Although mass deportations looked good on paper, 

they aggravated Mexican border communities and were ineffective in terms of pre- 

venting unsanctioned border crossings. With this in mind, U.S. and Mexican offi- 

cials sat down to discuss migration control along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

On January 11, 1945, U.S. and Mexican authorities reached an agreement de- 

signed to control the return of undocumented Mexican migrants to Mexico 

through close U.S. and Mexican cooperation. According to this agreement, the U.S. 

Border Patrol would deport Mexican nationals who were residents of Sonora, 

Sinaloa, and Jalisco through Nogales, Arizona; residents of eastern and southern ~ 

Mexican states would return through El Paso, Texas. At the border, Mexico would 

“accept delivery of the aliens” and “divert them to localities in the Interior.” 

Whereas in the past, U.S. Border Patrol officers had released deportees at the U.S.- 

Mexico border, according to the January 1945 agreement, they would begin to re- 

lease deportees into the custody of Mexican officers who forcibly relocated them 

to places south of the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Collaborative deportations began in April of 1945. The preferred method of 

transporting deportees to the interior of Mexico was by train. On and off through- 

out the 19408, 1950s, and 1960s, trainlifts removed between 600 and 1,000 migrants 

weekly to Monterrey in the state of Nuevo Leon, Torreon in the state of Coahuila, 

or Jiménez in the state of Chihuahua. In addition to the more cost-effective train- 

lifts, in June of 1951, U.S. and Mexican officials introduced daily plane flights, or 

airlifts, from Holtville, California, and Brownsville, Texas, to Central Mexican states, 

such as San Luis Potosi, Guadalajara, and Guanajuato (see map). That year, 34,057 

migrants were airlifted to the interior of Mexico. The following year, 51,504 Mex- 

icans were airlifted to central Mexico, but Congress made no appropriations for 

planelifts in 1953, and the practice was stalled until funding resumed in 1954."! 

Whether using trains or planes, the procedure for coordinating deportation into 

the interior of Mexico was similar. Typically, U.S. Border Patrol officers apprehended 

undocumented Mexican nationals somewhere within the United States and bused 
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them to an INS detention center along the California or Texas border. At the de- 

tention center, officers determined the method of removal that would be offered to 

each immigrant. Residents of an adjacent border area were allowed to cross back 

into Mexico and remain in the border area without further penalty or surveillance. 

If they were from the interior, however, Border Patrol officers tagged them for a 

trainlift or airlift. Residents of northern Mexican states were generally designated 

for deportation by train to Monterrey, Torreon, or Chihuahua, while residents of 

“the balance of Mexico” were designated to return by plane to Central Mexico. 

As described in a 1956 memo, the procedure for the trainlift to Chihuahua was 

for U.S. Border Patrol officers to drive a busload of migrants to the “middle of the 

bridge” that connected Presidio, Texas, to Ojinaga, Mexico.” At the middle of the 

bridge, all Border Patrol and INS personnel would “leave the bus and return to 

the inspection station.”'? As the U.S. officers left the bus, Mexican officers entered 

to “conduct the party from the middle of the bridge to the railroad station.”’* At 

this point, the deportees and the financial responsibility for their detention, super- 

vision, transportation, and care were officially transferred from the United States 

to Mexico, 

On the Mexican side of the Presidio-Ojinaga bridge, the Mexican officers di- 

rected the bus to the train station in Ojinaga. There, they placed the migrants under 

armed guard. To make the transfer complete, a few of the Mexican officers returned 

the empty bus to the center of the bridge where they would disembark, and U.S. 

officers would reenter and drive the bus back to the U.S. Immigration station in 

Presidio. Meanwhile, back at the train station in Ojinaga, the migrants waited un- 

til a train was ready to take them south. As they waited, they might be lectured by 
a Mexican official that “it was useless for them [returnees] to return to the United 
States, as no demand existed for labor.”'° If they complained about being forcibly 
relocated to the interior of Mexico, an officer of the Mexican Department of Mi- 
gration may have explained that they had broken Mexican law by emigrating with- 
out the proper authorization and were in no position to dispute their removal to 
the interior.'° When the trains were ready, the guards placed the migrants on board 
and escorted them to their final destination somewhere farther south of the U.S.- 
Mexico border. ; 

Cross-border cooperation introduced a system of immigration law enforcement 
far removed from the one developed by local boys who enforced federal law dur- 
ing the early decades of Border Patrol work along the U.S.-Mexico border. Local 
sheriffs, police, farmers, and Texas Rangers had once been the primary partners of 
U.S. Border Patrol officers. Now, the officers spent a considerable amount of time 
working with Mexican officials to coordinate the movement of deportees into the 
custody of Mexican officers south of the border. In the direct and coercive trans- 
fer of Mexican deportees from U.S. to Mexican custody, a new era of immigration 
law enforcement rooted in bilateral strategies was born. 
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Mexican guards supervise deportees awaiting the trainlift in Mexico, circa 1952-53. 
U.S. Border Patrol Official Photograph, File No. 46-21. U.S. Immigration Border Patrol, 
McAllen, Texas. Courtesy of the National Border Patrol Museum—E] Paso, Texas. 

For officers, cross-border collaboration expanded the possibilities of migration 

control. Police practice is defined as a site of state violence that is limited by the 

boundaries of the nation-state, but by coordinating deportation across the border, 

U.S. and Mexican officers linked the distinct territories of U.S. and Mexican po- 

lice authority. At all times, U.S. and Mexican officers respected the limits repre- 

sented by the border. They disembarked from the buses and exchanged custody of 

deportees at the line between the two countries. With cross-border collaboration, 

U.S. and Mexican officers were able to transform the border that marked the lim- 

its of their jurisdictions into a bridge that linked rather than divided the two dis- 

tinct systems of migration control. Upon that bridge, the consequences for un- 

sanctioned border crossing were merged. For migrants, cross-border collaboration 

extended the price they paid for illegal entry into the United States. No longer were 

the detentions and dislocations that accompanied migration control isolated north 

or south of the border. In the United States, those identified as illegal immigrants 

were subject to surveillance, detention, and deportation. In Mexico, they faced the 

disruptions and anxieties of forced dislocation to unfamiliar places. In each loca- 

tion, however, the consequences of having committed the symbiotic trespasses of 



130 TRANSFORMATION 

unauthorized exit from Mexico and illegal entry into the United States were bound 

together through the collaborative practices of U.S.-Mexican migration control. 

“NO MARKS OF VIOLENCE”: BILATERALISM, GENDER, 

AND THE EVOLUTION OF STATE VIOLENCE 

The trainlifts and airlifts were a strategy of migration control that targeted the 

bodies of unsanctioned migrants. The objective was to reduce the number of un- 

sanctioned border crossings by removing unsanctioned migrants from the border 

region. Transforming the U.S.-Mexico border into an impenetrable barrier, how- 

ever, presented another option for migration control. 

In 1945, U.S. Border Patrol authorities began to recognize a shift in illegal bor- 

der crossings away from the El Paso, Texas, area to the California border. To con- 

front the rise in illegal crossings across the California border, the Immigration and 

Naturalization Service delivered “4,500 lineal feet of chain link fencing (10 feet high, 

woven of No. 6 wire) to the International Boundary and Water Commission at 

Calexico, California.” INS and Border Patrol officials believed that a fence would 

turn away unsanctioned border crossers and decided to recycle its resources by 

sending to the Mexican border the chain-link fence that had been used at the Crys- 

tal City, California, internment camp.'” The wires and posts that had imprisoned 

Japanese Americans during World War II were dug up from the deserts of Crys- 

tal City and driven into the sands of the U.S.-Mexico border to keep Mexicans out, 

at least for 5.8 miles on either side of the All-American canal in Calexico, California. . 

Although the INS could not erect a continuous line of fence along the border, 

they hoped that strategic placement of the fence would “compel persons seeking 

to enter the United States illegally to attempt to go around the ends of the fence.”!8 

What lay at the end of the fences and canals were desert lands and mountains ex- 

tremely dangerous to cross without guidance or sufficient water. The fences, there- 
fore, discouraged illegal immigration by exposing undocumented border crossers 
to the dangers of daytime dehydration and nighttime hypothermia. 

The construction of the fence sparked immediate resistance in Mexican border 
communities. “Through our sources of information in Mexicali, several rumors 
have been picked up from the cantinas that the lawless element of Mexicali is go- 
ing to start cutting holes in the fence as soon as it is up.”!? While the Border Patrol 
lobbied for funds, arguing “a lighting system with observation towers should be 
provided” to protect the fence, the governor of Baja California detailed Mexican 
soldiers to patrol and protect the fence “during its erection.”2° Without Mexican 
cooperation, U.S. efforts to solidify the border line with fences and barbed wire 
would probably have succumbed to wire cutters. While the Mexican government 
demanded protection for Mexican braceros from discrimination and abuse by U.S. 
employers, Mexican border officials helped the U.S. Border Patrol to erect fences 
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designed to reduce illegal immigration by making undocumented border cross- 
ings more dangerous. 

Border crossers constantly cut holes in the new border fences. For example, on 
July 3, 1951, all of the holes in the Calexico fence had been repaired. By the July 7, 
“there [were] to be found 14 holes cut in the mesh of this fence on the east side of 
Calexico, as well as 11 panels torn out from the bottom which, when pulled out, 
will permit a person to slide out underneath; in addition, 7 strands of barbed wire 
had been cut. On the West side of Calexico, 13 panels were torn loose from the 
bottom, and one strand of barbed wire had been cut.”2! The migrants cut through, 
dug under, and even jumped over the barbed-wire fences. “You'd go along there 
in the daytime and see the results of the night before’s crossing. They’d throw mat- 
tresses and coats and everything else to keep from getting scratched,” noted one 
officer, describing the ineffectiveness of the fences in keeping people south of the 
border. He and other Border Patrol officers routinely described the fences as “just 
a constant hassle” rather than an effective barrier.” Still, many migrants were frus- 
trated by the fences and the presence of Border Patrol personnel in popular cross- 

ing areas, and increasingly risked the march around its edges. 

After the fence was complete, officers in the Imperial Valley of California turned 

their attention to making apprehensions by sweeping through the desert at night 

and picking up migrants who sat still in the freezing cold. Although the Border Pa- 

trol kept no written record of the number and conditions of the migrants they 

found, Patrol Inspector Ben A. Parker did recall many years later that it was dur- 

ing the 1940s and 1950s when officers began picking up migrants from the deserts 

and mountains. “I know it was one of the worst snow storms that I’ve ever seen in 

this country,” explained Parker of one night in the Texas-Mexico borderlands when 

he picked up a migrant whose “feet were frozen. Blood was seeping from under his 

toenails. They were black and swollen.””? 

Migrants themselves also recognized the new dangers presented by border fences 

that pushed them into the deserts and mountains. For example, after being appre- 

hended by the U.S. Border Patrol while trying to get across the border fence, a Mex- 

ican deportee reported to the Los Angeles Times that “next time I will cross over in 

the desert country. When, with companions, I will take a road through the desert 

sand where there are no people.” He recognized that beyond the fences “it is hard, 

and many die on sucha road,” but he hoped that “maybe my water bottle will last, 

and I will come to some place like San Bernardino, or to Los Angeles, and become 

lost there, from la migra.”*4 Many who shared his dream, however, perished along 

the way. 

On February 4, 1952, an irrigation district employee discovered five dead Mex- 

ican males near Superstition Mountain in the Imperial Valley of California. The 

bodies’were found “near small shrubs with a flax straw water bag, two cans of sar- 

dines and two loaves of bread.” Apparently the men had readied themselves for a 
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long trek through the desert, but they had underestimated the ravages of the back- 

lands along the U.S.-Mexico border. Local law enforcement deduced from the sig- 

nificant decomposition of the bodies that the men had died “while they attempted 

to pass by immigration officials” during the “terrific summer heat” of 1 oy ea 

Although U.S. officials were unable to identify many of the bodies they discov- 

ered, migrants quickly registered the deaths and disappearances of the compan- 

ions who traveled through the deserts. Many continued to use the deserts, partic- 

ularly with the hired help of coyotes, but others tested new methods, such as crossing 

the All-American canal. As with the Rio Grande, when the canal’s waters rushed 

high and fast, the Border Patrol left it relatively unguarded because of the inher- 

ent threat it presented to undocumented crossers. On May 26, 1952, twenty-five- 

year-old Mario Ramirez stepped into the canal six miles west of Calexico and 

drowned.”° Several days later, canal authorities discovered the battered corpse of 

an unidentified Mexican male that had been entangled in the head gate of the All- 

American canal for at least one month.”” 
Border Patrol officers had given up their brutality, but the body count of mi- 

grants paying the penalty of death while trying to evade apprehension for illegal 

immigration continued. In a bitter twist from the past, however, immigration law- 

enforcement techniques shifted responsibility for the number of deaths associated 

with undocumented immigration to migrants themselves. No longer were appre- 

hensions the primary site of danger. Rather, the Border Patrol had relocated the 

danger of immigration law enforcement to the natural landscape of the border- 

lands. Migrants battled deserts and rivers rather than men with guns. 

The new strategies of the U.S. Border Patrol pushed the violence of immigra- 

tion law enforcement away from visible interactions with individual officers and 

toward unobserved encounters with the environment. These were tactics that mud- 

died the authorship of state violence. When bodies shriveled in the desert or washed 

up on the banks of the Rio Grande, no one could be named in the death of the mi- 

grants. Fingerprints could not be dusted from the sand, and the rapids left no tracks 
to be followed. The new strategies created the circumstances for violent deaths with 
no human assailants. Danger, damage, and death continued, but fortifying the bor- 
der structured a system of violence without perpetrators. As a county coroner de- 
clared over the dead bodies of five migrants who had attempted to cross through 
the Imperial Valley desert, “No marks of violence were found [on] any of the five 
bodies.” This was a system in which the Border Patrol retreated from its author- 
ity to strike and, instead, embraced what Michel Foucault has described as “the 
power to let die.””? 

Migrants quickly realized that danger lay outside of their interactions with 
officers. In time, they learned how to exploit the new opportunities for resistance 
provided by the changes in Border Patrol violence. By the early 1950s, Border Pa- 
trol officers were complaining that Mexicans demonstrated an “increasing tendency 
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to resist arrest.”*? Not only did they run, but many used their large numbers to in- 
timidate officers. For example, in March 1953, in Andrade, California, a “near riot” 
erupted when “three to four hundred” Mexicans effected illegal entry on a South- 
ern Pacific freight train and “milled around the railroad gate shouting threats of 
violence and curses against the Immigration Officers and Americans in general, 
for... well over an hour.”*! In a separate incident, a large group of Mexicans 
“pointed out their numerical superiority and indicated they would have disarmed 
the officers and effected their escape had they been arrested under different cir- 
cumstances.”** After migrants were apprehended, their active resistance did not 
end. On Sunday March 1, 1953, thirty-two “aliens in detention in the Indio [Cali- 
fornia] Border Patrol Unit building effected their escapes by climbing through a 
ventilating hole in the ceiling.”°? 

Migrants constantly ran, scattered, and escaped Border Patrol apprehension, 
causing officers to complain in the early 1950s that “the problem is already serious 
and grows steadily worse.”** Frustration mounted within the Border Patrol. Officers 

worked long hours in hot deserts, isolated regions, and freezing mountains. They 

were sent on details, and their families were regularly transferred along the line. 

They made significant family sacrifices to serve the Border Patrol, but “the odds 

are too uneven with a few dozens of officers pitted against tens and hundreds of 

thousands of aliens.”’° It seemed impossible to “combat these hordes of aliens.”°6 

Some officers began to request transfers away from the southern border “to get away 

from what they regard[{ed] as a hopeless and back-breaking task.”*” It was an un- 

enviable job, particularly since undocumented workers had increasingly taken to 

“running to escape apprehension, and the task of chasing them across the cotton 

fields, plowed ground, canals and resacas, and brush and sand in the blazing 100 

degree plus temperature and choking dust [had] become a most grueling and ex- 

hausting task, and the men complete[ed] each tour of duty so exhausted they [could] 

hardly walk.”** The constant chases made the young officers “tired and weary,” and 

the “older men in their late thirties and early forties [were] exhausted and worn 

out.”?? However, for most, morale was “unbelievably high, and the greater the odds 

against them the harder they worked, but they [were] wearing out.”*? Exhausted, 

defied, and often defeated, Border Patrol officers still rarely resorted to physical 

brutality. They responded to the daily frustrations of Border Patrol work by up- 

setting the cycles, pathways, and rhythms of migration that allowed migrants to 

constantly return. 

To minimize the risks of undocumented immigration, migrants depended 

heavily upon social networks that assisted them with successful passage, housing, 

jobs, and community life while far from home. Social networks provided neces- 

sary shelter and protection against the dangers of undocumented immigration. The 

Border Patrol and Mexican officials could erect fences, pull bodies out of the desert, 

and deport hundreds of thousands of individual migrants each year, but unsanc- 
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tioned Mexican immigration continued. U.S. and Mexican officers realized that any 

successful attempt to reduce undocumented immigration would have to disrupt 

the social networks that facilitated it.41 Mexico’s program of removing deportees 

from the border was, in part, intended to disrupt those social networks. Mexican 

officials, however, exempted deportees claiming residency in a border region for 

at least six months before apprehension from forced removal to the interior. As 

border towns grew in size, and migrants learned about the exemption, more and 

more deportees claimed exemption from trainlifts, thus forcing the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol to return to deporting migrants directly across the border, from where they 

quickly returned to the United States. 

In response to migrant resistance, the Border Patrol designed a system of bus- 

lifts to reduce constant crossing and recrossing by migrants deported within the 

borderlands. Officers might apprehend a migrant in McAllen, Texas, and buslift 

him to Laredo, Texas, for deportation, or they might apprehend migrants in Los 

Angeles and buslift them to Nogales, Arizona, before escorting them south. The 

buslifts grew out of the recognition that Mexican migrants did not come from an 

abstract national space but journeyed north through particular routes, places, and 

networks. Returning deportees through ports far from where they entered or in 

areas that were “real isolated, on both sides of the river” interrupted social networks 

by removing migrants from the regions that hosted the migration routes and so- 

cial networks with which they were familiar.** Describing the buslift to Zapata, 

Texas, one officer noted that “the little village on the Mexican side was a good many 

miles, seems like it was about 15, or maybe 20, miles north of the highway, . . . [and] 

there was no transportation there, so the aliens had to walk at least to that road, 

and maybe farther, to get away from that village. There was no incentive for them 
to return en masse at Zapata because there were no jobs on the American side in 
that area. It was tough traveling, too, to get back to the Valley from Zapata.”*3 De- 
porting migrants thru Zapata, Texas, functioned as a system of spatial and social 
dislocation: removing migrants from familiar regions and networks increased the 
likelihood that they would become wanderers, itinerants in an unfamiliar region. 
A Mexican officer of the Department of Population reported that deportees re- 

_ turning via the buslift could be found wandering the border region asking locals 
for the “times and places that are best to enter the United States illegally.”** Bus- 
lifts also made deportees increasingly vulnerable to the muggers who made a busi- 
ness of relieving returning migrants of their cash and goods. Without the protec- 
tions of an established social network, which often included housing and food, the 
wandering deportees were particularly vulnerable to the criminals waiting along 
the border. In June of 1946, for example, Mexican authorities reported a wave of 
robberies and pulled nineteen bodies from the Rio Grande, each with bullet 
wounds and empty pockets.*® 

The changing, gendered composition of unsanctioned Mexican migration dur- 
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ing the 1940s and 1950s limited the Border Patrol’s application of buslifts. In part, 
U.S. and Mexican officials imagined the Bracero Program as a program that would 
reduce illegal immigration by expanding the pathway to legal labor migration for 
Mexican laborers. However, only men were eligible for bracero contracts. U.S. and 
Mexican officials, therefore, formed their approach to controlling unsanctioned 
Mexican border crossings in terms of limiting the unsanctioned border crossings 
of husbands, fathers, sons, and brothers.“ This narrow construction of the Bracero 
Program ignored the possibility that Mexican women, children, and family groups 
would also participate in labor migration to the United States. The establishment 
of the Bracero Program in 1942, therefore, introduced an implicitly gendered, two- 
tiered system of labor migration to the United States: legal bracero migration, which 
was limited to Mexican men, and illegal non-bracero migration, which included 
the women and families excluded from the Bracero Program. The bracero era was 
a crucial period during which millions of husbands, sons, brothers, and fathers were 

lifted into legal streams of migration, while women, children, and families were left 
to cross the border without sanction. 

The waters of the Rio Grande provided much of the evidence of the rising num- 

bers of women and children crossing illegally into the United States during the 

1940s and 1950s.” In 1949, Ignacio Garza Jr. of the Lower Rio Grande Valley in 

Texas estimated that one person died every day while trying to cross the Rio 

Grande.** On June 27, 1946, that person was 11-year-old Francisca Cantu Hernan- 

dez.*” On Monday, April 12, 1948, it was Eugenia Rodriquez and her sixteen- 

month-old daughter, Hortencia.*° And, in February of 1950, it was young Héctor 

Martinez, who drowned while trying to cross with his father.°! When scooping Héc- 

tor from the river, Mexican authorities found the body of an unidentified Mexi- 

can woman.” Border Patrol officers also noted an increase in unsanctioned bor- 

der crossings by women and children, and, by 1953, the El Paso Border Patrol 

station reported that more than 60 percent of all apprehensions in the region were 

of women and children.” 

The shifting gender dynamics of unsanctioned Mexican migration complicated 

the Border Patrol’s use of violence. The new recruits had retired the old-timers’ 

preference for brutality and typically favored more indirect methods of applying 

coercive force. Trainlifts, airlifts, buslifts, and fences were all methods that con- 

cealed the coercions of migration control by displacing migrants and shifting re- 

sponsibility for the danger, injury, and death that migrants suffered as they crossed 

out of Mexico and were deported from the United States. The arrival of women 

and children, however, exposed the continued physical violence of Border Patrol 

work. Women and children abandoned in unfamiliar places violated the gendered 

norms of police violence, which typically targeted men and male juveniles. Bor- 

der Patrol officials recognized the dangers that buslifts created for migrants and 

devised a gendered policy that exempted women, children, and family groups from 
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the program. Many believed that the general public would not support the aban- 

donment of women and children in unfamiliar spaces. Only single men at least fif- 

teen years old were subject to the buslifts. To meet daily quotas for the number of 

Mexican males needed to fill the buses waiting to take them elsewhere along the 

line, U.S. Border Patrol officers often released from their custody women, children, 

and family groups.°* 
Migrants studied the Border Patrol’s gendered policies of deportation and ex- 

ploited its weaknesses. Chief patrol inspectors requested that the ban on buslifting 

women and children be lifted because the migrants understood “every angle and 

soft spot in our Immigration Laws and use every method of escaping prosecution.”°° 

Wherever the Border Patrol raided, migrants first ran; if they were apprehended, 

male and female migrants joined hands and claimed to be married. Instant nup- 

tials of friends and strangers protected single male migrants from buslifts to dis- 

tant places. One officer later complained that “when the wetback grapevine buzzed 

the news that we were not hauling [buslifting] married couples, every male and fe- 

male that could do so grabbed an opposite. ... Men and women who had never 

before set eyes on each other were suddenly man and wife with quickie facts to back 

up the claim.... When it became known that small children were not buslifted, 

families loaned, and lend, their children to single wets.” Officers had to work ex- 

tra hard to apprehend a quota of migrants eligible for buslifts as “instant families” 

allowed some migrants to escape the struggles of being abandoned far from any- 
thing familiar. 

Mexican migrant workers crafted methods of resistance according to the chal- 

lenges they met and the assets they held. As they sought entrance into the United 

States, they confronted an expanding web of surveillance and force that threatened 

them not only with deportation, but with forced relocation to places far from both 

home and work. Still, they had rocks to throw, feet to run with, and minds to ma- 

nipulate the gendered forced-removal policies of the Border Patrol. In the process, 
the men, and especially the women and children, strengthened the resolve of Bor- 
der Patrol officers to build the new era of migration control upon practices that 
concealed and displaced the physical coercions required to stop unsanctioned bor- 
der crossings. 

The new breed of U.S. Border Patrolman was far less likely to use physically bru- 
tal tactics, but officer David Snow reported that rebellious women and children ex- 
posed the implicit violence of immigration law enforcement. Upon apprehension, 
he explained, children would “immediately begin to cringe and cry.”»” In the pub- 
lic places where apprehension quite often occurred, the “shrieking” and “struggling” 
of children who had been grabbed by Border Patrol officers often forced the “em- 
barrassed officers” to set the children free.** Women, Snow elaborated, were just 
as likely to employ this “professional method” of shrieking and struggling to evade 
apprehension, detention, and deportation. If their initial attempts failed to “draw 
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the attention and sympathy of the people in the near vicinity,” women would per- 
sist. “I personally have apprehended several alien women crossing the river into 
Brownsville,” he recounted “that kicked and barked up my shins in good style.”*? 
The public resistance of rebellious women and children turned U.S. Border Patrol 
officers enforcing federal law into men embarrassed by their mandate and created 
what Snow described as a “spectacle” that was becoming an “untenable situation” 
for the U.S. Border Patrol.®° It was an increasingly unbearable source of embar- 
rassment, as the border emerged as a local tourist attraction for onlookers sitting 
on the river bank, explained Snow. The solution, he argued, was to erect a “well de- 
signed fence along the U.S. side of the river.”*! If successful, the fence would “elim- 
inate entire classes of the present illegal crossers, such as the small shoe shine boys 
and other juvenile urchins, women, family groups with women and small chil- 
dren.” If not, the fence would at least redirect the spectacle of shrieking children 
and struggling women to the remote regions at the fence’s end. Snow’s plea for a 
border fence indicates that while U.S. and Mexican officers had not initially erected 
border fences to address gendered problems of state violence, the increasingly com- 

mon and troublesome confrontations between unsanctioned women, undocu- 

mented children, and embarrassed officers affirmed the Border Patrol’s turn to- 

ward displacing the violence of immigration law enforcement onto the landscape 
of the borderlands. 

MEXICO AND THE PROBLEM OF EMIGRATION 

The emergence of unsanctioned Mexican immigration alongside the Bracero Pro- 

gram ignited familiar problems in Mexico. Mexican border towns still lacked suffi- 

cient resources to feed or house the increasing number of laborers and families that 

headed north each year in search of work. The trainlifts and airlifts helped to alle- 

viate their concentration along the border, but for each migrant sent to the inte- 

rior, another dozen seemed to arrive. Officers of the Mexican Department of Mi- 

gration reported that an “avalanche” of workers was pushing north against their 

understaffed and underfunded offices along Mexico’s northern border.® Echoing 

requests from twenty years past, officers from along the line requested additional 

personnel because-emigrants were crossing out of Mexico without any significant 

opposition. “Unfortunately,” explained one Mexican immigration officer along the 

California border, Mexican workers were leaving Mexico “without our even know- 

ing it.”°* Mexico’s system of emigration control had never been strong, and the 

resurgence of unsanctioned migration in the 1940s exposed the persistent weak- 

nesses in the Mexican Department of Migration’s system of migration control. 

In Mexicali and Matamoros, agribusinessmen requested that the Mexican gov- 

ernment place the military along the border to prevent unsanctioned emigration. 

For agribusinessmen in the northern Mexico borderlands, unsanctioned emigra- 
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tion was emerging as a labor problem at a moment when Mexico's program of rapid 

industrialization and intensive irrigation development fostered a reorientation of 

Mexican agriculture toward centralization, mass production, and export. Whereas 

their competitors to the north seemed to have a constant supply of undocumented 

Mexican labor, agribusinessmen in northern Mexico needed workers and com- 

plained of constant labor shortages.® The cotton growers in the lucrative Mata- 

moros-Reynosa region and the Mexicali Valley pressed particularly hard for an end 

to unsanctioned emigration. In February of 1944, the military commander in Baja 

California requested permission to assign troops along the border to stop workers 

from making unsanctioned border crossings into the United States.* But, until a 

crisis along the Texas-Mexico border region in October 1948, Mexican officials gen- 

erally preferred to rely upon the U.S. Border Patrol to stop the unsanctioned exit 

of Mexican nationals. 

During the weekend of October 16-17, 1948, thousands of Mexican migrants 

stormed the El Paso, Texas, border. For some time, U.S. and Mexican officials had 

been bickering over the minimum wage that would be paid to bracero cotton pick- 

ers. U.S. authorities insisted that $2.00 to $2.50 per pound was fair, while Mexican 

officials demanded that braceros be paid no less than $3.00 per pound of cotton. 

They had reached an impasse, while Mexican bracero hopefuls crowded into Ciu- 

dad Juarez, just south of El Paso, Texas. Many of the migrants worried that the pro- 

gram would collapse in the disagreements between U.S. and Mexican representa- 

tives. They had waited patiently while their resources dwindled, and resolution of 

the wage dispute seemed to grow more distant each day. On October 16, their frus- 

tration and anxiety broke. An estimated four thousand migrants rushed across the 
border. 

The memories that U.S. Border Patrol officers have of those few days in Octo- 

ber of 1948 vary.** Some remember obeying orders to allow the migrants into the 

United States and to transport undocumented migrant workers to local farmers. 
Others recall working hard to stem the unstoppable tide. The confusion taught Mex- 
ican officials that they could not trust the United States (via the Border Patrol) to 
effectively prohibit illegal emigration when disputes over the Bracero Program 
emerged. Therefore, when Mexico terminated the Bracero Program until a work- 
able wage agreement could be reached, Mexican officials placed the Mexican mil- 
itary along the border to stop illegal border crossings and instructed Mexican im- 
migration officials to turn back migrants who intended to cross into the United 
States. The activities of Mexican military and law-enforcement officers climaxed 
in July 1949, when the Mexican government declared a national emergency because 
cotton farmers in the Reynosa-Matamoros region did not have enough laborers. 
That month five thousand Mexican troops patrolled the U.S.-Mexico border in San 
Pedro, Tamaulipas, and worked within the cities and countryside to detain migrants 
until they accepted labor contracts with Mexican cotton growers.” The Mexican 
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Agricultural Bank supported the military’s efforts to turn Mexican migrants into 
Mexican workers and encouraged the use of “forced labor” if migrants did not will- 
ingly submit to working within Mexico. Government officials denied coercing mi- 
grants to workin the fields, but local journalists published interviews with migrants 
who claimed that they were “sold like slaves.””! Soldiers were also accused of threat- 
ening migrants with imprisonment unless they worked for Mexican agribusiness- 
men.”* Migrant compliance was further secured by rumors of soldiers shooting at 
migrants along the border. Most of all, however, officers and soldiers actively en- 

forced a 1947 law that established a punishment of 2-5 years imprisonment and a 

fine of up to ten thousand pesos for persons who attempted to take Mexican citi- 

zens out of Mexico without the proper authorization from the Mexican Secretaria 

de Gobernacion.” North of the border, the penalties for migrant smuggling were 

widely published in U.S. newspapers.” With the assistance of officers of the Mex- 

ican Department of Migration and municipal police, the military claimed to have 
stopped all illegal emigration in the area.” 

The Mexican military, Mexican Migration officers, and municipal officials re- 

mained vigilant in the Reynosa-Matamoros area until a new bracero agreement was 

signed in August of 1949. Once again, Mexican authorities reported good relations 

with officers of the U.S. Border Patrol who deported Mexican workers into areas 

experiencing labor shortages in the Reynosa-Matamoros region.”° The Mexican mil- 

itary pulled back from the border until the summer of 1952, when the U.S. Border 

Patrol announced plans to abandon the Lower Rio Grande Valley. The intensifi- 

cation of Border Patrol operations had enraged growers and agribusinessmen in 

South Texas, who were long accustomed to influencing the rhythm of apprehen- 

sions and deportation. The Border Patrol’s threat to leave the Lower Rio Grande 

region was designed to discipline growers who routinely interrupted its operations 

in South Texas. South of the U.S.-Mexico border, Mexican growers feared that the 

Border Patrol’s withdrawal would deepen labor shortages on their farms by allowing 

Mexican laborers to cross into the United States without fear of apprehension and 

deportation. Again, in response to the demands of Mexican agribusinessmen be- 

tween Reynosa and Matamoros, Mexico launched a “wetback campaign,” in which 

military and municipal officers targeted pateros (smugglers) for apprehension and 

federal prosecution. The Mexican president also authorized officers of the De- 

partment of Migration to stop illegal emigration and to work closely with the U.S. 

Border Patrol, whose threat never materialized.” 
Mexican immigration law enforcement simmered until negotiations with the 

United States over the bracero contract returned to boiling point in 1953. In April 

of that year, Mexico returned five thousand troops to the border to stop undocu- 

mented emigration. By August, reinforcements arrived, and patrols were placed 

well south of the border.’® Rather than risk another mass exodus of Mexican la- 

borers that would threaten the cotton crop of the lucrative Reynosa-Matamoros 
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Mexican smugglers being questioned by the Mexican Border Patrol. U.S. Border Patrol 
Official Photograph, File No. 84-2. U.S. Immigration Border Patrol, McAllen, Texas. 

Courtesy of the National Border Patrol Museum—El Paso, Texas. 

region, the Mexican Department of Migration established a full-time Mexican Bor- 

der Patrol comprised of twenty-five officers assigned to police the border just be- 

low South Texas. The captain of the Mexican Border Patrol, Alberto Moreno, 

worked with a “hand of steel” to arrest migrant smugglers and apprehend undoc- 

umented immigrants when they illegally crossed back into Mexico.” The estab- 

lishment of a direct Mexican counterpart to the U.S. Border Patrol along the South 

Texas border provided new opportunities for cross-border cooperation. 

THE POSSIBILITIES OF BILATERALISM 

The U.S. and Mexican Border Patrols worked independently and collaboratively 

to police unsanctioned migration along the border. South of the border, the Mex- 

ican Border Patrol focused upon stopping unauthorized migration by policing coy- 

otes. Chief Patrol Inspector Fletcher Rawls of the U.S. Border Patrol in El Paso, 
Texas, valued Captain Moreno’s work on the southern side of the border. He “is 
tearing up boats by the bunches (I think shooting up a few) and is cooperating 
with us very good,” explained Rawls to his district director. “If we can keep this 
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man over there and he continues to receive the backing from Mexico City, he is 
going to be a big help to us,” argued Rawls, who recognized the value of comple- 
mentary police forces working on each side of the border. Both U.S. and Mexican 
immigration officers worked at the edges of their authority. The U.S.-Mexico bor- 
der was permeable to unsanctioned border crossers but marked the limits of po- 
lice authority to deploy state violence for the purposes of domestic law enforce- 
ment. Unsanctioned migration was intrinsically transnational, while the authority 
of Border Patrol officers to police the crime of illegal immigration was limited by 
the boundaries of the nation-state. At the border, therefore, U.S. and Mexican Bor- 
der Patrol officers were both committed to combating the transnational crime of 
unsanctioned migration. But, as Ethan Nadelmann has described, U.S. and Mex- 
ican Border Patrol officers confronted the question of how to police criminals that 
“either ignore or take advantage of national borders when the powers of the state 
remain powerfully circumscribed by the political, geographical, and legal limita- 
tions that attend notions of national sovereignty.”*° Cross-border deportations and 
fences were examples of collaboratively policing transnational crime, but these 
methods required significant coordination between the top officials of each coun- 
try. The establishment of the Mexican Border Patrol in 1953 allowed officers to 

explore innovations in the art of exploiting the limits of the border for the pur- 
poses of law enforcement. 

By the late 1940s, on average, one-third of all apprehensions were of “repeat of- 

fenders,” persons who had previously been deported.*! Some repeat offenders had 

been apprehended and deported several times in a year, and others were appre- 

hended and deported several times a day. One day in the early 1950s, Bob Salinger, 

patrol inspector in Charge of the Mission, Texas, station “got fed up” with the 

“chronic offenders” who “you'd see .. . day after day. You’d take them across the 

river and sometimes they beat you back across.”*” Salinger “promoted a pair of clip- 

pers” that were to be carried in each Border Patrol car and instructed the officers 

to shave the heads of “chronic offenders.”** After they had put migrants through 

the Border Patrol “barber shop,” Salinger instructed his officers not to process the 

“clipped” deportees through the official detention center: “You're going to have to 

take them straight over the river and kick them across after you clip their heads. 

We can’t run them through the camp.”** Salinger was aware that the practice of 

shaving heads was unsanctioned and unofficial, and consciously pushed the prac- 

tice underground. 

Head-shaving was an act of subordination and a strategy of power designed to 

punish the chronic offenders and discipline any migrant who heard the stories and 

rumors of the Border Patrol barber shop. Developed by Salinger, a southerner and 

teacher before he joined the U.S. Border Patrol, head-shaving emerged in the new 

patrol of the postwar era when more indirect methods of physical coercion replaced 

explicit brutality as a primary method of U.S. immigration control. 
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Knowing that higher authorities would most likely shut down the Border Pa- 

trol barber shop, Salinger had tried to keep the practice underground, but the 

officers became lax in their efforts. When eight “aliens” broke free of an officer one 

day and began “thumbing their nose” at him, he caught them and “decided they 

needed their heads clipped, so he peeled all of them. He did a good job of it,” re- 

membered Salinger.*> “He had made an Apache out of some of them, cut crosses 

on their heads, just the long-haired ones. One ole boy had a big bushy mustache, 

he’d shaved off half of it.”*° But when some of them were processed through the 

local INS detention center, Chief Patrol Inspector Fletcher Rawls ordered the Mis- 

sion, Texas, station to stop “peeling” Mexican heads while he determined whether 

or not head-shaving violated the civil rights of detainees. When Mexican newspa- 

pers began to expose and condemn the practice, which had also independently 

emerged in California, Rawls was forced to put distance between the Border Pa- 

trol and head-shaving.*’ The political distance needed was available just a few feet 

away. Rawls contacted the captain of the Mexican Border Patrol, who agreed to 

pick up the practice of head-shaving until the civil rights issues it presented in the 

United States could be worked out.** This agreement exemplifies the ways in which 

cross-border collaboration made the boundary between the U.S. and Mexico per- 

meable to distinct systems of state violence. Forbidden practices in postwar Amer- 

ica were pushed southward along a cross-border corridor of migration control. 

In Mexico, the practices of migration control unfolded far removed from the 

public eye. There had long been significant public pressure within Mexico to end 
undocumented emigration, but the violence, dislocation, and disorder that mi- 
gration control required was typically unwanted and unwelcome. Officials involved 
in the forced removal of deportees to the interior removed reporters from the trains 
and steered the lifts away from Mexico City, the hub of Mexico’s media, and to- 
ward locations that either needed the labor or appreciated the dollars that depor- 
tees returned with in their pockets.*? With less public scrutiny focused upon its prac- 
tices, Mexico agreed to practice head-shaving while officials of the U.S. Border 
Patrol investigated the civil rights issues involved in using humiliation as a tactic 
of immigration law enforcement. Members of the Mexican Border Patrol used it 
until several years later, when head-shaving was officially reincorporated by the 
INS as a public health initiative at INS detention centers, creating what Michael 
Ignatieff has examined as a “hygienic ritual” that buried a mechanism of social sub- 
ordination within a public health program.”° 

Still, the chronic offenders laughed at the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol. “They 
take their apprehension as a joke, and laugh and kid one another about it,” com- 
plained the chief patrol inspector of El Centro, California.?! Against the acts of de- 
humanization and the hidden violence of U.S. immigration law enforcement, mi- 
grants exposed the limits of Border Patrol authority by taunting officers. Migrants 
deployed what James C. Scott has called “the weapons of the weak” by demeaning 
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Border Patrol officers and their work as, ultimately, an ineffective joke.°? Border 
Patrol officers could deport rising numbers of unsanctioned border crossers—ap- 
prehensions increased from 70,639 in 1945 to 289,400 in 1949—and, in the process, 
try to strip the deportees of their dignity, but migrants continued to cross the U.S.- 
Mexico border without sanction and refused to accept the authority of the Border 
Patrol officers. 

By most measures, U.S. immigration control was failing along the U.S.-Mexico 

border. Mexican and U.S. officials had expected that deportation to homes or farms 

far from the border would reduce illegal immigration, but they were wrong. Then 

they tried fences to discourage illegal immigration. But, again, they had miscalcu- 

lated, and immigrants continued to cross through, around, over, and under the 

fences. Trainlifts, airlifts, buslifts, and fences may have slowed the illegal reentry of 

those deported to the interior, but determined laborers often returned to the United 

States. As one officer commented, “They are like the leaves in the forest and the 

sands on the beach. They keep coming from a seemingly inexhaustible reservoir 

across the river.”?? 

By the early 1950s, Border Patrol officers were apprehending so many Mexi- 

cans that there was no place to keep them as they awaited deportation. INS deten- 

tion centers were filled beyond capacity. While officials lobbied for additional funds 

to build two new detention centers in Brownsville, Texas, and El Centro, Califor- 

nia, officers erected temporary detention centers in barns and fields. Municipal gov- 

ernments recognized an opportunity in the Border Patrol’s lack of space and al- 

lowed the INS to rent beds for migrants in local jails for $1.50 per day. Renting jail 

beds to the INS was so financially successful for border counties that they invested 

in expanding their jail facilities to accommodate the thousands of migrants being 

apprehended.” As of July 1949, the INS maintained contract agreements with 211 

jails and institutions for the detention of aliens.” That year, the INS held 102,523 

aliens in detention for an average of 7.5 days.”° More than one-half of these de- 

tainees were held in non-INS facilities.”” 
Many officers hoped that stays in overcrowded detention centers and county 

jails would discourage migrants from coming north, but apprehensions increased 

from 468,581 in 1950 to 509,040 in 1951. As far as the officers of the U.S. Border 

Patrol could tell, nothing seemed to be working. In 1953, the U.S. Border Patrol 

added boatlifts as a new deterrent. The boatlifts returned deportees from Port Is- 

abel, Texas, to Tampico and Veracruz on the S.S. Emancipacion, the S.S. Mercu- 

rio, and the S.S. Veracruz. Between 1953 and 1956 the S.S. Emancipacion and the 

S.S. Mercurio transported two thousand deportees monthly (eight hundred per 

trip). For the migrants, the trip was long and trying on these ships that transported 

Mexican bananas to south Texas before taking Mexican deportees to the ports of 

Veracruz and Tampico. In May of 1956, INS Commissioner Joseph Swing described 

the boatlifts as a deterrent because “these interior Mexicans don’t like the sea water. 
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A boatlift convoy arrives in Port Isabel, Texas, September 3, 1954. U.S. Border Patrol 

Official Photograph, File No. 112-11. Courtesy of the National Border Patrol Museum— 

E] Paso, Texas. 

I understand they get a little sea sick and they are a long way from home.””* Three 

months later, just a few days after U.S. Representative Joseph Kilgore condemned 

the boatlift as a “penal hellship,” deportees aboard the S.S. Mercurio rioted. Thirty- 

six deportees jumped from the ship as it pulled into Tampico for an emergency 

docking, and five drowned.” 
The bloated bodies pulled from the Tampico harbor map the violence of mi- 

gration control far south of the U.S.-Mexico border. Along the border, men, 

women, and children drowned in the Rio Grande. An increasing number of those 

who pushed into the desert suffered from dehydration. And U.S. and Mexican 

officers dislocated deportees far from their homes in Mexico and away from their 

jobs in the United States. Deportee Juan Silos spoke with a journalist from E/ He- 

raldo de Chihuahua as he awaited a trainlift in Reynosa, Mexico. Silos complained 

that Mexican officers had beaten him over the head with an iron rod. The irony of 

the beating was not lost upon Silos. For years the Mexican press and politicians 

had warned migrants against going to the United States, where they would be sub- 

ject to racial discrimination and violence. But, according to Silos, the violence ex- 

perienced by him and the other deportees within Mexico made him wonder “why 
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they talk about discrimination toward workers abroad, when here brothers of our 
own race almost kill us.”! 

The geographical dispersal of the bodies moved and mangled in the pursuit of 
migration control represented a fundamentally new era of policing and punishing 
Mexico's unsanctioned border crossers. In the past, migrants had to cross many 
hurdles to secure unauthorized exit from Mexico and illicit entry into the United 
States. U.S. and Mexican systems of migration control, however, were distinct and 
divided. Their lack of cooperation allowed migrants to forge partial refuges on 
either side of the border. Beginning in 1945, however, U.S. and Mexican officers 
passed migrants back and forth between their jurisdictions. Linking the violence 
of U.S. and Mexican migration control across the border brought a fundamentally 
new era of immigration law enforcement. 

There is a well-known photo of U.S. and Mexican immigration officials stand- 
ing on their respective sides of the U.S.-Mexico border and pulling in opposite di- 
rections with all their might on the arms of a Mexican man. Taken in January of 
1954 during one of the many breakdowns in the Bracero Program, this photo vividly 

discloses the persistent struggle between U.S. and Mexican officials to control the 

mobility of Mexican workers, particularly young Mexican men. At this moment, 

U.S. officials and employers wanted Mexican workers north of the border and Mex- 

ican officials wanted them to remain south of the border until a new bracero agree- 

ment was established. Yet, this snapshot conceals the many ways in which U.S. and 

Mexican officials also collaboratively policed Mexico’s unauthorized border crossers 

according to the shifting politics of migration control within Mexico, within the 

United States, and between the two. When U.S. and Mexican officials disagreed— 

usually because of one of the many ruptures in the bracero agreements—the U.S. 

Border Patrol clashed with Mexican officers along the line. When they were in agree- 

ment, Border Patrol officers worked closely with the various Mexican officers as- 

signed to police migration from south of the border. During these times, in con- 

trast to the image of U.S. officers pulling Mexican workers north and Mexican 

officers pulling them south, U.S. and Mexican officers collaboratively pushed and 

squeezed Mexican unsanctioned border crossers between their two jurisdictions. 

Another example of U.S.-Mexican collaboration emerges from a handwritten 

note from Chief Patrol Inspector Fletcher Rawls regarding Border Patrol efforts to 

clear out Tampico, a large encampment of undocumented families along the bor- 

der near Donna, Texas. Home to “more than five hundred men, women and chil- 

dren” and spreading over a half-acre just off of a major freeway, the Tampico en- 

campment was “passed daily by hundreds of U.S. citizens and tourists who are 

unaware of its existence.”'”! But for officers of the U.S. and Mexican Border Pa- 

trols, Tampico was an enforcement obsession and obstacle because migrants 

adeptly exploited the border to evade apprehension, especially when the river ran 

low through this region due to drought, diversions, and damming during the 1940s 
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“Border foot-tag”: A Mexican farmworker, center, tries to jump onto Mexican soil while 
evading the Mexican border guards at Mexicali, in order to reenter the United States 
legally. Los Angeles Times, January 26, 1954. Los Angeles Times Photographic Archive, 
Department of Special Collections, Charles E. Young Research Library, UCLA. 

and 1950s. Setting up shanty homes just north of the border line, migrants lived 

outside the grasp of Mexican authorities, and fled the jurisdiction of U.S. officers 

when the U.S. Border Patrol raided the camp. ‘The scene of Border Patrol failure 

along the border was described by two members of the Mexican American veter- 

ans’ association, the American G.I. Forum, whom the Border Patrol allowed to wit- 

ness a 1951 raid upon Tampico. “The Task Force,” they reported, was a mobile and 

modern detachment of “eight patrolmen, a truck, a passenger bus and two cars, 

with all vehicles controlled and directed by a two-way radio system.” Yet the resi- 

dents of Tampico easily evaded the well-trained and well-outfitted officers of the 

U.S. Border Patrol. According to the G.I. Forum representatives, the officers raided 

the camp “from the north, the east, and west.” To the south, however, was Mex- 

ico. The officers launched their three-sided raid and “approached simultaneously.” 

“As the first clouds of dust rose from the roads... the camp of inhabitants scat- 

tered like quail into the brush and across the dry river bottom to the Mexican side.” 

By the time the Border Patrol task force reached the camp, they explained, “the 

able-bodied and speedy of both sexes had already ‘flown the coop’”; the only people 
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left north of the border were “the children, the sick, the old and the feeble.” South 
of the border, the escapees “sat there in full view of the patrolmen, laughing, jok- 
ing, and gesticulating at the discomfiture of the practically empty-handed officers. 
Some climbed trees on the high Mexican bank, scouting the situation and prepar- 
ing to give a signal on the departure of the patrolmen.' The Tampico raid demon- 
strated the struggles of Border Patrol officers who worked at the limits of their au- 
thority, while migrants used the border as a barrier against the state authorities who 
policed them. 

Cross-border cooperation allowed U.S. and Mexican officers to deny migrants 
the partial refuges provided by the border. Without the American G.I. Forum, the 
U.S. Border Patrol returned to Tampico on another day. “This morning we made 
a run at ‘Tampico,’” scribbled Chief Patrol Inspector Fletcher Rawls, who was ea- 
ger to notify his supervisor of his office’s new successes along the south Texas bor- 

der.'°’ When the task force descended upon the camp from the north, east, and 

west, “as usual all the aliens ran for the river,” he admitted. But this time, to the 

immigrants’ “amazement, . . . the Mexican officials were on the Mexican side and 

several shots were fired from the Mexican side (pretty close) directing the aliens to 

remain on the American side, which they did, and all were picked up by the pa- 

trol.”!°* The collaborative raid of the U.S. Border Patrol from the north, east, and 

west, and the gunfire of the Mexican Border Patrol from the south created what 

Rawls described as “a very surprised and frightened group of people.”! 

The Tampico residents, along with tens of thousands of Mexico’s labor emi- 

grants, were caught in the new era of immigration law enforcement in which U.S. 

and Mexican officers collaborated on the shared problem of illicit border cross- 

ings. By prohibiting migrants from utilizing the border as a barrier against police 

authority, such collaborative efforts denied migrants even the partial refuges that 

the separate systems of immigration law enforcement had once allowed. Between 

the U.S. Border Patrol on the north and the Mexican Border Patrol to the south, 

Mexico’s unsanctioned border crossers and America’s caste of illegals were caught 

by the interlocking systems of state violence that policed the crime of unsanctioned 

migration. 

The cross-border methods of migration control demonstrated the dramatic 

changes that had occurred within and around the U.S. Border Patrol during the 

1940s and early 1950s. The new men with new technology did not just conduct busi- 

ness as usual within the borderlands. They had retired the casual use of brute force 

as the Border Patrol’s primary method of negotiating its conflicts with Mexico’s 

unsanctioned border crossers. In its place, they implemented indirect means of ap- 

plying physical pressure to the bodies of Mexican nationals who pushed north with- 

out first complying with U.S. immigration law. Fences pushed migrants to risky 

and remote regions. Buslifts abandoned them in places far from their familiar so- 

cial networks. And at the core of the U.S. Border Patrol’s dramatic changes were 
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the cross-border alliances that allowed U.S. and Mexican immigration officers to 

negotiate and exploit the limits of the border. Trainlifts, airlifts, and boatlifts re- 

moved deportees from the United States and forcibly relocated them into the in- 

terior of Mexico. At the border, cross-border collaboration allowed the boundary 

to function as a bridge between U.S. and Mexican systems of migration control and, 

at times, squeezed migrants between the guns, clippers, and batons of the officers 

waiting for them on either side of the border. 

For the U.S. Border Patrol, the cross-border alliances strengthened the officers’ 

focus upon policing persons of Mexican origin. Not only had the majority of per- 

sonnel been shifted to the southern border, but officers began and ended their days 

trying to fill the trains, planes, boats, and buses waiting to take Mexican deportees 

into Mexico. In turn, the number of Mexicans returned to Mexico as a percentage 

of the total number of forced removals from the United States increased from 51 

percent in 1943 to 68 percent in 1944 and to 78 percent in 1945. By the mid-1940s, 

removing Mexicans from the United States had emerged as the central project of 

the U.S. Border Patrol. 

The deepened correlation between Mexican immigration and illegal immigra- 

tion carried a strange irony for the evolution of the racialized marginalization of 

Mexicans in the borderlands. Much had changed in the borderlands. World War II 

ushered in a new era of inclusion for the Mexican American middle-class. The mil- 
itary-industrial complex boomed in the southwest. Economic diversification pro- 
vided Mexican Americans with employment options outside of agriculture and 
broke the hegemony of agribusiness in the borderlands. For decades, the growers’ 
unfettered access to cheap Mexican labor was the foundation of the borderlands 
social, racial, and economic order. Farmers had unabashedly admitted that “we have 
the Mexicans here and don’t work.” A society of deep segregation developed out 
of, around, and in support of this racial division of agricultural labor. But economic 
expansion displaced growers as the economic core of borderland societies and broke 
their political stronghold on local communities.!°7 As David Montejano argues, 
when economic transition toppled the political and economic hegemony of the 
farmers and ranchers, the corresponding social order was also displaced.!°° 

By the late 1940s, “No Mexicans allowed” signs had disappeared, and high schools 
were often integrated.'”” In general, the customs of racial segregation eased toward 
persons of Mexican origin. Even Texas officially recognized Mexicans as members 
of the white race with the passage of a resolution entitled “Caucasian Race—Equal 
Rights,” which prohibited racial discrimination against Mexicans in public facili- 
ties. INS employee Stanley Childs recalled that even Mexican deportees were al- 
lowed access to a wide range of public places that had once steadfastly excluded 
the poor, Mexican workers that Border Patrol officers targeted for immigration law 
enforcement. Childs had joined the INS as a general laborer in El Paso, Texas, in 
August of 1940. In 1947, he was promoted to deportation officer, and several years 
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later he was given the job of supervising the INS detention officers in El Paso. For 
extra cash, Childs drove the busses that carried migrants assigned to be deported 
from distant places such as Presidio or San Antonio, Texas. “We usually left El Paso 
around 7 or 8 o'clock and we drove all night,” recalled Childs. On the way, the 
officers and migrants often stopped to eat prepacked lunches.!!° When food was 
not prepacked, the drivers and migrants stopped at restaurants to eat. As Childs 
explained, “the aliens could go in and sit down at the restaurant and eat.” Childs, 
however, was an African American, and for him the rules of segregation in south 
Texas had yet to bend. Childs felt pained and ashamed that Mexican deportees be- 
ing buslifted to distant places for deportation from the United States ate inside, while 
he “had to go into the kitchen or bring it out.”!!! 

The black citizen/Mexican illegal paradox represented by this story from south 
Texas during the late 1940s reminds us that the racialization of Mexicanos in twen- 
tieth-century America was always a complicated matter. The deportees, in the past, 
almost certainly would have been denied access to the same restaurants as African- 
Americans. They were the Mexican Browns whom the black/white divide had once 
swerved to envelop. By the late 1940s, the aggressive pursuit of statutory whiteness 
by Mexican American activists and Mexican authorities allowed the deportees to 
walk in the front door and sit in the places once exclusively reserved for Anglo- 
Americans and upper-class Mexicanos. Outside, however, they were illegals on 

locked busses en route to deportation from the United States. In short, the depor- 

tees’ migration to the zones of whiteness was temporary, as the practices of mi- 

gration control had forged powerfully constitutive equations between the caste of 
illegals and Mexican Browns. 

Writing to President Aleman from his kitchen table in Chicago, Illinois, it is un- 

likely that M. K. Fritz knew much of Mexico’s contributions to the story of race in 

America through the Mexicanization of the caste of illegals. In the late 1940s, the 

Border Patrol made relatively few incursions into Chicago, and press coverage of 

Border Patrol activities was overwhelmingly limited to the U.S.-Mexico border re- 

gion. But records dug up from forgotten and overlooked archives north and south 

of the border make it clear that the Border Patrol’s Mexicanization of the caste of 

illegals evolved upon a cross-border foundation that allowed Mexican authorities 

to function as partners in migration control along the U.S.-Mexico border. This 

story challenges the tendency to interpret the international influences upon U.S. 

race relations after World War IJ as singularly progressive. In the postwar era, many 

nations, diplomats, and international social critics confronted the United States on 

the issue of racial inequity in the self-professed land of liberty, freedom, and hu- 

man rights. Their protests quite often contributed to significant changes in the 

American racial landscape. The case of cross-border migration control, however, 

provides an example of how Mexican authorities contributed to the racialization 

of the caste of illegals, a deeply consequential political category in American life 
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and law, by participating in the consolidation and intensification of the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol’s targeted enforcement of U.S. immigration restrictions. Built upon a 

binational foundation of policing Mexico’s unsanctioned border crossers, the Bor- 

der Patrol pushed Mexico’s emigrants to gain illicit entry into the United States 

across some of the borderland’s most dangerous pathways. Along the way, an in- 

creasing number of men, women, and children were swallowed by the evolving na- 

ture of Border Patrol violence. If they were caught, the Border Patrol subjected un- 

sanctioned Mexican migrants to bus lifts, plane lifts, train lifts, boat lifts, jail stays, 

and the humiliations of head shavings. Mexican authorities helped shape this new 

era of migration control and thus helped shape the evolution of racial subordina- 

tion within the United States. 

Just as the Border Patrol’s project of policing Mexico’s unsanctioned border 

crossers pivoted upon unexpected partners and penetrated into new spaces, op- 

position to the many changes in U.S. Border Patrol practice during the 1940s 

emerged from the most unpredictable of players. Chapter seven examines the re- 

bellion among growers in south Texas against the delocalization of Border Patrol 

authority. In their uprising, the growers offered some of the earliest critiques of the 

broad social consequences of the racialization of the caste of illegals. 
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Uprising 

A Farmers’ Rebellion 

In May of 1947, the remaining old-timers sat vigil. The U.S. Border Patrol they had 

built was gone, and the man they had idealized was dying. Jefferson Davis Milton 

had been with the Border Patrol since its first day on patrol on July 1, 1924, but 

after a long career as a patrolman, Milton had entered the last days of his life. For 

Milton, it had been a “long period of excruciating illness.”! The once powerful man 

was weakened by old age and debilitated by illness. His old-timer friends tried to 

visit as much as possible, but they were busier than ever. Multiple details kept them 

on the move, and every year they felt more pressure to catch Mexican nationals 

who crossed illegally into the United States. Nothing was as it had been; still, for 

years, these old-timers had found time to chauffeur Milton when he needed to go 

to town, and in the last week of his life, they organized shifts to sit with his wife 

twenty-four hours a day. They were there to help the man they had known, loved, 

and respected pass on.’ 

After his death, the old-timers eulogized Jefferson Davis Milton. They exalted 

him as an “institution rather than an individual,” because “no other immigration 

officer [had his] value in cultivating for the Service the good will and friendship we 

must have for effective enforcement of the law.”* In the past, farmers, ranchers, 

and patrolmen had worked together to' enforce federal immigration restrictions. 

The “goodwill and friendship” of locals, they remembered, had been the corner- 

stone of Border Patrol work in the Texas borderlands. But the new era of immi- 

gration law enforcement that ripped the Border Patrol from its local origins 

sparked a borderland rebellion against the U.S. Border Patrol in South Texas. 

By 1947, goodwill and friendship between the patrol and borderland ranchers 

and farmers was gone. World War II had unleashed global and national forces that 
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Use. TRANSFORMATION 

shook the basic foundation of U.S. immigration law enforcement. The Border Pa- 

trol’s primary target remained unsanctioned Mexican migrants, but local ranch- 

ers and farmers exerted less control over how, when, and why its officers policed 

Mexican Browns in the borderlands. Farmers and ranchers fought back with guns, 

lobbies, and propaganda against the patrol’s use of Special Mexican Deportation 

Parties, airlifts, trainlifts, and raids. Battles erupted in the cotton fields, courtrooms, 

and newspapers as farmers and ranchers protested the delocalization of U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement and challenged the legitimacy of the new era of mi- 

gration control. At the funeral for Jefferson Davis Milton, old-timers eulogized both 

the man and the era he represented. 

This chapter tells the story of the farmers’ rebellion against the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol in south Texas during the late 1940s and early 1950s. Since the dramatic trans- 

formations of the World War II era, the arrival of new officers and new tactics shook 

the small borderland communities familiar with local boys enforcing federal laws. 

‘The new recruits routinely violated established systems of flexible immigration law 

enforcement and, when farmers objected, officers offered no apologies. Beginning 

during World War II, the officers of the Border Patrol directly answered to super- 

visors outside of the borderlands and operated according to a complicated politics 

of migration control that extended as far north as Washington, D.C. and as far south 

as Mexico City. Farmers and ranchers in south Texas rebelled against their loss of 

influence over migration control and fought to return the Border Patrol to its lo- 

cal roots. In the process, they emerged as unexpected critics of the patrol’s racial- 

ized focus upon policing persons of Mexican origin. 

RESISTANCE IN SOUTH TEXAS 

Egbert Crossett knew well the changes that had transformed the U.S. Border Pa- 
trol during World War II. Crossett grew up in southern Arizona’s Parker Moun- 
tains. As a young man he joined the U.S. Border Patrol with childhood friends, such 
as expert tracker Fred D’Alibini and Lon Parker. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, 
Crossett served as a patrolman, but by the early 1940s, he had left the Border Pa- 
trol and begun farming in Dofia Ana County, New Mexico.‘ Crossett remained 
committed to the old philosophies and tactics of the U.S. Border Patrol and was 
enraged when a detail of new recruits raided his farm in September of 1947. He 
confidently challenged the “authority” of the Border Patrol officers “to come upon 
his place and search,” but the new officers recognized neither Crossett nor his phi- 
losophy of casual enforcement. They were of a new generation, and Crossett was 
“badly beaten” for his defiance by a new recruit 

The farmers’ annoyance with the new era of aggressive migration control sim- 
mered throughout borderland communities. Patrol Inspector Bob Salinger recalled 
that in Del Rio, Texas, “people they kinda looked up to you if you were a Border 
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Patrol man,” but that in Mission, Texas, “they looked down on you.”® Contempt 
for the new recruits manifested itself in many ways. Thinking back upon these 
difficult years, Salinger remembered “a sign in a restaurant saying ‘coffee a dime, 
25 cents for Border Patrol.’”’ One officer’s wife instructed her children to say that 
their father worked for the Immigration and Naturalization Service, because “some 
natives didn’t like Border Patrolmen taking their wetbacks.”* But in small towns 
most children knew whose fathers worked for the Border Patrol. When inviting 
friends to a birthday party, children would announce “I am having a birthday party 
and everyone is invited but the Border Patrol kids.” 

Tension filled the growing social distance between local communities and the 

new Border Patrol officers. Before the introduction of new tactics in 1944, old-timer 

officers could often ease the tension between new recruits and community mem- 

bers by encouraging new officers to obey local customs. When the chief patrol in- 

spectors in Eagle Pass and Del Rio, Texas, heard gossip “about the Patrolmen liv- 

ing at a Mexican’s house,” they promptly instructed the new recruits to move to 

the home of “some respectable American family” (emphasis in original),!° protested 

Mrs. Concepcion Nuncio, who was providing room and board for the officers. The 

removal of new recruits from the home of Mrs. Nuncio represents one of many 

cases of old-timers softening the changes sweeping over the Border Patrol. In these 

early days, new recruits had few options but to obey the orders of the still-domi- 

nant old-timers, who envisioned U.S. immigration law enforcement according to 

local customs and interests. But increasing numbers of new recruits quickly as- 

sumed positions of authority and refused to bow to the pressure of locals. When 

Special Mexican Deportation Parties arrived at the gates of belligerent farmers and 

ranchers, officers, ranchers, and farmers who had once been neighbors, friends, 

and kin became strangers and foes. Old-timer Fletcher Rawls, for example, recalled 

that in times past ranchers and farmers would give a “sly, knowing wink to let me 

know that [they] had plenty of wets and that I was fully aware that [they] had them 

but would do nothing as our policy was to do nothing.”!’ But after the new era of 

immigration law enforcement swept through the Border Patrol, Rawls began to re- 

ceive “a lot of cussing remarks . . . and instead of the wink I now [got] a glare.” Rawls 

later admitted, “I kinda like this way the best as before I always felt just a little 

guilty.”!? But, as the raids and mass deportations continued, the tension soon ex- 

ploded in the greater Texas-Mexico border region. 

“T will kill the first man that goes any further into that field,” threatened L.S. 

Fletcher from the gate of his farm in Las Cruces, New Mexico." For years, Fletcher 

had hired undocumented Mexican workers. He had cooperated with Border Pa- 

trol officers to insure that all undocumented workers returned to Mexico rather 

than staying in the United States. But, World War II and the Bracero Program re- 

vised all previous agreements he had had with officers of the U.S. Border Patrol. It 

was November 4, 1947, and the Border Patrol detail standing at his gate had in- 
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structions to raid the Fletcher farm and deport all undocumented Mexican na- 

tionals. The officers drove around the irate farmer and into the field; Fletcher rushed 

back to his house for his rifle. 

The lead patrol inspector warned his officers, “It is liable to be pretty tough here 

in a minute,” so they checked and readied their weapons before they “called all of 

the Mexicans out of the field.”'* Within a few minutes, the officers apprehended 

eighteen undocumented Mexican workers and “herded them down the ditch road 

and into the cars.”!> As the officers turned their cars to leave, Fletcher’s son 

charged them with his jeep. Just before crashing into the Border Patrol cars, the 

Fletcher boy came to a quick stop. He tried to jump out of the jeep and turn his 

gun upon the closest officer, but was stopped when a new recruit aimed his pistol 

at him and told him to “drop that gun,” while old-timer Patrol Inspector Griffith 

McBee cocked his pistol “and took aim at the spot between young Fletcher’s eyes.” 

It was a standoff between a defiant farm family and the U.S. Border Patrol. Be- 

tween them sat eighteen unarmed and unpaid Mexican laborers. Young Fletcher 

had a .45 automatic pistol, a 12-gauge automatic shotgun, and a .300 rifle loaded 

in the front seat of his car, but he was outnumbered, and his father had yet to re- 

turn from the house. Young Fletcher was not up to the battle and dropped his gun. 

Fletcher senior soon arrived with more weapons, but he too conceded defeat when 

surrounded by the well-armed officers. For that day, the Border Patrol had won, 
but the Fletchers did not surrender. 

When the Border Patrol filed obstruction of justice charges against them, the 
Fletchers defended themselves by challenging the authority of the Border Patrol to 
enter their farm without specific warrants of arrest, providing the first legal test to 
a 1946 expansion in Border Patrol authority to “arrest any alien in the United States 
in violation of any law or regulation made in pursuance of law regulating admis- 
sion, exclusion or expulsion of aliens, and likely to escape before a warrant could 
be obtained for his arrest.”!” Ranchers and farmers rallied around the Fletchers and 
their cause. During the trial, the “court room was filled with spectators,” particu- 
larly farmers, who had journeyed from as far as the Lower Rio Grande Valley to 
support the Fletchers. The Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas was the epicenter of 
resistance. There, farmers and ranchers had recently organized the Ten-Dollar Club 
to fund a letter-writing campaign to U.S. Congressmen against the Border Patrol.!8 
But others, including ex-Patrolman Egbert Crossett, came as well. 

The crowd of farmers and ranchers was matched by Border Patrol officers from 
along the line who also attended the trial. They supported the actions of their brother 
officers and knew that if the Fletchers won the case, the Border Patrol would be 
forced to retreat and submit to the will of employers in the region. All knew that 
the Fletcher case was about the distribution of power over the development of im- 
migration law enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Farmers, ranchers, and 
Border Patrol officers packed the courtroom to hear the outcome. The Fletchers 
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lost. Not only were they charged $150 each for “interfering and impeding Border 
Patrol officers in the performance of their official duties,” but the judge also 
affirmed the Border Patrol’s authority to conduct raids upon farms and ranches 
near the border without first securing individual warrants for arrest.!? The Border 

Patrol left the trial victorious. The farmers and ranchers had failed in their attempt 

to use the courts to trim back what some farmers had begun to describe as “a nasty, 
sprawling weed.””° 

Farmers and ranchers used a variety of methods to resist the changes in U.S. 

immigration law enforcement. The most belligerent threatened to use physical re- 

taliation or hired armed guards to challenge, undermine, and intimidate Border 

Patrol officers. Many others stationed lookouts along the perimeter of their prop- 

erty to signal alarms or to yell “Patrol!” when Border Patrol vehicles entered the 

gates for a raid. The warnings allowed undocumented workers time to scatter and 

hide before officers could reach the fields.*! When officers could not be turned back 

with force or evaded with lookouts, many chose “cursing, shouting, and threaten- 

ing to hire armed guards, have us all transferred, put locks on gates, etc.” as counter- 

strategies.** But, most of all, the region’s elite flooded Border Patrol and congres- 

sional offices with complaints. In 1950, a storm of farmer and rancher complaints 

against the U.S. Border Patrol erupted in the borderlands. Anger that had been sim- 

mering since the mid-1940s exploded after Inspector Albert Quillin experimented 

with a new strategy that increased the ability of the Border Patrol to apprehend 

large numbers of Mexican nationals. 

Albert Quillin was a new recruit in 1940. He was first stationed for two months 

in Laredo, Texas, before the Border Patrol sent him on a three-week detail to Alice, 

Texas, to work with “an old timer character, Charlie Rhyne.”?? Without much su- 

pervision and ignored by Rhyne, Quillin began testing new techniques for appre- 

hending undocumented immigrants. “Quillin was young, imaginative, eager 

beaver, all kind of ways of doing undercover work and having informers. Charlie 

thought that that was a bunch of foolishness,” explained retired officer Brad 

Thomas.”4 Charlie was accustomed to the old system of targeting migrants in tran- 

sit, rather than at work—a method that rarely resulted in large apprehensions. Ac- 

cording to Charlie, “If you just sat in the bus station in Alice . . everybody in south 

Texas comes through this bus station at sometime or another.””° Quillin, however, 

was of the rising generation of officers who, upon receiving instructions from the 

chief supervisor of the Border Patrol to increase apprehensions of Mexican na- 

tionals, devised new strategies. 

“At 5 A.M., Tuesday, February 11” 1950, a detail of twelve patrolmen led by Al- 

bert Quillin took “two buses, one plane, one truck, a carryall, and... nine auto- 

mobiles” and convened at a “point four miles east of Rio Hondo, Texas,” where a 

miniature immigration station was established with typewriters and tables. The men 

split into two teams, and each team was given maps of the area and the instruc- 
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tions to “clean as well as possible a certain section” of “illegal aliens.” The plane 

looked for aliens attempting to escape, while the buses were used to “haul . . . wets” 

to the border. About one hundred were apprehended and processed for deporta- 

tion from the Rio Hondo area to Brownsville, Texas, where they would be deported 

into Mexico. The next day, this same detail moved on to Crossroads Gin near Los 

Fresnos, Texas, and raided farms until 561 “wets” were apprehended and deported. 

On the third day, this detail moved into San Benito, Texas, where they apprehended 

264.and on the fourth and final day in San Benito, another 134.”° In all, Quillin’s 

detail apprehended more than one thousand undocumented laborers in four days 

of work.”” Quillin’s enhancements of the details model impressed Border Patrol 

officials, who introduced the strategy to Border Patrol stations throughout the 

southwest. Within two weeks of Quillin’s raids, constant details of Border Patrol 

inspectors were “pounding away on these ‘wets.’”?. Quillin’s model details were 

renamed “task forces” and then coordinated into multiple operations that struck 

throughout California and Texas. Officials named the new model of migration con- 

trol Operation Wetback.” 

By 1952, the Operation Wetback model was a well-funded strategy utilized by 

most Border Patrol stations throughout the southwest.°° For example, at dawn on 

July 30, 1952, “Some 100 Border Patrolmen in trucks, cars equipped with radios, 

and airplanes, touched off a mass raid in the Russelltown area between Harlingen 

and Brownsville.” By 8 a.M., the officers had apprehended more than three thou- 

sand Mexican nationals. By noon, total apprehensions for the day reached five thou- 

sand. “All through the morning, trucks and buses shuttled between huge tomato 
warehouses at Russelltown, used as a temporary detention camp, and the bridge 
at Hidalgo.” At the bridge, the patrolmen handed the deportees the following note: 

You have entered the United States illegally and in violation of the laws of your land 
and also those of the United States. For this reason you are being returned to your 
homeland. If you return again illegally you will be arrested and punished as provided 
by law. ... We understand that the life of a wetback is difficult. Wetbacks are unable 
to work for more than a few hours before they are apprehended and deported. Re- 
member these words and transmit the news to your families and countrymen if you 
want to do them a favor.*! 

The deportees were then “escorted across the river” and “turned over to Mexi- 
can authorities and placed under military guard.”3? Mexican authorities had built 
a “wire-enclosed detention camp” to hold the deportees until they could be placed 
on trains with armed guards and transported to the interior of Mexico3 

The Operation Wetback model blended the aggressive targeting of persons of 
Mexican origin in the United States with mass deportations into the interior of Mex- 
ico. Supported by an increase in personnel in the U.S.-Mexico border region and 
by improved equipment, such as radios and planes, the model boosted the num- 
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ber of annual apprehensions. Between 1950 and 1953, U.S. Border Patrol appre- 
hensions almost doubled from 469,581 to 839,149. The number of Mexican im- 
migrants returned to Mexico asa percentage of the total number of forced removals 
from the United States increased from 79 percent to 96 percent in 1953. Again, al- 
though these statistics are often read as an indication that more Mexicans were il- 
legally crossing into the United States, such innovations in Border Patrol practice 
along with the steady rate of repeat offenders make it difficult to decipher the ac- 
tual volume of unsanctioned Mexican immigration. What is clear is that the Bor- 
der Patrol was apprehending more Mexicans or the same Mexicans more times. 
The patrol’s increased activity and efficiency enraged borderland employers, who 
felt they had lost control over the apprehension and forced removal of Mexico’s 
unsanctioned workers. In response to the Border Patrol’s 1950 innovations, com- 
plaints poured into the Border Patrol Central Office, actoss the desk of the INS 
commissioner, and into the district offices of state representatives. In their protests, 
farmers and ranchers rarely challenged the U.S. Border Patrol’s basic mandate of 
migration control. Rather, they demanded that control over immigration law en- 
forcement be returned to borderland communities. 

One such example involved thirty-six residents of El Indio, Texas, who had held 
their complaints about local Chief Patrol Inspector Tom Karnes until they could 
do so no longer. In 1950, they sent a formal petition and protest to the Border Pa- 
trol Central Office in Washington, D.C. The El Indio residents complained, “Mr. 
Karnes has always been an extremely difficult man to deal with.”*4 Karnes was not 
a local. He was transferred into El Indio in 1946 “or thereabouts,” they explained, 

and immediately aggravated the community residents because “his attitude [was] 

one of sarcasm and truculence with all the local people, and [he seemed] to care 

nothing about the good will of the local people or their problems.”*° Most impor- 

tant, explained one local resident, Karnes “has been so efficient” in his apprehen- 

sion of undocumented laborers “that our community has been hurt by that.”*° The 
El Indio residents wanted Karnes out of Maverick County, requesting that he be 

“transferred from the Indio Section of Maverick County, Texas, and some other 

official of the United States Immigration Service be put in his place.”>” The U.S. 
Border Patrol declined the request. 

In contrast to the relatively polite request of the El Indio residents, some ranch- 

ers and farmers raged against the realignment of power created and symbolized by 

the delocalization of migration control. They had built empires based upon con- 

trolling land, water, and the mobility of Mexican migrant workers, but the region’s 

agribusiness elite was losing its grip. Economic diversification and the expansion 

of federal government into the southwest in the postwar era each challenged the 

reign of agribusinessmen in the borderlands. The inability to dominate the flow of 

labor migration and, more broadly, the loss of influence over the various mecha- 

nisms of authority in the region represented and fostered the decline of the 



158 TRANSFORMATION 

agribusinessmen’s world. Grasping for the past, prominent farmers such as Bill Al- 

lison, from Marfa, Texas, challenged the authority of the U.S. Border Patrol.3° In 

the summer of 1951, Allison had taken three of his workers to the bus depot to buy 

a ticket for one of the workers to go home to Mexico for a short visit. While he 

went inside to purchase the ticket, the three men remained in the car. Border Pa- 

trol inspector Bassham saw three men of Mexican appearance in the car and be- 

gan to question them about their immigration status. Allison soon returned and 

demanded to know what authority Bassham had to question his workers, given that 

he had no evidence that the men had entered the country illegally. Despite Alli- 

son’s protests, Bassham completed his investigation, found the three men to be in 

the United States legally, and then replied, according to Allison, “In case you are 

not completely satisfied about this, I want you to know there’s not a goddam thing 

you can do about it.” 

Allison was enraged and “resented such treatment on the part of a Border Pa- 

trolman.”*° Relations had always been complicated between farmers, ranchers, and 

the patrolmen who policed their workforce, but Bassham seemed to have no re- 

gard for the farmer’s position, and others in the area had also grown increasingly 
frustrated with Bassham’s disregard. So Allison “hunted up a rancher named Ben- 
nett and told him what had just happened.”*! In his conversation with Bennett, Al- 
lison said that he wanted the sheriff to “take the gun off Bassham and that then, ‘a 
rancher and a Border Patrolman would have it out.’”*? Perhaps, in days gone by, 
a fistfight or a shootout might have resolved this dispute, but Bennett wisely ad- 
vised Allison that the local sheriff could not disarm a federal law-enforcement 
officer. Undeterred, Allison devised a new plan; he went to District Judge Alan 
Fraser and told him of “his trouble with Bassham.” Judge Fraser heard Bassham’s 
complaint and called the Border Patrol station in Marfa. Judge Fraser insisted that 
other local ranchers had similar complaints about Bassham and suggested that 
Bassham “be moved by transfer from Marfa.”# 

The INS district adjudication officer, Taylor C. Carpenter, investigated the com- 
plaint from the rancher and a district judge. During an interview, Allison warned 
Carpenter, “If Bassham continues in his attitude and his Gestapo ways, . . . the next 
time he jumps on [me] there will be trouble.”44 He directly threatened Bassham 
with physical retaliation, but he never clearly explained what Bassham and the Bor- 
der Patrol could do to avoid violent confrontation with ranchers and farmers in 
Marfa. Another local rancher, Cherry Bryant, elaborated upon the situation. Bryant 
explained that Bassham “probably makes more apprehensions than anyone else.”45 
Like Karnes, Bassham was too effective, too inflexible, and too unconcerned with 
the farmers’ position. Cherry explained that Bassham “should be willing to ‘live 
and let live,’ meaning that when officers find ‘wet’ aliens on various ranches that 
are badly needed at that time, they should be willing to parole them to the rancher,” 
as older officers had done, who “at times in the past paroled aliens to them.”* But 
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times in the past were gone, and the Border Patrol left Bassham in Marfa against 
the wishes of local ranchers and farmers. 

Such incidents are examples of farmers seeking to regain local control over im- 
migration law enforcement by filing complaints against the least flexible officers. 
But these ranchers and farmers had misidentified the source of the Border Patrol’s 
new effectiveness. Details and the Operation Wetback model lay at the heart of 
the Border Patrol’s increased effectiveness. The removal of individual officers from 
local stations would have offered only partial relief from the new era of immigra- 
tion law enforcement. World War II had wiped the past away. Growers and the 
U.S. Border Patrol would have to find a resolution to their conflicts within the 
present mandates of immigration law enforcement. Until then, south Texas grow- 
ers and the Border Patrol would continue to clash as officers relentlessly raided bor- 
der farms, and growers protected their property with ingenuity, political influence, 
and force. 

THE LOGIC OF RESISTANCE 

South Texans believed their defiance was justified because the U.S. Border Patrol 

was attempting to unravel their lives. In places such as Brownsville and Hidalgo, 

growers maintained deep social, cultural, and economic commitments to utilizing 

undocumented Mexican labor, and they expected cooperation instead of interfer- 

ence from U.S. immigration law-enforcement officers. When the new recruits be- 

gan raiding and refusing to parole workers to the custody of growers, they not only 

threatened the supply of undocumented workers but also significantly challenged 

the farmers’ position of authority in the borderlands by intervening in the rhythms 

of migration and the lives of migrants. Therefore, although mass deportation cre- 

ated an atmosphere of fear among undocumented workers upon which growers 

capitalized, many Texans tended to regard the new era of aggressive immigration 

law enforcement as an unwanted shift in the world that they were struggling to 

maintain. So they cursed and shouted, booby-trapped their farm gates, placed look- 

outs along their property perimeters, hired armed guards, and even threatened to 

arm undocumented immigrants. But the officers kept on coming, threatening to 

undo their world by deporting their workers.”” The farmers’ struggle, some believed, 

was so monumental and fundamental that it reminded them of the battle between 

North and South during the U.S. Civil War. 

“We had a large old 17-room farmhouse,” and “we had quarters for the Mexi- 

cans in the back . . . three good houses, and then they made some portales for them- 

selves,” remembered D.C. Newton, whose family posted guards to warn of Border 

Patrol raids.** But one night in 1952, after everyone had gone to bed, he reported, 

“We heard motor noises, ... and suddenly the whole farmhouse compound is lit 

up, and there’s jeeps at the closure of every driveway to our house.”*” The Border 
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Patrol had entered slowly and quietly before flashing on their headlights, surpris- 

ing everyone who was settling to sleep in the farmhouse, back quarters, and por- 

tales. “I was petrified,” recalled Newton, who was a small child at the time. He saw 

“men running everywhere” and believed that the Border Patrol was “gonna come 

and take us all, everybody, take everybody, ‘cause this is what I understood hap- 

pened.”®° As he watched the Border Patrol officers search in the dark for undocu- 

mented Mexicans, his mother or older brother held him tight. 

The officers did not find many undocumented migrants that night because New- 

ton’s eldest brother had already “run out” to “tell the Mexicans that the Border Pa- 

trol was here and to haul it, run south, or get into a tree.”°! By the time the officers 

reached the back houses that night, the migrants had scattered. Almost empty- 

handed, the “ranking officer” of the Border Patrol and other officers came into the 

Newton home. They entered Newton’s parents’ bedroom and began “shining the 

flashlights in my mother’s eyes and my father’s eyes telling them to ‘Get up. We're 

gonna go out and find where your Mexicans are.’”°* With his father in pajamas, 

his mother in a nightgown, and no one wearing any shoes, the officers forced the 

family out of the house while “pushing, physically pushing my mother in the back, 

pushing my father in the back and demanding [to know] where the wetbacks 

[were].”°° Most of the workers had fled, including Newton’s nanny, Lupe, for whom 

the officers claimed to be searching in particular. She had heard the arrival of the 

patrolmen and climbed out of the window on the second floor of the farmhouse, 

“rolled down onto the roof of the garage and [run] off to the southeast and was 

gone.””* Although the Newtons believed they had outsmarted the Border Patrol by 

alerting the migrants to the raid, the head patrol inspector still led fifty-three ap- 
prehended workers away, saying, “See how you handle your groves now.”>> 

Newton’s father likened his family’s struggle against the U.S. Border Patrol to 
the southern slaveholders’ war with northern aggressors. With all the romantic pa- 
ternalism of a southern slave owner, Newton’s father believed that by taking away 
their workers, the “damn yankee Border Patrol” were “splitting up a household.” 
As he explained it to his son, the south Texans protected their homes, their fami- 
lies, their property, and their very way of life from the Border Patrol raids. He was 
the master, the Mexican illegals were equivalent to the black slaves, and together 
they formed a household, a system of labor relations, in a world of tightly bound 
intimacy and inequity. The Border Patrol threatened their household by reducing 
the farmer’s control over Mexico’s unsanctioned migrant workers. So, as the 
southerners had rebelled against intrusions upon their labor relations and planta- 
tion lives, the Newton family had to defend itself against the U.S. Border Patrol. 
Newton’s brother took the lesson to heart. When the Border Patrol raided on an- 
other night, he stood in the family driveway with a shotgun aimed at the officers. 
Startled by the hostile twelve-year-old boy, the officers left the property and returned 
on another day.°” 
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Newton’s family story provides a glimpse into the world that his father and others 
fought to maintain by opposing the new era of U.S. immigration law enforcement. 
It was a world of unquestioned inequity between Anglo-American landholders and 
Mexican migrant workers: a world that agribusinessmen had paraded before Con- 
gress during the 1920s as evidence that unlimited Mexican immigration would 
profit American employers without influencing American culture, politics, and so- 
ciety. But the genocidal campaigns of racial purity during World War II had suffi- 
ciently discredited the language of racial hierarchies so that what Newton’s father 
shared with his sons remained a private history of resistance. In contrast, the farm- 
ers’ public pleas and protests against the changes in U.S. immigration law en- 
forcement tended to call upon postwar commitments to human rights, American 
justice, and racial equality. 

World War II and the Cold War fundamentally altered the politics of race within 

the United States, which had emerged from World War II as the self-proclaimed 

leader of the free world. Racial segregation, inequity, and violence within the United 

States, however, consistently and powerfully undermined the legitimacy of U.S. 

global leadership. Leaders of African, Asian, and South American nations were quite 

familiar with the problems of race in the United States and aggressively questioned 

the nation’s ability to lead a world inhabited primarily by the so-called colored 

people that Anglo-Americans degraded and segregated within the United States. 

As countless journalists and politicians around the world observed, American jus- 

tice fractured along lines of race.* 

Under massive international pressure and facing an increasingly powerful so- 

cial movement among African Americans, national leaders began to dismantle the 

systems of racial segregation that had long defined social, political, and economic 

relations in the United States. For example, in 1941, under pressure from African 

American labor activist A. Phillip Randolph, President Franklin Roosevelt issued 

Executive Order 8802, banning racialized employment discrimination in defense 

industries. Still, communities proved more resistant. Throughout the American 

south, local elites resisted change until African American activists, congressional leg- 

islation, and federal marshals left them with no other option. In the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands, however, change came a bit sooner. Economic diversification forced 

the world that the agribusinessmen had built into retreat, and U.S. dependence upon 

the allegiance of neighbors reinvigorated the spirit of the Good Neighbor Policy 

during World War II, allowing the Mexican American middle-class and Anglo- 

American reformers to demand an end to anti-Mexican discrimination in the U.S.- 

Mexico borderlands.” 
The rebellious farmers and ranchers deployed the Cold War discourse of hu- 

man rights, good neighborliness, and racial equality to turn back the Border Pa- 

trol. In particular, farmers and ranchers began to argue that Mexicans were un- 

fairly targeted for deportations. “Why the Mexicans?” asked a 1953 editorial in the 
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El Paso Times. “Without a doubt, hundreds of thousands of Europeans are in this 

country illegally,” charged the newspaper’s editor, who criticized the Border Pa- 

trol for “singling out... Mexican aliens and turning all the resources of the fed- 

eral government into stopping them or rounding them up.” The ranchers and 

farmers who had built agricultural empires upon unequal social relations between 

Mexicano laborers and Anglo-American landholders, therefore, took the politically 

perceptive position that the U.S. Border Patrol was guilty of racial discrimination 

by targeting unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. Further, they argued, the systems 

of displacement—the busilifts, airlifts, and trainlifts—were “cruel,” “inhuman,” and 

“outrageous” practices that were nothing more than “trading in human misery.”°! 

Wages were lower in Mexico, and work was scarce; deportation to the interior, 

therefore, sentenced deportees to starvation or to forced labor for “cruel” Mexican 

employers. When Border Patrol officers arrived at her door to deport her maid, 

Mrs. Esther Potts of Harlingen, Texas, followed the south Texas script by oppos- 

ing the deportation of her “faithful femme sole, who came to this valley to get away 

from starvation” and an abusive husband in Mexico. According to another south 

Texan, “these poor devils need the work, and they and their families are starving.”™ 

The jobs they offered Mexican workers, in other words, were acts of international 

kindness and hemispheric neighborliness toward a “safe, high-class people,” who 
were not only “family men” but loyal and worthy refugees from poverty and 
tyranny. Mexican laborers, they argued, deserved sanctuary as laborers in the 
United States. The Border Patrol, in their view, was guilty of damaging U.S. global 
legitimacy by committing acts of racial discrimination and fostering communism 
in Mexico. Further, they argued, the U.S. Border Patrol posed a threat to Ameri- 
can citizens—Anglo and Mexican—who deserved equal protection under the law 
and the right to live free of unwarranted police attention. 

C.B. Ray, executive manager of the Valley Farm Bureau [Texas], for example, 
recounted the following incident to the INS commissioner. “On Saturday of last 
week a resident of the Valley and his wife started into town to do their week’s shop- 
ping. He is a citizen, approximately fifty years of age, and of Latin extraction,” ex- 
plained Ray.®° The couple picked up a hitchhiker on the way into town and was 
then pulled over by a Border Patrol officer. According to Ray, the officer demanded 
that they provide proof of citizenship. When the hitchhiker admitted to being an 
undocumented immigrant, the Border Patrol officer threatened the couple with a 
fine or jail time for “transporting an alien.”®” 

Ray was enraged by the incident. “Has it come to the point in this land of ours 
that one dares not let a brown-eyed man ride in his car?” he asked.6* Mexican Amer- 
icans were routinely pulled over for roadside interrogations in the Border Patrol’s 
quest to identify and deport all undocumented Mexican nationals. However, Ray’s 
complaint was not made only on behalf of Mexicanos. “How are we to judge at all 
times our actions so as to be on the safe side from Border Patrol questioning?” he 
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asked.® Ray recognized that when he was alone, he was white and safe, but if he 
associated with those suspected of unsanctioned migration, he would be subject to 
Border Patrol interrogations when officers pulled him over to check the status of 
his associates. The traditional targeting of Mexicanos, he argued, trespassed upon 
the civil and constitutional rights of all Americans caught within the Border Pa- 
trol’s net of surveillance. “Must we segregate ourselves from the society of these 
people,” he challenged the INS commissioner, “or shall we continue to associate 
with the Garcias’ and Gonzales’?””° Ray warned the commissioner, “Most of the 
people here are well aware of their legal responsibilities. They are also aware of their 
constitutional rights as citizens of the United States and resent deeply any en- 
croachment upon these rights and are prepared to demand that an armed guard 
respect these rights.”7! 

Opposing the U.S. Border Patrol’s racial profiling tactics was an unexpected 
protest from south Texas farmers and ranchers, who had long since accepted Bor- 
der Patrol practice as an additional mechanism for marginalizing the region’s agri- 
cultural labor force. The farmers, however, drew upon powerful discourses, con- 
cerns, and anxieties of postwar America to legitimate their rebellion against the 
new era of U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

Despite resistance, the Border Patrol continued to “pound away” in the bor- 

derlands. Apprehensions rose and outpaced the patrol’s capacity to detain the num- 

ber of people being arrested each year. The officers erected temporary detention 

centers in barns and flew three planeloads a day of Mexican nationals to places like 

San Luis Potosi, Guadalajara, and Durango, Mexico. But they needed more de- 

tention centers, more planes, and more officers to remove apprehended Mexican 

nationals from the United States. In 1953, in anticipation of a needed supplemen- 

tal appropriation, Willard Kelly hired 240 additional officers for the south Texas 

area, made plans for two new detention centers, and arranged to purchase another 

plane. These preparations infuriated the farmers and ranchers of the Lower Rio 

Grande Valley. 

The frequency of armed encounters between resistant farmers and the Border 

Patrol increased, and the tenor of rebellion escalated. One farmer “threatened to 

arm his wetback laborers against the border patrol, threatening ‘there is liable to 

be a couple of dead border patrolmen.’””* Another threatened that “during my ear- 

lier years on the border, such governmental tactics would have strewn dead bor- 

der patrolmen from Brownsville to Laredo,” and added that “the old American spirit 

is ‘not dead, but sleepeth.’” He predicted that “if the present situation is permitted 

to continue, some high-handed patrolman will sooner or later invade the prem- 

ises of a hot-tempered farmer and be carried out.”’? Death-threats against patrol- 

men became common. Farmers and ranchers lobbied their Congressmen to “turn 

back” the Border Patrol and turn down the supplemental appropriation request 

before anyone got hurt. They did not lobby on their behalf, they explained, but for 
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the thousands of Mexican immigrants who were victims of the Border Patrol’s 

“cheap vindictiveness—a great hunger to rule or ruin; to control, to govern—any- 

thing to carry a point, reckless of the consequences to the poor workmen which 

they herd around as cattle.””* 
Farmers and ranchers condemned the proposed detention center as a “con- 

centration camp” and a “Korean-type wire stockade” that was a “contradiction to 

our good neighbor policy.””° The detention center was more evidence of the Bor- 

der Patrol’s “gestapo” tactics, they argued. But the airlifts were even worse. It was 

“inhumane” to deport Mexican nationals to the interior of Mexico, decried ranch- 

ers and farmers, and the local press routinely ridiculed Border Patrolmen and their 

airlift as “Operation Squander.””° 

The ranchers and farmers pressured their elected representatives, and the Sen- 

ate vetoed the Border Patrol’s supplemental appropriation. The valley’s successful 

campaign against the appropriation meant that “some 240 eligible border patrol- 

men who had reported for duty will be sent home at their own expense,” according 

to Willard Kelly, who added that “they came from all parts of the U.S., some with 

their families.””” The loss of the additional funding was a significant blow to the Bor- 

der Patrol in their mounting battle against valley farmers and ranchers. The Border 

Patrol had won the right to use aggressive tactics, but lacked sufficient funding to 

implement its new tactics. Similarly, in 1952, valley farmers had participated in a 

successful lobby against a measure to criminalize the employment of unauthorized 
immigrants.’* Underfunded for its massive mandate, the Border Patrol needed a 
new strategy against the ranchers and farmers who protested that “the whole trou- 
ble is that we have far too many officers assigned to this immediate locality.””” 

One month after losing the supplemental appropriation, Chief Kelly announced 
the Border Patrol’s “withdrawal from the Rio Grande Valley to a ‘new defense’ line 
10 miles to the north of Kingsville, Falfurrias, and Hebbronville.”®° Rather than 
fight a losing battle in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, the Border Patrol decided to 
pull out of the area, because “with limited forces we can best control the wetback 
invasion at the line farther north.”*! But if the Border Patrol intended the with- 
drawal to persuade valley farmers to desist, they miscalculated. Farmers declared 
that the Border Patrol was trying to “bring us to our knees,” but vowed to “fight 
until hell freezes over.”** Supportive of valley growers, Congressman Lloyd Ben- 
sten dismissed the Border Patrol’s plan as a “scare campaign.”** Many growers, how- 
ever, welcomed the proposed pullout, hoping that with the withdrawal, life and la- 
bor in the Valley could “be like old times.”*4 But there would be no simple return 
to the old days when “the immigration officials [had] not bothered the ‘wetbacks’ 
a great deal when they were in the field harvesting crops.”85 INS supervisors called 
off Chief Kelly’s withdrawal from the south Texas region: the farmers and the Bor- 
der Patrol would have to resolve their conflicts; each side, in the end, would have 
to compromise. 
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Support by the local press guaranteed that the ranchers’ and farmers’ rebellion 
remained front-page news, but cracks in agribusiness hegemony did not allow their 
voices to dominate. Before World War II, the federal government had maintained 
a minimal presence in the Texas-Mexico borderlands, and the federal officers of 
the Border Patrol operated under local control. But with economic expansion and 
a creeping federal authority in local politics, the borderlands’ established leaders 
lost significant control over their communities. New political interests had emerged, 
not only in border enforcement, but in the borderlands. Businesses that had de- 
veloped in connection with the economic diversification of World War II and the 
Cold War did not depend upon undocumented labor. Mexican Americans who 
demanded increased border enforcement were gaining a new political voice. The 
battles erupting between borderland growers and the Border Patrol represented 
broader changes sweeping across the borderlands’ power structures.*° 

Farmers and ranchers wanted a return to “old times.” Access to undocumented 
Mexican immigrants was the foundation of those times, and they used everything 
in their arsenal. They met officers at their gates with shotguns. They ostracized 
officers in the community. They charged the Border Patrol with violating Ameri- 

can freedoms at home, and they accused officers of fostering communism abroad. 

But the farmers and ranchers could not trim back the “nasty weed” that the Bor- 

der Patrol had become. The politics and practices of migration control now ex- 

tended far beyond the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Despite all of the farmers’ protests, 

the work of the U.S. Border Patrol could not be rolled back to an earlier day when 

local officers enforced federal law according to local customs and interests. 

The south Texas rebellion made the work of Border Patrol officers extremely 

difficult along the migration corridor that their supervisors identified as the prior- 

ity hot zone for U.S. immigration law enforcement. The daily assaults damaged 

morale among officers who never knew what to expect when they raided a local farm, 

entered a community restaurant, or attended a community event. What was at stake, 

however, was the viability and legitimacy of the Border Patrol’s basic organizing prin- 

ciple: the focus upon policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration. The agribusi- 

nessmen’s motives may have been entirely suspect, but the basic organizing princi- 

ple of U.S. immigration law enforcement was under attack. Chapter 8 tells the story 

of how the U.S. Border Patrol fought back against the farmers’ rebellion to restore 

the goodwill, friendship, and legitimacy that had passed away with the death of the 

old-timers’ patrol. They turned the farmers’ slaveholder stories into an abolitionist 

narrative that defended the project of aggressively policing Mexicans and, with both 

coercion and compromise, the Border Patrol won the support of the south Texas 

rebels and stabilized its position in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 



; + ee : 
rs . :} x 

} 7 ell) 4 Dp? arts afl * ¢ Athy i ‘go “1 eat els . 

} = a a pda 

: aed x r \ 8 on 

ia 

~ ft nd He ioe léb al aa ice a3 Sa AVG 455 TR . 

5 depeten ings bahay Phas Hea mite ll) Vi bioW ” ce Lat igy| 

eteenttity | NA) efi abi jut ystesht d mcs? art? msc a | i © 

aw Cee panes tet 5 fora peat atsinl aie i ewienyy cient ith 

\ oben Gadhia ri! ih ae! ane yt) MD arta | Mea aer 

; Eva y Mh Sew ee Pe eT mete venbonaniyg asta 

: -~» o : Pe NP ye we: Vesper yoke es ae 4) . 

a ‘Wu r ARM) AOU Sin ettatone Goianeantoen Ww 
sd at } Cyl wae SAN p Fa yp 2 og wits a ae ET a 

as ? > " ne it ’ ihe a a 2 

Boe cot gp tg cee tae cial 
-! , : ya pugs ler ahs ish eee el as hk bs) ae be Zaue 4 

,-, nieateaglae Steep)? cetel bion abpsaiess 4 tase ists fee geste od 

| Fests Apis ra ieee eae Fw) i ne fail’ m= hye te Paiaiaee 

a fad ener ny! Epe,* hee. Fat 2% ihe ak ect} loreal bs re 

e waht 08 wr Saari ayo nd — 
t ee) a TAs rE uae ae i » baat WY wy! in Pest hie ITH 

: wt fey be 4 efi ‘eh bape 2 waphs. ting Lalerg,, a) phous “ ren sp a atts a 

PL, te) lees bean Pas qv dee 7 } Spt ded, < puree wer ae 

, Wests fey wi ae : Li lym alt dvik Gaels APY Ci isi ‘ J aries = 

he ‘ 
7 pak 2 l gud guwi Mss iM gba trib ya! Jun 

} Oth. Shy donk AD pegs or f on : ioovans ¥ an 

: 7 po he PT ris Ay i Zs = i, a we clan eae 

a *, jot le Yano my b} ns er: : : ,' , ‘ t A o wei LPAI WY Bt Jn - 

. cae fe are ital bar ae) aaa? melodie 
ae 4 pa t Ni sort fh fy sie eon af 

j - iP el ut “pen itt ly rnp Ben eens 

rump oun gate ok hag mt 
JH ; ( ne aot) ee ee r bong, chy 

afte tags es strap ia i eg 
at arts iat i i i | be th 

- Hi eRe) ; Fi yy “t 

1 ae | hoya et. Gey Naik tes 
A - ; : iy tie re oan) gob twit 

‘ + ato ves, fete 

U 5 ) hae pe) 

ie es peer 
ils os 

i 

1 J 

wl ad 

- ; i ie 

| bs one 

- >> rete : ‘, pera he Lages jit a pot airs bey spn ba 

~ 
ae pete [Sa ages rala sth ach Dias Aka wie ye ¢ ee Ey 



PEARL BURGE: B 

Operation Wetback and Beyond 



Mexican families await deportation, circa 1954. U.S. Border Patrol Official Photograph, 
File No. 108-6. U.S. Immigration Border Patrol, McAllen, Texas. Courtesy of the National 
Border Patrol Museum—El Paso, Texas. 



BY THE EARLY 1950S, U.S. Border Patrol officials readily confessed to a crisis of 

control along the U.S.-Mexico border. A little more than two million Mexican men 

entered the United States as legal braceros, but many others, quite often the men, 

women, and family groups categorically excluded from the Bracero Program, en- 

tered the U.S. illegally. Amid the Border Patrol’s crisis of control, the south Texas 

rebellion represented a crisis of consent among influential growers who refused to 

concede to the new era of migration control. The recalcitrant farmers were few, but 

they leveled damaging indictments against the Border Patrol and its focus upon 

policing persons of Mexican origin. The U.S. Border Patrol stabilized its position in 

the U.S.-Mexico borderlands by confronting the interrelated crises of control and 

consent with a campaign now known as Operation Wetback of 1954. Typically, Op- 

eration Wetback is interpreted as a mass deportation campaign targeting Mexican 

nationals, but Border Patrol officials entered the summer of 1954 with intentions 

reaching far beyond mass deportation. In particular, officers sought an end to the 

crises of consent and control along the U.S.-Mexico border. Mass deportation, or 

at least the threat of mass deportation, was a means to reaching these ends. 

After the close of Operation Wetback of 1954, U.S. Border Patrol apprehension 

rates dropped dramatically. Whereas the chaotic decade between 1944 and 1954 

had been known as the “wetback era,” the years after 1954 were quiet. In these years, 

Border Patrol practice could have headed in many directions, but resources re- 

mained clustered in the U.S.-Mexico border region, and Border Patrol officials rein- 

vented immigration control as a site of crime control. The explicit turn toward crime 

control marked a momentous shift in the development of the U.S. Border Patrol. 

While Border Patrol officers had once pursued U.S. immigration law enforcement 

169 
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at the intersection of policing unwanted foreigners and undocumented workers, 

the linguistic turns, strategy innovations, and policy priorities of the post-wetback 

era reconfigured daily practices and powerfully redefined the meaning of migra- 

tion control in the United States. Taking shape at the dawn of the carceral era—a 

time when crime and punishment were emerging as primary ways of understand- 

ing and managing social problems—the Border Patrol’s explicit recoding of mi- 

gration control as a site of policing crime and punishing criminals made the work 

of the immigration law-enforcement officers at the nation’s borders resonate with 

the discourses and panics regarding social order and control in late twentieth-cen- 

tury America. In other words, by linking migration control to the problem of crime, 

Border Patrol officers and INS officials bound their efforts in the borderlands to 

an increasingly central dynamic of American culture, politics, and governance. Part 

3 tells the story of how U.S. Border Patrol officials transformed the making and 

meaning of migration control in the borderlands by deporting the “wetbacks” in 

1954 and, in the days and decades that followed, battling the criminals who dared 

to return. 



The Triumphs of ’54 

In June of 1954, the U.S. Border Patrol announced that it would soon launch its 

most aggressive and innovative Operation Wetback campaign to date. The U.S. at- 

torney general and the recently hired commissioner of the INS, retired general 

Joseph Swing, chronicled the campaign as it unfolded. Beginning at dawn on June 

10, 1954, hundreds of U.S. Border Patrol officers on detail from throughout the 

country set up roadblocks in California and western Arizona, where they nabbed 

almost eleven thousand unsanctioned Mexican immigrants in the next seven days. 

In the following three months, Border Patrol task forces swept through south Texas, 

Chicago, Illinois, and the Mississippi Delta in search of unsanctioned Mexican im- 

migrants. By October, Commissioner Swing proudly proclaimed that more than 

one million unsanctioned immigrants, mostly Mexican nationals, had been re- 

moved from the United States. The “era of the wetback,” he declared, was over. As 

described here, however, Operation Wetback of 1954 never really happened. 

At the heart of the Border Patrol’s “big push” of 1954 was what Swing described 

as a detail of 750 specially trained officers. The 750 officers reported to have taken 

part in Operation Wetback of 1954, however, were actually only a group of about 

378 officers assigned to overtime.' Further, in contradiction to the descriptions of 

the detail as a group of well-trained paramilitary men, the officers received no spe- 

cial training for the campaign and used no new techniques. As one officer with many 

years experience in the patrol explained to Commissioner Swing, the “special op- 

eration... employed no novel plans of operation. Line operations, roadblocks, 

mop-up crews, and removal of aliens from the border were means that have been 

employed in this district throughout the years.”* Operation Wetback of 1954, there- 

fore, was little more than a larger than usual deployment of the Border Patrol’s fa- 

miliar and failing tactics of migration control. 
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Most important, though, is the issue of the more than one million deportations 
that Commissioner Swing credited to the summer of 1954. Scholars have rightly 
questioned the veracity of Border Patrol statistics during the summer of 1954. 
Swing and others generously rounded up the Border Patrol’s daily and monthly 
apprehension reports during the summer of 1954. But the statistical sleight of hand 
was also a matter of periodization. The one million deportations attributed to Op- 
eration Wetback of 1954 occurred during fiscal year 1954, which ran from July 1, 

1953, to June 30, 1954. Only twenty days of Operation Wetback of 1954 took place 

during that year. In those twenty days, the Border Patrol apprehended, at most, 

33,307 persons.* The more than one million apprehensions recorded for fiscal year 

1954, therefore, were actually made before Operation Wetback of 1954 began on 

June 10 of that year. Fiscal year 1955, which included the largest portion of the 1954 

summer campaign, registered only 221,674 apprehensions of Mexican nationals— 

the smallest number since 1948. Rather than a surge in apprehensions, the sum- 

mer of 1954 saw a massive drop in U.S. Border Patrol activities (see table 4). 

Understanding that Operation Wetback of 1954 was not the “big push” that 

Commissioner Swing proclaimed it to be does not diminish the importance of the 

campaign. During the summer of 1954, the U.S. Border Patrol triumphed over the 

crises of control and consent that had erupted along the U.S.-Mexico border dur- 

ing the mid-1940s. Since 1944, apprehensions along the U.S.-Mexico border had 

increased exponentially, which suggested that the Border Patrol had lost control 

over the volume of unsanctioned Mexican immigration. Further, the Border Pa- 

trol had lost the support of south Texas ranchers and growers who objected to the 

patrol’s new, aggressive tactics along the border. In the years after 1954, however, 

apprehensions dropped dramatically, and the rebellious south Texans quieted 

down. These were the triumphs of 1954, and they were not won with the raids, de- 

portations, and demonstrations of force so often attributed to that summer. Instead, 

the U.S. Border Patrol ultimately triumphed over the crises of control and consent 

through negotiation, compromise, and, most important, retreat. This chapter ex- 

plores how the end of the so-called wetback era had less to do with deporting un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigrants and more to do with how the Border Patrol en- 

forced U.S. immigration laws. The chapter highlights the critical importance of 

immigration law-enforcement practices in the making and unmaking of the prob- 

lem of illegal immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

ILLEGALS, ILLEGALITY, AND AMERICAN SOCIETY 

The summer of 1954 had been in the making for many years. The U.S. Border Pa- 

trol had begun its aggressive campaign against undocumented Mexican immigra- 

tion ten years earlier. Task forces, roadblocks, and an uncompromising focus upon 

deporting undocumented Mexican immigrants had characterized its work since 
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the early 1940s, and apprehensions of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants sky- 

rocketed. The farmers’ rebellion began when the Special Mexican Deportation Par- 

ties first arrived at their gates in the spring of 1944. The U.S. Border Patrol fought 

back against both the rising numbers of illegal crossings and the farmers’ rebel- 

lion. The Border Patrol combated the crises of control and consent that emerged 

from aggressive immigration law enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands by 

tightening the screws and, in 1950, introduced the Operation Wetback strategy 

throughout the southwest. The result was nothing but constant conflicts with farm- 

ers who challenged the validity of Border Patrol practices, migrants who resisted 

arrest, and a mushrooming apprehension rate that seemed to have no foreseeable 

limit. Against charges of inhumanity and indications of failure, Border Patrol offi- 

cials and officers engaged in a battle to define the meaning of migration control in 

the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

To construct a counternarrative of migration control, Border Patrol officers 

drew upon a dependable source of support, the Mexican American middle class. 

In recent years, social conditions for middle-class Mexicanos in the borderlands 

had improved, but the struggle for full economic and social integration was far 

from over.° Their newly won advances were tentative, and Mexican American civil 

rights organizations continued to fight to secure additional rights and protect those 

already won. Employment, housing, and health care were important issues to lead- 

ing Mexican American civil rights organizations, but few issues eclipsed the cen- 

trality of illegal immigration. Key Mexican American political leaders continued 

to believe that Mexican immigration, particularly unauthorized Mexican immi- 

gration, “materially retarded our assimilation.”® With their continued opposition 

to the “most serious effects of the wetback invasion upon the life of the American 

of Mexican descent,” representatives of leading Mexican American civil rights or- 

ganizations supported the Border Patrol’s efforts to end unsanctioned Mexican 

immigration.’ The patrol found few reservoirs of support as deep and constant as 

the growing Mexican American middle-class, for whom the new aggressiveness 
without direct physical brutality was a long-awaited development in U.S. immi- 
gration control. 

Like the middle class, members of the Mexican American working class could 
often support increased border enforcement and immigration control. “The legal 
residents can not live under the wetback wages and compit [sic] with them,” ex- 
plained Drineo Gonzalez in a 1952 letter to President Lyndon B. Johnson.’ And 
the National Farm Labor Union (NFLU) had stepped up its opposition to un- 
sanctioned Mexican immigration after managers used both braceros and undoc- 
umented workers to break a strike at the Di Giorgio Fruit Farm in California in 
1947. Four years later, during a 1951-52 strike by cantaloupe pickers in the Impe- 
rial Valley, union members “went out and arrested the wetbacks who were living 
in caves and on the ditches and we took them to the border patrol,” recalled Juanita 
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Garcia of the NFLU.” Union members also patrolled the border and turned back 
an estimated three thousand unsanctioned border crossers.!° But the NFLU was 
an unpredictable ally because its members’ loyalties lay explicitly with U.S. work- 
ers rather than with U.S. law enforcement. Dr. Ernesto Galarza headed the NFLU 
in California and balanced a vigorous opposition to unsanctioned Mexican immi- 
gration with advocacy for all migrant workers, regardless of immigration status. 
Galarza was quick to defend undocumented workers who had been swindled or 

unfairly treated by employers, coyotes, or the U.S. Border Patrol. Although Galarza 

worked with the patrol by supplying information regarding which farms employed 

unsanctioned migrant workers, he did not hesitate to report incidents of abuse on 

the part of Border Patrol officers. For example, in March 1954 Galarza informed 

the Mexican consul in Calexico, California, that construction at the INS detention 

center in nearby El Centro, California, was being completed by detainees without 
remuneration." 

In contrast to the support of farm workers and union members, the support of- 

fered by the Mexican American middle class was grounded in the politics of white- 

ness, nationalism, and citizenship rather than class, and, overall, it offered a more 

steadfast source of support for the Border Patrol’s project of policing unsanctioned 

Mexican immigration. As the farmers disparaged the Border Patrol, leading Mex- 

ican American activists defended the agency as “maligned, misunderstood, and un- 

derappreciated” and described its officers as “conscientious and interested in do- 

ing a good job.” The Border Patrol welcomed their support and confidently 
asserted that “their interests and our interests are mutual.”!° The barrage of farm- 

ers’ complaints had forced the Border Patrol to cultivate support from any person 

or organization that would champion their cause, even from those they did not hire. 

Of the 331 new recruits attending the Border Patrol Training School during the 

summer of 1941, none hada Spanish surname. The Spanish-surnamed officers listed 

on Border Patrol rosters in 1942 were Pete Torres, Manuel Uribe, and Thomas Gar- 

cia, the same officers who had joined the organization in the 1920s. Although Tor- 

res, Uribe, and Garcia had been in the Border Patrol for many years and were earn- 

ing the maximum salary, not one of these old-timers served in an official supervisory 

position. Almost a decade later, in 1951, probationary Patrol Inspectors Joseph J. 

Samora and Martin S. Doria filed complaints against the Border Patrol. Doria ar- 

gued that “prejudices of officers with whom, and under whom, he worked in the 

Laredo Sector of the San Antonio District” prevented him from being able to “per- 

form satisfactorily as an officer.”!* Although Mexican American political organi- 

zations typically aggressively opposed employment discrimination against Mexi- 

can Americans, they avoided antagonizing the organization that held the authority 

to deport unwanted and undocumented Mexican nationals and, instead, helped 

the Border Patrol to craft a counternarrative to the ranchers’ and farmers’ accusa- 

tions of racism.!° 
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In the early 1950s, one of the Border Patrol’s most vocal partners was the Amer- 

ican G.I. Forum, a Mexican American veterans’ organization. In 1953, the Amer- 

ican G.I. Forum published, What Price Wetbacks? an investigative study coauthored 

with the Texas State Federation of Labor (AFL) that examined the economic and 

social costs of illegal labor and the Bracero Program in Texas. Ed Idar Jr. and An- 

drew McClellan conducted the study with the cooperation of U.S. Border Patrol 

officers, who convoyed the investigators to migrant camps and farms along the 

Texas-Mexico border. With the Border Patrol’s assistance, Idar and McClellan gath- 

ered evidence to challenge the Texas growers who exploited Cold War rhetoric, 

paranoia, and anxiety to defend their extralegal employment practices.’® 

Idar, McClellan, and the Border Patrol revealed the oppressive underside of the 

growers democracy and free-labor theory. By revealing the crowded “squalor” of 

migrant housing, the contaminated drinking wells of migrant camps, and the 

poverty wages paid by Texas employers, they punctured the farmers’ narrative of 

democracy, freedom, and labor in the borderlands. “One moment they were free 

citizens of the Republic of Mexico,” explained Idar and McClellan, but after cross- 

ing illegally into the United States, Mexican nationals became “fugitives without 

recourse to the protection of the laws of either of the two great neighbor nations 

on the Rio Grande.”"” The historical synonym for the conditions of illegality in the 

United States, they argued, was the problem of slavery that many Americans 

thought had been abolished a century earlier. The “threat of deportation hanging 

over the worker’s head,” Idar and McClellan explained, turned migrant workers 

into “virtual slave[s].”!® 

The officers of the U.S. Border Patrol agreed with Idar and McClellan’s assess- 

ment. Farmers accused officers of being heartless law enforcers with neither pity 

nor compassion for the people that they deported, but, according to the officers, it 
was the farmers themselves who lacked humanity. In pursuit of unsanctioned mi- 
grants, officers of the Border Patrol found men, women, and children living in 
wretched conditions. “Wets were housed in every conceivable kind of shelter; ram- 
shackle abandoned old houses, barns, sheds, chicken coops, abandoned automo- 
bile bodies, caves dug into canal banks, and tents,” explained one officer.!° If work- 
ers complained, employers “kept these people in line by threatening to report them 
to La Patrulla or La Migra.””° In one case, officers raided a farm and found mi- 
grants who “told us of having been forced to stay there and to work even though 
they had been abused and underpaid.””! The migrants, one officer recalled, “wanted 
to go home, wanted to quit, wanted to leave, and were not allowed to.”22 The ar- 
rival of the Border Patrol and the migrants’ arrest for the crime of illegal entry into 
the United States, therefore, served as a back-handed liberation from an abusive 
employer who was later convicted of “some statute relating to slavery.”*? In response 
to the farmers’ characterization of the Border Patrol as a “nasty sprawling weed” 
of Gestapo tactics and racist intentions, the officers argued that aggressive migra- 
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tion control was all that stood between slavery and freedom. Force, they argued, 
was necessary to free slaves from masters in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In this, 
Border Patrol officers imagined undocumented Mexican workers as poor, abused, 
and systematically oppressed workers and considered themselves to be liberation 
fighters—aggressive, efficient, and uncompromising—justified by their contribu- 
tions to American democracy. 

The narrative of democracy and deliverance littered Border Patrol correspon- 

dence records during the early 1950s. In memo after memo, officers shared stories 

about abuses by farmers, who held migrants captive, paid poverty wages, and pro- 

vided unsanitary living conditions. Although officers increasingly noted the re- 

belliousness of those they apprehended, officers generally agreed that the typical 

illegal immigrant was an unauthorized Mexican worker, quite often arriving in a 

family group that was simple-minded, backward, pathetic, and oppressed. The Bor- 

der Patrol’s job rested somewhere between protecting the simple-minded and ex- 

ploited workers from abusive farmers and protecting American society from the 

dangerously backward “wetback.” 

In Border Patrol correspondence records, the archetype of the unsanctioned mi- 

grant was represented by a composite character referred to in a press release as José 

Garcia. Garcia was a twenty-five-year-old man from a “small town” in Zacatecas, 

Mexico, who had heard stories of the “marvels of life in Yankee land.””4 Needing 

work, José resolved to go north. He walked forty miles to the nearest railroad, which 

delivered him to Ciudad Juarez, where he joined a group of men who were plan- 

ning to cross illegally into the United States “in the desert above the Mtn with the 

cross.”*° The group left Juarez just before dark and walked for hours out into the 

desert until they saw the border. After they had stepped across the border, “sud- 

denly from out of the sands bounds a little jeep.””° The Border Patrol had detected 

their entry. The immigrants were “herded” into the jeep and returned to Juarez. 

José was left without any money and alone, but felt lucky that he had escaped forced 

return to the interior of Mexico.’ 
Back in Juarez, the press release continued, José heard rumors of easy entry and 

plentiful work in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, so he spent his last few pennies on 

bus fare to a Mexican town across from the Rio Grande Valley. The bus driver di- 

rected José toward the Rio Grande at the border and suggested safe places to cross. 

When darkness fell, José carefully crossed the river, then walked for miles until he 

saw “a light on a high pole in a farm yard.”** Back in Mexico, someone had told 

him “the light is a sign that the farmer is looking for cotton pickers.”” He slept in 

the grass and awoke early in the morning to pick cotton. 

The Texas farmer offered to pay José $1 for every hundred pounds of cotton, 

but first José had to buy a cotton sack and some food from the farmer. One dol- 

lar per hundred was about half of what José had expected to earn; he had heard 

that pickers earned $2 to $2.50 per hundred in New Mexico. However, he was told 
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that he could not leave the farm without the risk of running into the Border Pa- 

trol and being deported to the interior of Mexico. Without no money and few op- 

tions, José stayed with this farmer and quickly plummeted into debt before ever 

beginning to pick.*° 
The farmer only allowed the workers to pick the bolls that were “fully opened. 

The field was packed with other undocumented workers from Mexico, and that 

day José only picked 160 pounds of cotton. This amount earned him $1.60 for his 

labor—not enough to pay for the cotton sack or the food. That night José went to 

sleep with 20-25 other workers in a “dilapidated adobe shack” that was a safe dis- 

tance from the “big white ranch house.” During the night, a migrant mother gave 

birth “in a corner of one of the rooms.” Over the next days and weeks, José and the 

other workers returned to the field to pick cotton. Those who fell behind in pick- 

ing were taken by the Border Patrol, and the foreman “warn|ed] that the same fate 

[would] happen to them if they [did] not work hard and grumble[d] at the wages.”*” 

For many officers, José Garcia represented the thousands of Mexicans that they 

encountered during their raids upon farms, ranches, and migrant camps. He was 

a pitiful character whom they freed from the oppressive grasp of borderland farm- 

ers and ranchers. Alongside him were women and children, mothers and babies 

born into the tight corners and dark shadows of illegality. Against the farmers’ in- 

dictments and despite their complaints, the Border Patrol slowly developed “lib- 

erating José” into a new philosophy of immigration law enforcement in the bor- 

derlands. Every day officers used raids and airlifts, fences and concertina wire, and 

deportations and boatlifts to keep recalcitrant farmers and ranchers from thrust- 

ing the southwest into a slave past. “Whatever the total answer may be,” explained 

one Border Patrol officer, “know that the chronic user of this labor will recognize 

no authority as regards illegal immigration unless he is forced to do so.”*> As the 

troubles of the early 1950s demonstrated, the battle would be difficult because “the 

chronic user has a conscience similar to that of the pre-civil war slave owner. He 

is a overlord of all that he surveys and considers his right to the peon labor as prac- 
tically a divine one.”** Farmers may have opposed them, and Mexicans may have 
resisted them, but Border Patrol officers felt that their mission justified them be- 
cause—as was true during the struggle against southern slave owners—only force 
would bring an end to the resurrection of slavery in the fields. 

The Border Patrol’s abolitionist narrative directly confronted the farmers’ pub- 
lic accusations that by aggressively policing unsanctioned Mexican immigrants, the 
Border Patrol committed racism at home and fostered communism abroad. Ac- 
cording to the Border Patrol, undocumented Mexican immigrants were not 
refugees but slaves, and their deportation closed a dangerous loophole to the past— 
one that farmers denied in public but often embraced in private. The Border Pa- 
trol’s response to the farmers’ challenge framed migration control as a site of in- 

31 
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terrupting discredited, undemocratic, and illegal labor relations and emphasized 
a depiction of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants as oppressed workers rather than 
unwanted foreigners or even criminals. The Border Patrol defended its practices by 
arguing that the problem of illegal immigration in the borderlands was, at heart, a 
social problem that threatened American democracy through its creation of labor 
conditions and relations similar to those of southern slavery. Rather than turning 
to a discourse of national sovereignty, nativism, or law and order—all of which sim- 
mered beneath the surface—the officers of the Border Patrol privileged an under- 
standing of migration control as a matter of workers, employers, and the unequal 

social relations between them when laborers illegally crossed into the United States. 

Still, in their efforts to defend aggressive migration control in the U.S.-Mexico 

borderlands, Border Patrol officials did not rely solely upon their abolitionist nar- 

rative. At the same time that officers wrote about the poor and oppressed workers 

that they arrested in the fields of south Texas, officials in California argued that the 

unsanctioned Mexican immigrant was a drain upon public resources and, at times, 

a menace to public safety. Border Patrol officials, for example, worked with sher- 

iffs, district attorneys, and city police to compile information on the number of 

crimes committed by unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. In 1953, the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol assisted the district attorney of Imperial County in southern California 

in preparing a study for U.S. Attorney General Hebert Brownell entitled, “Wet- 

back Mexican Problems in California.”*° Bitler argued that the desperate and des- 

titute migrants who entered the United States illegally committed crimes of need 

and want.*° In search of food and shelter “they commit various depredations 

throughout the county ... .suchas burglarizing farm houses, stealing fruits and veg- 

etables to survive.”*” Further, he explained, “upon the heels of the vast army of wet- 

backs . . . is the problem of prostitution” because “destitute females from Mexico” 

crossed into the United States to service migrant Mexican workers.** Among them, 

venereal disease spread rampantly. While Bitler believed that “the Mexican labor- 

ers are, as a whole, law-abiding, tractable, docile persons, and as a class, not in- 

herently criminal,” he argued that unsanctioned Mexican immigrants threatened 

the homes and health of American communities along the border.*? Hidden 

among the poor workers, in other words, were social threats that demanded ag- 

gressive policing by the U.S. Border Patrol. 

Similar to the collaboration between Border Patrol officers and local law-en- 

forcement officials in southern California, Border Patrol officers working out of 

the San Antonio and McAllen stations assisted Lyle Saunders and Olen Leonard 

to conduct research for their 1951 publication, The Wetback in the Lower Rio Grande 

Valley, a project dedicated to exploring the negative social impacts of unsanctioned 

Mexican immigration into south Texas. Officers guided the authors on tours of the 

Lower Rio Grande region, showing them where and how unsanctioned migrants 
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lived and demonstrating the difficulties of migration control by allowing the au- 

thors to witness raids. In their study, Saunders and Lyle provided a well-researched 

examination of the process of unsanctioned migration, the profile of Mexican na- 

tionals who engaged in unsanctioned migration, and an analysis the social, polit- 

ical, and economic impact upon south Texas of hosting a large population of ille- 

gal immigrants. On the basis of an extensive review of INS and Border Patrol 

records, interviews with migrants detained at INS detention facilities, and a his- 

torical analysis of the problem of poverty in Mexico, Lyle and Saunders provided 

a detailed examination of who migrated illegally from Mexico and why, creating 

what they called “the profile of the wetback.”*° Most unsanctioned Mexican mi- 

grants, they concluded, were male, poor, rural, unskilled, and abused workers. 

Saunders and Leonard’s profile corresponded with the public position that the 

Border Patrol had taken in defense of its aggressive deportation of Mexican na- 

tionals from the borderlands. Border Patrol work, they argued, liberated the vir- 

tual slaves and thus salvaged American democracy. But Border Patrol officers had 

their own stories to tell, even if only to each other, about the profile of the wetback 

and the meaning of their work. After the publication of The Wetback in the Lower 

Rio Grande Valley, Patrol Inspector Earl Garrison translated the study into a se- 

ries of cartoons. Garrison was an amateur sketch artist who shared his creations 

with his fellow officers. Throughout the years, patrol officers posted his cartoons 

in their lockers, shared them in their correspondence, and (in recent years) pub- 

lished them in a newsletter for retired officers. Garrison’s sketches provide unique 

insight into the ways that Border Patrol officers understood their work and the 
people that they policed because, as one officer recalled, the cartoons “captured the 
frustrations, joys, and philosophies of journeymen patrol inspectors.”*! 

Garrison’s Illustrated Version of the Wetback in the Lower Rio Grande opens with 
a caricature entitled “The Profile of the Wetback,” showing the facial profile of a 
bronze-skinned male with a large nose and scruffy hair. What Garrison’s rendering 
of Leonard and Saunder’s research exemplifies is that while much had changed since 
the early years of the Border Patrol—the old-timers had lost their dominance, and 
new national and cross-national concerns shaped everyday practices—the jour- 
neymen officers’ specific focus upon policing poor, male, and markedly brown- 
skinned Mexican workers remained. Border Patrol officers, in other words, con- 
tinued to police a nuanced bundle of class, complexion, gender, and national 
origins. But Garrison’s sketches did mark an important shift in the patrol’s polic- 
ing of Mexican Browns in the early 1950s. Most important, Garrison’s “Profile of 
the Wetback” is followed by a series of images that focused upon the women, chil- 
dren, and families that Border Patrol officers increasingly encountered while on pa- 
trol in the bracero era. In sharp contradiction to the farmers’ characterization of un- 
sanctioned Mexican workers as industrious and much-needed male laborers and 
despite the Border Patrol’s official narrative of liberating abused workers, Garrison’s 
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cartoons captured them in idle moments—drinking with friends, sitting by the road- 
side, and gathering in family groups. For example, one image from the Illustrated 
Version of the Wetback in the Lower Rio Grande portrays a family unit of a mother, 
father, and three children with their dog and chicken and towers of household goods. 
Contradicting the notion that Mexico’s unsanctioned labor migrants were male so- 
journers who quickly, quietly, and easily returned to Mexico either voluntarily or 
through forced removal and deportation, this image sits above a quotation drawn 
from Saunders and Leonard’s original text: “The return of entire families, particu- 
larly those with children, was often complicated by the fact that the family unit, par- 
ticularly if it had been here for some time, had acquired dishes, utensils, bedding, 
and other household articles too awkard [sic] or too heavy to be easily carried.”” 

While farmers and the Border Patrol engaged in a heated public debate regarding 

Mexican workers hanging in the balance between communism and liberation, such 

images revealed the untidy world of families and forced removal that officers con- 

fronted on a daily basis. Here, the abstractions of communism and liberation failed 

to register against the challenges of organizing the mass removal of family units 

and household goods instead of the seemingly simple return of sojourners to their 

homes south of the border. Still, as Garrison’s caricatures of unsanctioned Mexi- 

can women as bare-footed and brown-skinned mothers with iarge breasts, wide 

hips, bright red lips, and long noses suggest, Border Patrol officers regarded fam- 

ily migration as a social problem, and experience taught them that their forced re- 

moval from the United States would not be easy. 

Further, Garrison’s cartoons explored the many facets of the varied interests in 

unsanctioned Mexican migrants that made it so difficult to catch them. In addi- 

tion to the farmers and ranchers who hired them, there were the numerous mer- 

chants and small-business owners who catered to unsanctioned migrants and the 

family members who protected their own when the legal distinctions between cit- 

izens, legal residents, and illegal immigrants zigzagged through their families. Ac- 

cording to Garrison’s sketches, the targets of Border Patrol aggression were nei- 

ther deserving refugees, as represented by the farmers, nor the abused workers most 

often represented in the Border Patrol’s abolitionist narrative. Rather, according 

to the journeymen officers, Mexico’s unsanctioned migrants were more pathetic 

than pitiful and more socially embedded than suggested by widely held notions of 

temporary migrant workers. Border Patrol work was not so much a matter of reflex- 

ive law enforcement but a difficult job centered upon policing the complex social 

world in which unsanctioned Mexican immigration unfolded. 

The Border Patrol’s official and locker-room narratives of unauthorized immi- 

grants and migration control sustained officers against constant assaults from farm- 

ers and migrants alike. The farmers who opposed them were little more than slave 

drivers. The migrants who rebelled against them were not productive workers, but 

abused workers or idle families that comprised a social threat. Regardless of mount- 
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ing resistance, in other words, aggressive migration control was a difficult—if not 

thankless—job that benefited American society and protected American commu- 

nities. Yet few could deny that.the Border Patrol seemed to be losing its battles in 

the borderlands. Border Patrol statistics suggested that each year more migrants 

crossed the border illegally. Overlooking the Border Patrol’s greater efficiencies and 

capacities that resulted in the rising number of apprehensions, simplistic inter- 

pretations of Border Patrol statistics suggested that the ever-increasing number of 

apprehensions signaled the patrol’s failure to effectively control the U.S.-Mexico 

border. At the same time, the south Texas rebels grew more agitated and vocal. The 

relationship between the patrol and the south Texas growers was, as one farmer 

described it, a “nightmare.”* In 1953, U.S. Border Patrol officials made plans to 

bring the nightmare to an end: they would use military force to bring the belliger- 

ent farmers to their knees, eject the virtual slaves from the United States, and seal 

the border against all of the Mexican Browns that tried to return. 

OPERATION CLOUD BURST OF 1953 

On July 15, 1953, Harlon B. Carter of the U.S. Border Patrol sat down with Lieu- 

tenant General Joseph Swing and Adjunct General Jones. More than two decades 

had passed since Carter had killed young Ramon Casiano on the streets of Laredo. 

Unlike many old-timers who struggled to adjust, Carter adapted to the new patrol 

and thrived. By 1953, Carter was leading Border Patrol operations throughout the 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 
Carter had convened the meeting with Generals Jones and Swing to request the 

assistance of the U.S. military and the National Guard to purge the nation of un- 
documented Mexican nationals and seal the U.S.-Mexico border. The Border Pa- 
trol’s proposal was titled Operation Cloud Burst and consisted of three basic steps. 
First, an “anti-infiltration operation on or near the border” would seal the border 
with the assistance of 2,180 military troops. In addition to stationing troops along 
the border line, the Border Patrol planned to build fences along the areas of heavy 
illegal traffic. “Iwo metal picket barbed wire fences, eight feet high and eight feet 
apart, with rolls of ‘concertina’ wire in between and one roll of ‘concertina’ wire 
on top fence nearest Mexico,” built several miles along the border, would form the 
fence. But previous experience had taught the Border Patrol that fenced areas still 
needed additional security. Therefore, the concertina fence would be reinforced by 
“officers in jeeps who will be directed to the scene of any attempted fence or canal 
crossing by observers in radio-equipped towers.”“4 

Second, a “containment operation” would maintain roadblocks on all major 
roads leading from the southwest to the interior of the United States, These road- 
blocks would be used “to inspect traffic, including railroad traffic, for the purpose 
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of detecting illegal entrants and to maintain safety patrols around the check 
points.” The roadblocks were planned for strategic locations that would prevent 
aliens from fleeing to the interior of the nation when the “mopping up” operations — 
the third phase—began. The “mopping up” operations would be conducted in 
northern areas, such as San Francisco, where the task forces would raid designated 
locations, such as migrant camps or places of business. In the final phase of Oper- 
ation Cloud Burst, officers would work with the Mexican government to airlift or 
trainlift apprehended Mexican nationals to the interior of Mexico.*5 

General Jones agreed to provide “500 to 900 adequately equipped National 
Guard troops” to patrol the border and transport apprehended illegal aliens to de- 
portation centers. General Swing offered more. He guaranteed “3,500 to 4,000 
troops on the job by August 15th” and showed “enthusiastic interest in the oper- 
ation,” because, while Swing was busy supplying troops for “the Korean campaign,” 

he believed that assigning new military recruits to Operation Cloud Burst could 

provide “training advantages . . . over and above any training programs . . . that they 

could set up at any conventional training center.” According to Swing, the oppor- 
tunity for troops to work with the U.S. Border Patrol in a massive purging of the 

southwest was an ideal “training project” to prepare military recruits for the po- 

lice action in Korea.*® 

The only problem that stood between the plans for Operation Cloud Burst and 

its implementation was Posse Comitatus, an 1878 law that prohibited the use of the 

U.S. Army for domestic law enforcement unless granted the authority to do so by 

Congress. The U.S. Army was a weapon of war, requiring congressional approval 

for its deployment. General Swing, however, “indicated that this could be overcome 

by a Presidential Proclamation” and “made it quite clear that in his opinion there 

is no absolute bar to the use of Army personnel in the manner contemplated.” 

By July 30, Harlon Carter was corresponding with President Eisenhower’s assis- 

tants and preparing for the presidential order to be issued allowing the U.S. Army 

to assist the Border Patrol in ending the nightmare along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Carter quickly detailed sixty-five Border Patrol officers to California in prepara- 

tion for Operation Cloud Burst, but Eisenhower never signed the requisite procla- 

mation.** The preparations and the expectation that military action would crush 

the borderland rebellion, liberate and deport the virtual slaves, and seal the border 

were foiled. Eisenhower refused to deploy troops within the United States, though 

he supported the Border Patrol’s goals. In place of a presidential order to use the 

military, Eisenhower gave the U.S. Border Patrol General Swing. 

In May of 1954, President Eisenhower appointed his old West Point friend, Gen- 

eral Joseph Swing (retired), as commissioner of the Immigration and Naturaliza- 

tion Service. Before joining the INS, General Swing’s long career with the military 

had included service with General John Pershing in Mexico and an appointment 
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as commanding general of the U.S. Sixth Army in South Korea. If the Border Pa- 

trol could not use troops, at least they could have the leadership and guidance of a 

seasoned officer in the borderland battles to come. 

When General Swing took command of the INS in May of 1954, the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol already had one decade of experience in aggressive immigration law en- 

forcement. For years, officers had been battling with Special Mexican Deportation 

Parties, fences, airlifts, train lifts, boat lifts, buslifts, cross-border raids, head-shav- 

ings, and more. Nothing had worked. Each year, in fact, Border Patrol officers ap- 

prehended increasing numbers of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. Many hoped 

that the arrival of General Swing would lead to a militarization of the Border Pa- 

trol that would enable it to take the upper hand in the borderlands. 

OPERATION WETBACK OF 1954 

As promised, one month after joining the INS, Swing announced that he would 

lead the U.S. Border Patrol in an intensive, innovative, and paramilitary law-en- 

forcement campaign designed to end the problem of illegal Mexican immigration 

along the U.S.-Mexico border. No one questioned how in four short weeks he had 

prepared the officers of the Border Patrol for such a massive campaign. Had Bor- 

der Patrol officers been rushed through an intensive, military-style training pro- 

gram? No, they had not. Were they instructed in new techniques of migration con- 

trol? No, they were not. Had they received new equipment? No, they had not. Still, 

the flashy press releases and the quick start of the campaign prevented critics from 

asking basic questions about the actual mechanics of a drive that Commissioner 

Swing promised would make the many problems of illegal Mexican immigration 

disappear. 

On the evening of June 9, 1954, hundreds of Border Patrolmen from the Cana- 

dian border and the Florida Gulf Coast region reported for duty in southern Cali- 

fornia. All they carried with them was a letter from General Swing instructing them 

to purge the nation of unsanctioned immigrants by “removing the huge number 

of Mexican nationals who were in this country in violation of the immigration 
laws.”*” At dawn the next morning, they began their work by erecting roadblocks 
on routes that led from the U.S.-Mexico border to the interior of the United States. 
Between June 10 and June 17, 1954, Border Patrol officers working at roadblocks 
in California and western Arizona apprehended 10,917 undocumented immi- 
grants.”? On the June 17, the officers were organized into Special Mobile Task Forces 
and began sweeping from north to south in California and western Arizona. Each 
Special Mobile Task Force was a self-contained “command unit” of twelve men. 
Just as they had been doing since Albert Quillin’s innovations of 1950, the officers 
used jeeps, planes, trucks, and mobile immigration stations to apprehend, process, 
and deport large numbers of migrants each day.°! 
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Often, the patrolmen arrested more Mexicans than they could handle. To hold 

the detainees, the officers turned public spaces into temporary detention facilities. 

For example, in Los Angeles, the Border Patrol transformed Elysian Park, a pop- 

ular public park, into a temporary holding station, where apprehended Mexican 

nationals were processed for deportation. In countless fields and along many coun- 

try roads, Border Patrol officers set up mobile immigration stations to process un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigrants for official deportation. They used trucks on loan 

from the armed services to transport the apprehended immigrants from Califor- 

nia to Nogales, Arizona, for deportation into Mexico. 

As in the past, cross-border collaboration extended the process of deportation 

far south of the U.S.-Mexico border. In the months before the campaign of 1954, 

INS and U.S. Department of State officials had worked with the Mexican secretary 

of foreign relations and the Mexican Department of Migration to coordinate train- 

lifts of deportees to the interior of Mexico. In contrast to the years when they first 

began their collaborations, however, U.S. officials were less compromising than they 

had once been. In the years since the end of World War II, U.S.-Mexico relations 

remained marked by a measure of cooperation and accommodation. Still, without 

the threat of Axis attacks from across the southern border, U.S. authorities afforded 
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Mexican officials far less influence in U.S.-Mexico relations. In terms of migration 

control, Mexico’s loss of influence transformed the nature of cross-border collab- 

oration. On May 20, 1954, the U.S. secretary of state asked the U.S. ambassador in 

Mexico to inform the Mexican secretary of foreign relations of the U.S. Border Pa- 

trol’s impending campaign. When the campaign began in California, he explained, 

Mexican officials should expect to receive and process a thousand deportees daily 

at the port between Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora.” From there, U.S. au- 

thorities expected that Mexican officials would conduct daily or weekly trainlifts 

of deportees to interior locations. 

Two days later, the U.S. ambassador in Mexico City forwarded a memo ad- 

dressing Mexican concerns about U.S. plans. First, Mexican officials informed the 

U.S. Department of State that all Mexican government offices would be closed in 

the week to come. It would be difficult, therefore, for Mexican officials to prepare 

for the arrival of deportees through the small immigration station at Nogales, 

Sonora. Instead of coordinating interior deportations through Nogales, the Mex- 

ican authorities requested that deportees be airlifted directly from the United States 

to the interior of Mexico. Responding to the Mexican requests, the U.S. Depart- 

ment of State informed Mexican officials that there were no funds available for an 

airlift and that, regardless of the difficulties, Mexican officials should prepare to 

train lift deportees from Nogales to the interior of Mexico. The only accommoda- 

tion that the U.S. could make would be to remove deportees through Mexicali if 
Nogales became overcrowded.°? 

Again, Mexican officials raised concerns regarding the details of the proposed 

campaign. They had long been active participants in cross-border migration con- 

trol and had recently established the Mexican Border Patrol, but the U.S. Border 

Patrol’s plan to deport one thousand persons daily through Nogales would require 

that they borrow more than 2.5 million pesos from emergency funds to process the 
deportees and, as they informed U.S. officials, Nogales had neither adequate de- 
tention facilities nor rail lines to receive and remove one thousand deportees per 
day. In search of a compromise, the Mexican secretary of foreign relations requested 
that no more than five hundred deportees daily be returned through Nogales. U.S. 
officials, however, reiterated their plan to deport a thousand Mexicans per day 
through Nogales and, if necessary, to deport Mexicans through Calexico, Califor- 
nia as well.** With little influence over the rhythm of deportations, Mexican offi- 
cials in Nogales, Arizona, received 23,222 of the 33, 307 unsanctioned Mexican im- 
migrants that the U.S. Border Patrol task forces had apprehended in California and 
western Arizona between June 17 and June 30, 1954.°5 

To showcase the large numbers of migrants being processed for forced removal 
into Mexico, officers were directed to raid Mexicano communities, leisure spots, mi- 
grant camps, ranches, farms, and parks. They also paid close attention to urban in- 
dustries known to employ undocumented Mexican immigrants. Between June 17 
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and July 26, 1954, 2,827 of the 4,403 migrants apprehended by the task force as- 
signed to Los Angeles area had worked in industry. After Border Patrol raids dur- 
ing the summer of 1954, three Los Angeles brickyards were left without sufficient 
numbers of workers and temporarily closed down their operations. Similarly, Bor- 
der Patrol officers paid close attention to the hotel and restaurant business, which 
routinely hired undocumented Mexican immigrants as “bus boys, kitchen help, 
waiters, etc.”°” Officers reported apprehending such workers at well-known es- 
tablishments, such as the Biltmore Hotel, Beverly Hills Hotel, Hollywood Roosevelt 
Hotel, Los Angeles Athletic Club, and the Brown Derby. At times, Border Patrol 

raids created moments of chaos at popular restaurants when migrants attempted 
to escape by running through the serving area.*® 

Everywhere they went, the officers were chased and photographed by journal- 

ists who had come to witness what General Swing had promised would be a spec- 

tacular show of U.S. immigration law enforcement. Swing pledged that the U.S. 

Border Patrol would deport or otherwise purge the one million undocumented 

Mexican nationals estimated to be living in the United States at the time. As the 

special details headed out into the field during the summer of 1954, Swing certainly 

seemed to be making good on his promise. The press snapped shots of officers ap- 

prehending dozens and hundreds of undocumented Mexican nationals at a time. 

By raiding popular restaurants and turning public parks into detention facilities, 

the INS was able to create a constant buzz that kept the summer campaign in the 

headlines of regional and national newspapers throughout June of 1954. 

The very public campaign in California was a strategy designed as a warning to 

the rebels in south Texas. As the task forces worked in California, Border Patrol 

officers took the newspaper coverage of the California campaign and visited ranch- 

ers in south Texas. Resistance was futile, advised Border Patrol officers, who 

warned that the coming task forces would be nothing like the south Texans had 

ever experienced. In south Texas, Harlon Carter and others arranged special meet- 

ings with influential ranchers and farmers to outline their options. Either south 

Texas growers could continue to hire undocumented Mexican laborers and suffer 

from relentless raids, or they could meet their labor needs through the Bracero Pro- 

gram. The growers typically responded that they would never submit unless the 

program was dramatically simplified. One farmer argued that the provisions of 

the program should have been stripped down until they could be “squeezed onto 

a3x>5 card.” In particular, the farmers vehemently objected to the Bracero Pro- 

gram’s requirements that employers provide contracts regulating adequate hous- 

ing, sanitation, and disability insurance. Why, they asked, should American em- 

ployers providing jobs for unemployed Mexicans be required to provide Mexican 

workers with facilities, protections, and guarantees that were routinely unenforced 

for Mexican workers in Mexico and systemically denied to all other agricultural 

workers in the United States according to the occupational limitations of U.S. la- 
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bor law? Further, they cringed, bracero employers were required to provide all these 

comforts for workers whom they did not individually select. According to the grow- 

ers, the employers should have been allowed to select workers rather than having 

them randomly assigned. In response, INS and Border Patrol officers explained, 

in great detail, that recent changes in the Bracero Program would satisfy some of 

their demands. 
The INS instituted the I-100 and Specials Programs during the summer of 1954. 

The I-100 Program worked by providing braceros who had satisfactorily completed 

their contracts with laminated certificates called I-100 cards. Workers with I-100 

cards could be recontracted for work in the United States without having to return 

to recruitment centers in Mexico. The I-100 program, therefore, saved employers 

from having to pay for a worker’s for transportation from the interior of Mexico to 

the border. Further, in 1955, Commissioner Swing declared that all workers with I- 

100 cards should be offered bracero contracts before those without I-100 cards. Priv- 

ileging workers with I-100 cards effectively provided employers the opportunity to 

exert greater control over the bracero workforce because workers with negative re- 

ports from employers were denied I-100 cards. Future bracero contracts, in other 

words, were directly linked to favorable reports provided by employers in the United 

States. The Specials Program offered employers additional control over the bracero 

workforce by allowing them to select bracero workers. Together, the I-100 Program 

and the Specials Program assuaged many of the growers’ complaints by offering them 

a way to discipline and select the bracero workforce independently.” 

When the special mobile task forces arrived in south Texas in the middle of July, 

Border Patrol officers brought both threats of deporting workers from the fields 

and promises to allow farmers more control over the selection and discipline of 

braceros. During the course of farm checks and raids, officers would speak with 

ranchers and farmers about the benefits of the I-100 and Specials Program.*! If a 
grower seemed unconvinced, Border Patrol officials followed up with an offer to 
station a two-man Border Patrol team on the grower’s farm until he signed a pledge 
to use braceros instead of illegals. By the end of July, the Border Patrol reported 
apprehending 41,951 Mexicans in the Lower Rio Grande Valley and noted the dra- 
matic increase in the number of braceros contracted in the state of Texas from 168 
in July 1953 to 41,766 in July 1954.” 

The jump in bracero contracts during the summer of 1954 suggested that a com- 
bination of coercion and compromise had finally convinced the rebellious south 
Texans to replace the illegals with braceros. Keeping braceros in the fields, how- 
ever, depended upon the growers’ continued compliance after the summer of 1954. 
During the fall of 1954 and 1955, therefore, the U.S. Border Patrol conducted a 
public opinion survey in the Lower Rio Grande Valley to gauge the long-term com- 
mitment of employers to the Bracero Program. The survey indicated that the Bor- 
der Patrol’s most vocal opponents were now using the new Bracero Program. Carl 
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Schuster, for example, had been “one of the most critical and openly opposed men 
to the Service” and tried “every means possible to hinder the work of the Service 
and to embarrass the individual officers.”® In the years leading up to Operation 
Wetback of 1954, Schuster had placed booby-traps at his farm gates, cursed 
officers, and lobbied congressmen for reduced Border Patrol appropriations. But 
after participating in the modified Bracero Program for several months, Schuster 
testified, “I am very pleased with the Bracero Program” and “intend to cooperate 
in every way possible with the Immigration Service and its officers.”** Echoing the 
remarks of Schuster were many others who vowed to continue using braceros in 
place of undocumented workers. The El Paso Valley Cotton Association, for ex- 

ample, had long opposed the Bracero Program and spearheaded much of the cam- 

paign against the U.S. Border Patrol during the early 1950s. In November of 1955, 

however, the chairman of the association stated that “although you can still hear 

reports that the farmers would like to go back to ‘the good old days of the wetback,. 
with no worries about processing, wage scales, and insurance, I believe that we are 

all convinced that time is gone and the best solution to our problem is the present 

bracero program.”® That year, for the first time, the El Paso Valley Cotton Asso- 

ciation supported the Bracero Program. 

For the U.S. Border Patrol, the growers’ acceptance of the Bracero Program 

marked a turning point in the troublesome south Texas region. As one officer re- 

marked, 1954 was the summer when “deportable aliens became contract laborers,” 

and “the assurance of a plentiful supply of labor at a reasonable cost, though a lit- 

tle higher than before, quieted the farmers and their organizations.”°* The mod- 

ified Bracero Program undoubtedly addressed the crisis of consent among south 

Texas farmers that had destabilized and undermined the practices and priorities 

of the Border Patrol in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands for nearly a decade. But Com- 

missioner Swing and many others also credited the modified Bracero Program with 

ending the crisis of control along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

After the summer of 1954, apprehensions of Mexican nationals dropped to 

a fraction of what they had been. In 1954, the U.S. Border Patrol apprehended 

1,075,168 Mexican nationals. The following year, that number plunged to 242,608, 

and in 1956, it plummeted to 72,442. The number of Mexican nationals appre- 

hended remained under one hundred thousand until 1967. Further, the number 

of Mexican nationals as a percentage of the total number of apprehensions 

dropped from 98 percent in 1954 to 46 percent in 1959.°’ Mass deportation and 

the shift from illegals to braceros, Swing argued, had dramatically reduced un- 

sanctioned Mexican border crossings. Yet Swing’s assessment that modifications 

within the Bracero Program or the process of making legals out of illegals had re- 

duced Border Patrol apprehensions after 1954 is deeply flawed because significant 

numbers of the Mexican nationals who had been apprehended for illegal entry 

were categorically ineligible for bracero contracts. Women and children, for ex- 
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ample were ineligible. Further, industrial and service workers were also ineligible 

for bracero contracts. The gendered and industry limitations of the Bracero Pro- 

gram denied the opportunity for legalization to large numbers of unsanctioned - 

Mexican immigrants. Swing’s analysis that the Border Patrol’s plummeting rates 

of apprehension were directly related to the rising number of braceros fell apart 

in his disregard of the gender dynamics of unsanctioned labor migration and in 

his dismissal of evidence that unsanctioned Mexican workers worked in manu- 

facturing and service industries. Just as the dramatic increase in Border Patrol ap- 

prehension statistics between 1944 and 1954 was a reflection of border-crossing 

trends and law-enforcement strategies, the post-1954 decline was also the result 

of a combination of factors. 

THB POST WE BAC IRE RE Au 

In terms of law enforcement, the demobilization of the special mobile task forces 

significantly reduced the number of apprehensions made each year. First launched 

as the Special Mexican Deportation Parties, the task force model had functioned 

as a part of the U.S. Border Patrol’s operations along the U.S.-Mexico border since 

1944. The Special Mexican Deportation Parties headed out from local offices with 

the sole purpose of apprehending unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. Accordingly, 

between 1943 and 1944, the raw number of Mexican nationals apprehended in- 

creased along with the percentage of Mexican nationals among the total number 

of apprehensions nationwide. In 1950, Patrol Officer Quillin of south Texas inte- 

grated new radio technology with the Special Mexican Deportation Parties to cre- 

ate the Operation Wetback model of teams of officers with trucks, buses, and planes 

conducting coordinated raids upon border farms, ranches, and communities. By 

late 1950, the Operation Wetback model was in use at stations throughout the U.S.- 

Mexico borderlands and was, as Fletcher Rawls stated, “poundin’ away at these 

wets” throughout the region. But in 1955 U.S. Border Patrol officials reimagined 

the use of task forces. Rather than using them as a day-to-day strategy, upper offi- 

cials established regional task forces to be deployed by district authorities to des- 

ignated pressure points on a case-by-case basis.°* 

The task forces were replaced by seventy-three two-man teams of officers as- 
signed primarily to work along the border and wait for unsanctioned migrants to 
step across the line. In contrast to the task forces that routinely arrested thou- 
sands of people within just a few hours of work, the best that the two-man teams 
could do was, as one office noted, to “just grab somebody” as they attempted to 
cross illegally into the United States.” Thinly dispersed along the two-thousand- 
mile border, officers often spent more time lying in wait than arresting unsanc- 
tioned migrants. Further, officers had to “wrestle” migrants who tested the ability 
of two-man patrols to simultaneously contain a large group of migrants while tus- 
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sling with an individual. “You didn’t sit 50 down and expect them to sit there,” ex- 
plained officer Arthur Adams.’! Without the support of twelve-man teams, buses, 
and aerial patrols, officers struggled to “grab one or two and hang on to ’em,”” 
Unlike the officers involved in the rush and scramble of task force operations dur- 

ing the wetback decade, officers working line patrols in the post-wetback era en- 

countered fewer unsanctioned migrants and struggled to hold onto those they 

found. The shift in strategies from task forces striking throughout the region to two- 

man teams watching the line, therefore, reduced the number of apprehensions that 

officers could make.” 

Despite the 1955 changes in Border Patrol strategy, Commissioner Swing and 

many others actively promoted a simple reading of the relatively low number of 

apprehensions after the summer of 1954. Fewer apprehensions, they argued, were 

a clear indication that fewer Mexican nationals were attempting illicit entry into 

the United States. As Commissioner Swing reminisced during the INS appropri- 

ation hearings for 1961, the triumphs of 1954 had led to an enduring, “hard-fought 

conquest of the Mexican border situation.””* But beneath the propaganda sug- 

gesting that deportations, coercive force, and a general militarization of the bor- 

der had turned back the tides of unsanctioned Mexican migrants, the Border Pa- 

trol’s triumph along the U.S.-Mexico border was guarded and sustained by changes 

in day-to-day operations that pulled officers off task forces, put them in two-man 

teams, and, thereby, limited the number of apprehensions.” The Border Patrol’s 

triumph of 1954, therefore, rested on retreat rather than effective force. 

THE COMPROMISE OF ’55 

The Border Patrol’s post-1954 retreat frustrated leaders of the Mexican American 

middle class who had actively supported aggressive immigration law enforcement 

against unsanctioned Mexican immigration. They had defended the U.S. Border 

Patrol against the south Texas rebels. Most important, when the patrol began plan- 

ning Operation Cloudburst of 1953 and Operation Wetback of 1954, members of 

influential Mexican American political organizations had submitted to their own 

harassment, hoping that the mass deportation of unsanctioned Mexican immi- 

grants would improve the job security and living conditions of Mexican American 

workers. For example, in anticipation of Operation Cloud Burst of 1953, repre- 

sentatives and members of the American G.I. Forum had flooded Attorney Gen- 

eral Brownell’s office with letters requesting that the “entire U.S. Mexican border 

be closed against illegal entry of aliens; . . . mass invasion by hordes of illegal aliens 

at will poses great economic educational and social problem in Texas and certainly 

undermines the security of our country in these dangerous times.”’° Although Op- 

eration Cloud Burst was derailed for lack of a presidential executive order, when 

Operation Wetback began in 1954, representatives of the American G.I. Forum and 
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the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) worked with Border Pa- 

trol officials to ensure the campaign’s success. 

Recognizing that racial profiling would entangle Mexican Americans in the 

campaign to purge the nation of “the huge number of Mexican nationals,” the INS 

district director of San Antonio, J. W. Holland, addressed a letter to the heads of 

the American G.I. Forum and LULAC. As he had explained to Swing, “Inasmuch 

as these gentlemen are very influential among the Spanish-speaking people in 

Texas, ... it would be a good gesture on my part to inform them of our contem- 

plated action in order to obviate some complaints from Spanish-speaking people.””” 

Holland informed the heads of the American G.I. Forum and LULAC that the U.S. 

Border Patrol would soon “commence an intensive drive to apprehend and evict 

thousands of aliens illegally in this country.”’* That campaign would benefit Mex- 

ican Americans because, “as you well know,” he explained, “the thousands of aliens 

who have entered this country illegally from Mexico during the past decade have 

caused serious economic problems for thousands of Spanish-speaking American 

families residing near the border.””? Echoing the position of many LULAC and G.I. 

Forum members, Holland argued that unsanctioned Mexican immigration forced 

Mexican Americans out of work. “It would be difficult to estimate the number of 

such families who have given up their homes, taken their children out of school, 

and moved elsewhere in search of new homes and employment,” he explained. Mex- 

ican American jobs and homes were endangered by unsanctioned Mexican immi- 

grants who worked for wages and under conditions that citizen workers refused. 

“The irony of it all,” he sympathized, “is that some of the victims of the influx of il- 
legal aliens have been forced to leave their very homes, in which their families have 
lived for several generations.”*° By deporting unsanctioned Mexican immigrants, 
therefore, Holland argued that the U.S. Border Patrol and INS were “working on 
their [Mexican Americans] behalf.”®! 

Holland played to the strategic choice of Mexican American organizations such 
as LULAC and the American G.I. Forum to forge Mexican American inclusion 
through Mexican exclusion. His approach reaffirmed the mutual desire of the U.S. 
Border Patrol and Mexican Americans to “evict” the undocumented Mexican na- 
tionals living in the borderlands. While he made no promises, Holland suggested 
that Mexican Americans would no longer have to leave the borderlands to find work 
if the Border Patrol’s upcoming campaign was successful. He also reminded Mex- 
ican American leaders that the difference between past Border Patrol failure and 
future success was the appointment of General Swing as Commissioner of the INS. 
“After many years of what appear to have been fruitless efforts on the part of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service,” he admitted, “the guidance of our newlv 
appointed Commissioner, Lt. General Joseph Swing (retired), is taking active steps 
to combat it.”*” To serve their interests, however, Mexican Americans first had to 
accept the surveillance and suspicions of U.S. Border Patrol officers who, in the 
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pursuit of deporting unsanctioned Mexican nationals, would mistakenly question 
Mexican Americans regarding their citizenship. “With that in mind,” Holland 
wrote, “I respectfully solicit your aid in bringing this matter to the attention of your 
many members and their friends, in order that they will know that we are work- 
ing in their behalf, and if they are questioned regarding their citizenship, they will 
understand the motive behind our actions.”** 

Without delay, Ed Idar instructed all “South Texas Forums, Auxiliaries, and Jun- 

ior Forums” to “call special public meetings and to use the newspapers and the ra- 

dio to alert our people to this drive and to request that they cooperate with the Im- 

migration and Naturalization Service in order to minimize the possibility of 

misunderstandings.”** He reminded members of the American G.I. Forum that al- 

though “there may be occasions when some of our legal residents and American 

citizens may be asked to present identification, . .. our people must be made to re- 

alize that the officers not only will be discharging a duty imposed on them by law 

but the successful discharge of that duty in cleaning out the wetbacks will react to 

the betterment of employment and economic opportunities for our people.”® It 

was a Faustian bargain for Mexican Americans: full incorporation into the Amer- 

ican dream was just around the bend if only they could sacrifice a bit to get there. 

But, for the Border Patrol, Idar’s defense of the coming campaign inverted the south 

Texas rebels’ claims that racial profiling was a form of discrimination that com- 

promised American justice and equality. Rather, as Idar argued, Border Patrol prac- 

tice would ultimately uplift Mexican Americans in their quest for economic secu- 

rity, social inclusion, and upward mobility within the borderlands. 

Both anticipating and accepting that racial harassment of Mexican Americans 

by Border Patrol officers would escalate during the upcoming campaign, Idar set 

up a process for facilitating complaints that would not interrupt the Border Pa- 

trol’s efforts. Idar instructed all members and officers of the American G.I. Forum 

to “IMMEDIATELY” refer any complaints to Virgilio Roal and Robert Sanchez, at- 

torneys in McAllen, Texas, who would “look into the situation and clear with the 

Austin office if any action has to be taken.”*° Idar and the American G.I. Forum 
were committed to help Operation Wetback run smoothly. They firmly believed 

that the removal of undocumented Mexican nationals would improve the life and 

labor conditions of Mexican Americans. Later that summer, Idar welcomed the 

chief supervisor of the Border Patrol, W. F. Kelly, as a “guest of honor and the prin- 

cipal speaker” at the American G.I. Forum’s annual conference.” Idar took the op- 

portunity to publicly thank Border Patrol officers for their “extraordinary efforts” 

during the summer of 1954.°* Similarly, Frank Piftedo, the president of LULAC, 

wrote in LULAC News that “the Immigration Service is to be highly commended 

for their careful planning for this drive, not only in South Texas, but in California 

as well. ... It is important that all members of LULAC should represent to the 

people of Texas that the League whole-heartedly supports this drive, and any in- 
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cidents, if any occur, should be carefully analyzed before hasty judgment is passed 

and harmful criticism is made.”® 
Pifiedo, Idar, and others worked diligently to ensure that Operation Wetback 

would succeed. In the process, they developed friendly alliances with Border Pa- 

trol officers and officials. Holland cultivated that support. When in Austin, he 

stopped by Pifiedo’s office. Although Pinedo was out of town, Holland left him a 

note saying that he was “sorry that I missed seeing you.””° Yet, beyond the imme- 

diate goal of mass deportations, the political convergence of the Border Patrol and 

Mexican American civil rights organizations diverged. In the years after their shared 

triumph over unsanctioned Mexican border crossings, the once mutual interests 

of the U.S. Border Patrol and Mexican American middle class disintegrated. 

In early 1955, Idar noted that “although the wetback has been cleaned out in 

large measure, due to poor administration of the provisions of the international 

bracero agreement, there is increasing displacement of our domestic agricultural 

workers by legally imported labor.”! Many scholars confirm Idar’s suspicions that 

the Bracero Program was marked by systemic corruption and willful mismanage- 

ment after 1954. Employers regularly violated the bracero contract after 1954—“I 

know that we can’t live up to the contract 100 percent. It’s just a piece of paper,” 

one grower admitted—and the lack of enforcement allowed farmers to participate 
in the simplified Bracero Program without providing minimum wages or adequate 
housing.” As Manuel Garcia y Griego has written, although the Border Patrol 
helped switch southwestern growers from illegal practices to a legal labor system, 
after Operation Wetback, “the cost and attractiveness of bracero labor was not very 
different from what the same had been for ‘wetback’ labor.” 

For the Mexican American leaders who had hoped that the mass deportation 
of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants would deny employers access to a highly ex- 
ploitable labor force, the perversions of the Bracero Program were disturbing. Ed 
Idar, for example, wrote to Walter Sahli, the new district director of the INS in San 
Antonio, Texas, that he was “quite concerned” over the new predicament in which 
he found Mexican American workers who had to compete with underpaid and 
poorly treated legal bracero workers.” He and other leaders of the American G.I. 
Forum turned to their friends in the U.S. Border Patrol for help. Idar and the na- 
tional chairman of the American G.I. Forum, Dr. Hector Garcia, requested that 
when conducting routine farm checks, officers report violations of the Fair Labor 
Standards Act of 1950, which prohibited children under the age of sixteen from 
working in agriculture during school hours.® Garcia suggested that if officers found 
children working during school hours, they could forward information to the De- 
partment of Labor for follow-up and enforcement of the law. But Harlon Carter of 
the U.S. Border Patrol responded by accusing Dr. Garcia of “misunderstanding... 
the scope and limited purpose of the Fair Labor Standards Act” and refused to col- 
laborate on this project because “the projection of our Service into this field would 
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hinder a number of our efforts to promote good immigration law enforcement 
through the cooperation of farmers and the press” and “incur the ill-will of em- 
ployers now won to our side.””° 

Only a few years earlier, Border Patrol officials had stood with Mexican Amer- 
ican activists to combat the rise in undocumented Mexican immigration. Mexican 
American leaders had envisioned the mass deportations promised during Opera- 

tion Wetback of 1954 as protecting Mexican American interests. With this in mind, 

they encouraged Mexican Americans to submit to their own harassment and stead- 

fastly supported the effort to deport unsanctioned Mexican workers. Officials of 

the U.S. Border Patrol entered the summer of 1954 with wholly different objectives 

in mind, however. In particular, Border Patrol officials sought the return of con- 

sent and control along the U.S.-Mexico border, neither of which, once won, they 

were willing to sacrifice to the aggressive law-enforcement initiatives requested by 

Dr. Hector Garcia. Dismissed by leadership within the INS and the Border Patrol, 

Idar, Garcia, and Mexican American community leaders would have to find an- 

other way to influence the development of U.S. immigration law enforcement. They 

would have plenty of time to do so as U.S. immigration law enforcement entered 

into a period of relative calm in the years after Operation Wetback of 1954. 

The Border Patrol’s triumphs of 1954 rested on a broken Bracero Program and 

a retreat from aggressive migration control, each of which quickly diminished Bor- 

der Patrol activity in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Apprehensions plummeted, and 

officers in the field reported being more bored than busy. The quiet within the pa- 

trol was matched by the disappearance of the topic of migration control from the 

popular press. Drug control was quickly replacing immigration control as the pri- 

mary line item in U.S.-Mexico relations. Still the U.S.-Mexico borderlands remained 

the primary theater for U.S. immigration law enforcement, and Border Patrol 

officers continued to prioritize the policing of unsanctioned Mexican immigration. 

Chapter 9 examines why the substance of the patrol’s project changed so little in 

the post-wetback era by recounting how Border Patrol officials reimagined their 

project of policing unsanctioned Mexican immigrants in the quiet years after Op- 

eration Wetback of 1954. In particular, Chapter 9 examines how the U.S. Border 

Patrol made a strategic shift away from liberating José and toward chasing crimi- 

nals. The switch from migration control to crime control recast the problem of un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigration as a matter of quality not quantity, thereby sus- 

taining and rationalizing the Border Patrol’s continued concentration upon the 

U.S.-Mexico border and persons of Mexican origin despite the reduction of ap- 

prehensions that continued into the early 1970s. 



“The Day of the Wetback Is Over” 

“The day of the wetback is over,” declared Commissioner Swing in January 1955. 

Swing’s proud victory rested on a broken Bracero Program, changes in U.S. Border 

Patrol practice, and a statistical sleight of hand, but his proclamations of triumph 

along the U.S.-Mexico border announced an end to the crises of consent and con- 

trol that had consumed U.S. Border Patrol practice for a decade. For all the smoke 

and mirrors, Swing and the triumphs of 1954 closed a chapter in the history of the 

Border Patrol and opened a series of questions regarding the future of migration 

control in the United States. What would be the practices and priorities of U.S. mi- 

gration control in the years after the “wetback crisis”? This chapter examines why 

the U.S. Border Patrol continued to concentrate upon policing unsanctioned Mex- 

ican immigration despite confident pronouncements that the “the so-called wet- 

back problem no longer exists. The southern border has been secured.”! In many 

ways, the Border Patrol’s continued focus on the U.S.-Mexico border emerged from 

a deeply rooted infrastructure and an unquestioned goal of deporting Mexican 

nationals. Most important, however, the patrol’s dogged dedication to policing 

unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the post-wetback era is a story about how 

officers, officials, and the shifting conditions of border enforcement redefined the 

need to control unsanctioned Mexican border crossings as an issue of crime con- 

trol rather than as a matter of migration control. This chapter explores how the 

politics and practices of crime control breathed new life into Border Patrol’s con- 

centration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands during the quiet years that followed 
Operation Wetback of 1954. 

196 
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IMMIGRATION CONTROL IN THE POST-WETBACK YEARS 

Regardless of how it was won, Swing’s victory at the Mexican border opened space 
to consider new possibilities for the priorities and practices of migration control in 
the post-wetback era. As early as December 1954, Swing discussed turning atten- 
tion toward the forgotten Canadian border. There, he argued, unwanted immigrants, 
dangerous saboteurs, and “restless Canadian immigrants” had long taken advan- 
tage of an ignored border to gain illicit entry into the United States.” In 1957, Swing 
transferred fifty-three officers from the Southwestern Region to the northern bor- 
der.* When Fidel Castro seized Havana, Cuba, in January of 1959, Swing moved 
one hundred Border Patrol officers to the Florida Gulf Coast region to prevent “hos- 
tile flights from the U.S. mainland to Cuba.” Officer Bob Salinger attributed his 
many details to Florida to Commissioner Swing’s efforts to insert the INS within 
the broader apparatus of federal law enforcement. “General Swing,” explained Sa- 

linger “jumped in and volunteered the Border Patrol for any shitty job that came 

along [because] Swing, he’d jump in on anything to make points with the Attorney 

General.”° While it is doubtful that Swing assigned Border Patrol officers to addi- 

tional duties without requests or instructions from the Attorney General, Salinger 

certainly recalled the Swing years as a period of integrating the U.S. Border Patrol 

into a broad spectrum of federal law-enforcement projects. Most notable, in addi- 

tion to patrolling the Florida border region, a project at least tangentially related to 

immigration control, Swing sent Border Patrol officers to quell civil rights distur- 

bances in the south. Once again, Salinger was assigned to take on an extra duty. 

On a Sunday morning in May 1961, Salinger received a call instructing him to 

“alert fifty men to go to Montgomery, Alabama.” Thirty minutes later he received 

another call increasing the detail to seventy-five men. Another half-hour passed 

and Salinger received a third call: one hundred men were needed immediately in 

Montgomery, Alabama. “Well, ifyou’re going to take the whole sector, I don’t think 

we can get them all up there,” protested Salinger, but the call was from James P. 

Greene, the assistant commissioner of enforcement in the Southwest Region, and 

refusal was not an option. Instead, Greene authorized Salinger to “take the pilot. 

[We had a Cessna 310.] Take the 310 and take the radio tech [and]... get on it 

right now.”° When the officers arrived in Montgomery, they learned that “Old Mar- 

tin Luther King was going to preach downtown at one of the churches, and all we 

were doing at the time was finding out if any riots were going to go on.” The Bor- 

der Patrol officers, however, were not alone. When they entered their detail head- 

quarters at the Maxwell airfield in Montgomery, Alabama, officers from other agen- 

cies within the Department of Justice were already there. “They had Alcohol, 

Tobacco and Tax people, U.S. Marshalls, prison guards, and I think Post Office 

people” recalled Salinger.’ This detail was emblematic of the Border Patrol’s in- 
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creasing involvement in federal law enforcement and, in particular, its use as a “go- 

to” force for on-the-ground federal police activities in the years to come. Through- 

out the turbulent 1960s, Border Patrol officers would participate in some of the 

era’s most significant federal law-enforcement efforts. In 1962, for example, Bor- 

der Patrol officers were assigned to stand guard outside of the University of Mis- 

sissippi when white students and community members rioted to prevent an 

African-American student named James Meredith from integrating the university. 

And, in 1973, Border Patrol officers assisted the Bureau of Indian Affairs and an 

assortment of federal officers when members of the American Indian Movement 

occupied Wounded Knee, South Dakota. 

While these episodes clearly indicate the Border Patrol’s integration into the 

multiple and scattered projects of federal law enforcement, Border Patrol opera- 

tions still remained centered on patrolling the U.S.-Mexico border and policing 

persons of Mexican origin. In part, the patrol’s continued concentration upon the 

U.S.-Mexico borderlands was the result of an institution with strong roots in the 

region. The U.S. Border Patrol emerged from the wetback decade with a massive 

infrastructure that had been built around the singular focus of apprehending and 

deporting unsanctioned Mexican nationals. In addition to assigning the majority 

of Border Patrol officers to offices in the U.S.-Mexico border region, by 1953, the 

INS had built and staffed three new, large detention facilities in south Texas and 

southern California. Located within several miles of the U.S.-Mexico border, these 

detention centers were oriented toward deporting large numbers of people into 

Mexico. A fleet of transport aircraft based in El Paso, Texas, moved migrants to 

and from these detention centers.* Further, Commissioner Swing insured that El 

Paso would continue to be a hub of Border Patrol activity by establishing a per- 

manent home for the Border Patrol Training School at the Fort Bliss military base 

just outside of the El Paso city limits. The proliferation of Border Patrol buildings, 

personnel, and institutional resources along the U.S.-Mexico border gave the or- 
ganization deep roots in the region. 

Perpetuating the imbalance of U.S. Border Patrol resources in the U.S.-Mexico 
borderlands were changes that Commissioner Swing instituted in INS adminis- 
tration. In 1956, Swing split the INS into four independent regional units: South- 
west Region, Northwest Region, Northeast Region, and Southeast Region. Each re- 
gion had two main divisions, Immigration and Enforcement. The Enforcement 
Division comprised the U.S. Border Patrol and Immigration Investigators. The re- 
gional model discouraged redistribution of officers and resources across regions 
because it encapsulated each region as a nearly autonomous unit of operations, au- 
thority, strategic planning, and resource sharing. Regionalization, in other words, 
gave the institution sticky feet in the U.S.-Mexico border region, where more 
officers, more resources, and more facilities were located when Swing split the na- 
tional police force into four unequal parts. 
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THE MIND-SET OF MIGRATION CONTROL 

The Border Patrol’s concentration in the U.S.-Mexico border region did not ne- 
cessitate a focus on policing unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. Confirming 
Swing’s suspicions that the post-wetback era would bring new challenges to mi- 
gration control, officers working along the U.S.-Mexico border routinely reported 

in the late 1950s and early 1960s that there was no “large build up of potential il- 

legal [Mexican laborer] entrants adjacent to the border area.”!° Officers working 

the traffic checks along roads and highways leading from the border to the inte- 

rior reported that apprehensions of unsanctioned Mexican immigrants “were few 

and far between.”"' As one officer recalled, “more often than illegal aliens,” officers 

found cars carrying unexpected contraband such as fireworks, liquor, and parrots.!* 

At the same time, Border Patrol intelligence reports warned that nontraditional 

groups such as British Hondurans and Cubans were arriving in Mexican border 

towns and trying to cross illegally into the United States.!3 As the number of Mex- 

ican nationals removed from the United States plunged to a post-wetback low of 

only 29,651 in 1960, new possible targets for migration control emerged. But officers 

in the southwestern region continued to focus their attention upon policing un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigrants. 

Border Patrol officers working during the post-wetback era often described their 

focus upon policing Mexican nationals as a “mind-set.” Recounting a 1957 raid in 

the Sacramento, California, area Border Patrol officer Ralph Williams explained 

that “we went in a bar and... we cleaned the bar out... except for one albino.” 

Williams had walked right by the albino and intended to leave him sitting there, 

until another officer asked, “What about this guy here?” In a crude example of the 

very narrow intersection of class, color, and national origins that U.S. Border Pa- 

trol officers policed, Williams responded “Ah, hell, he’s just an albino!” Like many 

other officers, Williams had narrowly focused his suspicions upon brown-skinned 

Mexicanos. His colleague, however, wondered, “An albino in here with a bunch of 

Mexicans?” and walked up to the man. “Where are you from?” he asked, and when 

the albino answered “I’m from Mexico,” he was quickly arrested for illegal entry 

into the United States. Many years later, Williams was still amused by the incident 

and laughed about how “we caught us an albino wetback.” The idea of a white- 

skinned illegal was ludicrous and illogical to Williams, who admitted that “I think 

I would have passed him up, as I recall.” 

In striking similarity to the officers working in the 1920s, Williams considered 

any connection between whiteness and illegality to be laughable because, as Patrol 

Inspector Chester Courtney had explained in 1927, it was “absurd to say they be- 

lieved the [white] Americans to be aliens.”'° The bonds between whiteness and 

American citizenship reached back to the Naturalization Act of 1790, which re- 

stricted the right to naturalization to whites, but the particular linkages between 
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Mexican Browns and the caste of illegals were constructed across three distinct gen- 
erations of Border Patrol work. In the first generation, local boys who had become 
federal officers enforced U.S. immigration restrictions according to the customs of 
borderland communities built upon and around the interests of the agribusiness 
economy. During the second generation, Border Patrol officers developed prac- 
tices of aggressive migration control in conversation and coordination with the 
Bracero Program as a cross-border system of managing labor migration. By the 
late 1950s, the patrol’s narrow focus upon policing poor and brown-skinned Mex- 
icans operated according to an unquestioned logic of migration control that, many 
believed, had been naturalized by the test of time. As one officer explained, “after 
13 years of doing this, I can’t really describe, it’s a gut feeling, a hunch. I can walk 
downtown EI Paso and walk by a lot of people and know they are legal,” he ex- 
plained, and “all of a sudden, one will be by me or passing in front of me, that I just 
know doesn’t have documents.”!® 

DETENTION AND DEPORTATION CAPACITIES 

The racialization and regionalization of U.S. Border Patrol work did not persist into 

the post-wetback era on hold-overs and hunches alone. In these years, the officers’ 

focus upon policing persons of Mexican origin was also structured by new and old 

migration control strategies. The ongoing lifts into the interior of Mexico, for ex- 

ample, continued to place a premium upon apprehending unsanctioned Mexican 

nationals. The buslifts and trainlifts operated with rare breaks during the 1950s, 

1960s, and 1970s. When the boatlift was cancelled after the riot aboard the S.S. Mer- 

curio in August of 1956, the INS reintroduced the airlift program from Reynosa, 

Tamaulipas, to Leon, Guanajuato. At times, the airlift also ran between Mexicali, 

Baja California, and Leon. Between November 29, 1957, and June 30, 1964, U.S. 

and Mexican officials airlifted 56,301 adult Mexican males to Leon and trainlifted 

another 53,914 Mexican nationals, including men, women, and children, to Chi- 

huahua City, Chihuahua.!” These 110,215 Mexicans lifted into the interior of Mex- 

ico represented 38.7 percent of the total number of Mexicans returned to Mexico 

between fiscal years 1957 and 1964. Men, however, experienced higher rates of re- 

moval to the interior because of the gendered restrictions that generally prohib- 

ited women and children from being removed via planelift. For example, of the 

18,901 adult Mexican males apprehended during fiscal year 1964, 83.5 percent of 

them were relocated to the interior via plane or train: 11,200 were airlifted to Leon, 

and another 4,579 were removed via the bus-trainlift from Presidio, Texas, to Chi- 

huahua, Mexico.'* In an era when unsanctioned Mexican immigrants were difficult 

to find and hard to hold onto, officers struggled to fill the planes, trains, and buses 

waiting to take them to the interior of Mexico. In January 1959, the Mexican air- 

line that was contracted by the INS to carry male deportees from Reynosa to Leon 
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complained that, although they had been hired to conduct daily flights, the pilot 

and staff were routinely stranded in Reynosa for up to a week at a time while wait- 

ing for sets of deportees to be ready for removal.'? Officers were under pressure to 

supply the cross-border system of deportation that moved Mexican deportees across 

the U.S.-Mexico border. One inspector recalled taking unusual measures to fill the 

buses. “We usually only worked the skid row to fill up the buses when we [came] 

in with half a busload; . .. we would go down and work skid row and get up enough 

to fill the bus,” he explained of his work in the Sacramento, California, area.” Still, 

INS supervisors and Border Patrol officials often reminded officers in the field that 

they should not equally police all unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. Women and 

children, they instructed, were not priorities for the U.S. Border Patrol and should 

be let alone, notwithstanding extenuating circumstances. 

Arresting women and children was as politically unsavory as always, and gen- 

der segregation with INS detention facilities and the gendered systems of cross- 

border deportation limited the INS’ institutional ability to handle female and ju- 

venile deportees. Further, the gender and age limitations of the Bracero Program 

prohibited the option of turning unsanctioned women and children into legal 

bracero workers. Arresting women and children, therefore, would only drive up 

Border Patrol apprehension rates and bring unfavorable media attention at a time 

when Commissioner Swing was busy boasting about having brought calm and con- 

quest to the U.S.-Mexico border. Accordingly, Border Patrol officials actively dis- 

couraged officers from apprehending women and children. For example, when INS 

officials in the Central Office received reports that women and children represented 

63 percent of the total number of apprehensions in the El Paso region during Jan- 

uary of 1956, the assistant commissioner of the Enforcement Division inquired as 

to the reason for the high number of apprehensions of women and children. The 

chief enforcement officer (CEO) of the Southwest Region explained that more 

women and children had recently been apprehended in the El Paso sector because 

the El Paso Border Patrol office had begun to pay rewards of one to two dollars to 

El Paso City Police officers for each undocumented Mexican woman or child that 

they delivered to the U.S. Border Patrol office in El Paso.?! The incentive caused a 

spike in the number of undocumented women and children arrested by the El Paso 

Police Department. The CEO of the Southwest Region assured the anxious Cen- 

tral Office officials that the number of women and children being apprehended 

would soon drop. The El Paso Border Patrol was deporting two large groups of 
women and children each day, and the officers expected that the El Paso police 
would soon clear out the area. Further, the head of the Mexican Immigration Ser- 
vice in Ciudad Juarez had recently renewed his efforts south of the border to “re- 
duce the number of illegal entries of women and children.”22 By February of 1957, 
women and children represented only 22 percent of the persons arrested for ille- 
gal entry in the El Paso region, and the Central Office applauded the reduction.?3 
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When apprehensions of Mexican women and children began to rise in the Lower 
Rio Grande Valley region during the early 1960s, the new assistant commissioner 
of enforcement in the Southwest Region, James Greene, repeated the concern re- 
garding the large number of women and children being apprehended. To address 
the issue, he reminded officers that “the Border Patrol . . . is not concentrating on 
maids and children” and instructed them that “maids should be worked only ona 
complaint basis, and crews should not be assigned to a ‘maid detail.’”*4 

The hands-off policy regarding maids and children exemplifies how law en- 

forcement is negotiated. In this case, law-enforcement practices focused on per- 

sons of Mexican origin split upon an axis of gender according to the gendered lim- 

itations of INS detention space and deportation policies. Overlooking the daily 

crossings of domestic workers who lived in Mexico but worked in homes north of 

the border most likely dampened the number of apprehensions that Border Patrol 

officers made in the post-wetback era, when a good number of the men who had 

been illegals became braceros, but the women and children excluded from the 

Bracero Program continued to cross illegally. As the chief patrol inspector in El 

Centro, California, noted, “The wives and children of contract laborers . . . are at- 

tempting to enter the United States in increased numbers to join their husbands 

on farms in the area.”*° 

Still, instructions to let women and children alone and the general retreat from 

aggressive migration control in the post-wetback period were not part of a transi- 

tion from concentrating upon policing persons of Mexican origin. At the same time 

that Border Patrol officials directed officers to not apprehend Mexican maids and 

children, they warned that a new level of vigilance was needed along the U.S.-Mexico 

border. In countless memos and agency publications, officials of the Enforcement 

Division of the INS explained, analyzed, and proffered evidence that Mexican na- 

tionals had developed new techniques of illegal entry since the conquest of 1954. 

Soon after the close of Operation Wetback, one immigration investigator in the Los 

Angeles area explained, “The most difficult problem we have encountered is the de- 

tention of illegal Mexican aliens who have assumed the identity of United States cit- 

izens and have acquired documents showing birth in the United States.””° Illegal 

Mexican immigrants, he cautioned, had switched from illicit border crossings be- 

tween official ports of entry to legal entries on the basis of fraudulent documents.”” 

FRAUDULENT CITIZENS 

In July 1960, Edgar C. Niehbur, once an anthropology student at the University of 

Texas, was the assistant chief of the Border Patrol, and he used his research skills 

to improve immigration control. On the basis of research conducted with birth and 

immigration records, Niehbur informed officers that in the state of Texas alone, 

one in four filings for birth certificates between May of 1954 and April of 1957 were 
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fraudulent claims to American birth or citizenship. Considering that between 1940 

and 1960 the state of Texas issued one hundred and ninety thousand birth certifi- 

cates to persons of Mexican origin, Niehbur argued that a considerable number 

of persons claiming to be Mexican Americans were actually false claimants and, 

thereby, fraudulent citizens. Niehbur examined the consequences of such false 

claims for migration control efforts in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Citing a re- 

cent case of a false claimant who had gained legal entry for his wife, eleven chil- 

dren, and twenty-five grandchildren, Niehbur provided a dramatic example of how 

one false claimant to U.S. citizenship could open the pathway to illegal entry and 

fraudulent citizenship for an unlimited number of family members.”8 

The Border Patrol’s identification of illegal entry by fraudulent documentation 

provided a new way to interpret the quiet along the U.S.-Mexico border in the post- 

wetback years. According to INS and Border Patrol analysis, the drop in appre- 

hensions of Mexican nationals was not a reflection of the Border Patrol’s retreat 

from task forces, nor did it necessarily indicate a decrease in the number of Mex- 

ican nationals effecting illegal entry. The illegals who once swam, climbed, and hiked 

across the border had not vanished. Instead, they slipped through official ports of 

entry under the cover of false documents. Border Patrol officials, in other words, 

interpreted the low number of apprehensions in the post-wetback period as a reflec- 

tion of the U.S. Border Patrol’s failure to detect and deport the illegal immigrants 

masquerading as U.S. citizens of Mexican origin. 

The Border Patrol’s identification of the “fraudulent citizen” problem after Op- 

eration Wetback of 1954 carried implications for Border Patrol work. In particu- 

lar, officials instructed officers to find the frauds who were hiding among the citi- 
zens and legal immigrants. Officers in the field, however, were struggling with this 
objective. In April 1957, officers in Los Angeles reported difficulties in finding un- 
documented Mexican immigrants among the city’s large resident Mexican Amer- 
ican population» Officials instructed them to look again. Still, in 1957 Border Patrol 
officers arrested a total of only 181 persons making false claims to U.S. citizenship. 
In 1958, to address problems in locating false claimants, the INS established the 
Fraudulent Document Center in Yuma, Arizona, to collect and analyze informa- 
tion regarding individuals using or trafficking in false immigration papers and cit- 
izenship records, such as birth certificates. In particular, the Fraudulent Document 
Center was established as “a reservoir for data relating to documented false claims 
to United States citizenship by Mexican nationals.” Beginning in 1964, all officers 
were trained in document analysis.*° With special training and incredible diligence, 
therefore, the Border Patrol continued to find unsanctioned Mexican immigrants 
in the years after Operation Wetback of 1954. 

In the post-wetback years, the concentration of Border Patrol personnel and 
resources in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands positioned the national police force to 
focus most of its attention upon the problems of migration control that were par- 
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ticular to the southwestern United States. There, the racialization of U.S. migra- 
tion control was carried into the post-wetback era by the combination of the officers’ 
mind-set that illegal immigrants were persons of Mexican origin with instructions 
to find the false claimants of Mexican origin and demands to supply the ongoing 
systems of deportation into the interior of Mexico. At the same time, however, en- 
forcement officials warned Border Patrol officers against apprehending too many 
unsanctioned Mexican women and children, who could easily swell the ranks of 
deportees and end the impression of victory along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

FROM WETBACKS TO CRIMINALS 

Other than the explicit search for fraudulent citizens and the demobilization of the 

task forces, the bulk of Border Patrol practices in the post-wetback period were 

scaled-down versions of what officers had been doing for many years along the bor- 

der. Line watches complemented by traffic checks, city patrols, and the lifts into 

the interior of Mexico were all familiar tactics. But from the earliest days after the 

close of Operation Wetback of 1954, Border Patrol officials began to script a new 

meaning for the familiar practices of migration control in the post-wetback era. In 

particular, officials embraced the politics and practices of crime control along the 

U.S.-Mexico border. Linking the Border Patrol’s mandate for migration control 

with a more generalized objective of crime control infused the racialization and re- 

gionalization of Border Patrol practices with a renewed urgency, despite the ap- 

parent end of the crisis of control along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Leading up to Operation Wetback of 1954, Border Patrol officers had spun sym- 

pathetic tales of the undocumented Mexican immigrant. José Garcia, a poor and 

pitiable character, was the archetype of the so-called Mexican wetback. Against the 

farmers’ accusations that they fomented communism, officers of the U.S. Border 

Patrol mustered evidence from the living and working conditions of unsanctioned 

Mexican immigrants to argue that the conditions on southwestern farms approx- 

imated those of slavery. Accordingly, aggressive migration control was a liberation 

movement that did not deport workers so much as free the enslaved. In 1954, the 

patrol triumphed over the problem of slavery in the fields by deporting the virtual 

slaves from the borderlands, making braceros out of the remaining illegals, and se- 

curing the U.S.-Mexico border against the hordes of unsanctioned Mexican work- 

ers that had once flooded the southwest. Those who dared to return, argued Bor- 

der Patrol officials, were members of a new breed. 

In November of 1956, the chief enforcement officer of the Southwest Region 

instructed officers in his region that “the word ‘wetback’ . . . should be deleted from 

the vocabulary of all Immigration officers.” As he explained, “We have been aware 

for sometime that the name ‘wetback’ creates a picture in the minds of the public 

and the courts of a poor, emaciated, Mexican worker, entering the United States 
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illegally to feed a starving family at home. . .. There may have been some justifica- 

tion to this view a few years ago when we were invaded by hordes of just such people, 

but today it is no longer true.” He asserted that “today’s apprehensions consist in 

the main part of criminals, often vicious in type, and of hardened and defiant re- 

peaters.” To defeat the sympathetic attitude engendered by the term wetback, the 

officer suggested that “in its place a true designation should be used, both orally 

and otherwise, in our contacts with each other, the public, and the press.” His rec- 

ommendation was that “whenever a criminal record exists, we use the words, ‘crim- 

inal alien’, and when no criminal record exists, the words, ‘deportable alien.’ I feel 

this change will have a psychological effect on the public and courts that will benefit 

the Service.” National and local level officials agreed with his assessment, but re- 

placed deportable alien with the term border violator.*' 

The terms criminal alien and border violator indicated that the Border Patrol 

was assuming new responsibilities. The patrol’s mandate may have been migration 

control, but its mission was crime control in general by preventing the entry of crim- 

inal aliens and deporting border violators. The Border Patrol disseminated the new 

terminology to the general public via a network of public information officers as- 

signed to individual stations beginning in 1955. While Public Information Officers 

stationed throughout the country collected stories and tidbits for the local press 

regarding Border Patrol achievements (with an emphasis on anti-smuggling and 

narcotics activities), Robert J. Seitz of the Central Office launched an effort to “give 

the American youth a new American hero—the Border Patrol.”*? Seitz pitched the 

idea that “one possible means of obtaining nationwide publicity and good will for 

the Border Patrol would be through the huge give-away programs conducted by 

cereal manufacturers.” Seitz believed that General Mills would have an interest in 

promoting the Border Patrol by “having children send in box tops to receive a ‘Ju- 

nior Border Patrol badge’ and whatever accompanying toys or articles might be 

appropriate.” Excited about the possibilities, Seitz argued that “there [was] no limit 

to which such a program could be carried.” For example, “a boy who receives his 
Junior Patrol Inspector badge could, by organizing a group of 5 or 6 others, then 
become eligible to send in another couple of box tops and receive a Senior Patrol 
badge and, after organizing 2 or 3 such groups, would then be eligible for a ‘Sector 
Chief badge.’”*? 

Hoping to build admiration and goodwill among the next generation, the INS 
took Seitz’s idea to General Mills, but the company declined to include the Border 
Patrol in its bonanza and box-top programs. “The turn-down has not discouraged 
us in the least,” wrote Richard A. Golling, an INS regional commissioner. “There 
are many other ways and means of focusing attention on the objectives of the Bor- 
der Patrol and its fine record of accomplishments.”*4 One of the methods was to 
establish Junior Patrol Clubs for boys in communities with Border Patrol stations. 
The basic objective of the Junior Patrol Clubs was to promote the Border Patrol 
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and its many crime-control activities and thereby to preserve the goodwill of the 
communities in which officers worked and lived. As its recruitment materials ad- 
vised, the Border Patrol was America’s first line of defense against crime because 
“the alien who violates our border is breaking the laws of this country and his own. 
Having broken one law, it is easier for him to break another.”25 

The Border Patrol’s new law-enforcement image was accompanied by a dramatic 
shift in Border Patrol activities toward a more generalized program of crime con- 
trol along the U.S.-Mexico border. In August 1956, the Southwestern Region 
launched the Criminal, Immoral, and Narcotics (CIN) program. The basic objec- 
tive of the CIN program was the “identification and location of persons excludable 
from the United States under those sections of the Immigration and Nationality 
Act dealing with the Criminal, Immoral, and Narcotic classes.”*° Targeted persons 
were immigrants, namely Mexican nationals, already living within the United 
States, and “persons residing in contiguous territory who are likely to be applicants 
for admission.”*’ The adoption of the CIN program altered Border Patrol objec- 
tives and operations in the U.S.-Mexico border region. 

The CIN program was, at heart, a system of information-gathering and shar- 

ing. Immigration investigators and Border Patrol officers were charged with 

recording the illicit activities of persons living in Mexico who were expected to 

apply for entry into the United States. The officers worked with Mexican police 

officers and judicial officials to gain access to the arrest and court records of sus- 

pected persons. They perused Mexican newspapers for crime reports. They mon- 

itored the movements of prostitutes working in bordertown brothels. Above all, 

Border Patrol officers depended upon a cadre of immigrant informants for infor- 

mation on the activities and whereabouts of potential immigrants engaged in crim- 

inal activities south of the border. In exchange for information, the patrol either 

paid the informants or, as one report explained, offered them “entry into the United 

States as parolees . .. as an inducement to obtain and insure the continuous coop- 

eration of certain informants who may not otherwise be permitted to enter the 

United States.”?* 

Among the primary targets of the CIN officers were drug smugglers and per- 

sons convicted of violent crimes, yet the officers seemed to spend most of their time 

gathering information on prostitutes working south of the border. “Normally” re- 

marked one officer, “the operators of the houses furnished the Border Patrol a cur- 

rent list each month of the girls in their employ, and kept the Border Patrol ad- 

vised of the girls’ activities (plans on leaving, for how long, where they [were] going, 

and new girls coming in).”*? In Naco, Sonora, brothel owners worked with the lo- 

cal chief of police to “fingerprint the girls, identify, and mug them.” Copies of the 

prostitutes’ fingerprints and mug shots were shared with the U.S. Border Patrol 

office in Douglas, Arizona. North of the border, officers kept an eye out for the 

women identified as prostitutes by immigrant informants, brothel owners, and 
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Mexican police officers. The CIN program, therefore, demonstrates that the gen- 

dered discretions of Border Patrol practices were negotiable according to the vary- 

ing moralities of women’s work along the U.S.-Mexico border. Not all Border Pa- 

trol officers were assigned to conduct investigations for the CIN program, but its 

establishment shifted Border Patrol operations toward arresting criminal aliens 

rather than apprehending undocumented immigrants. By 1958, the El Centro, Cali- 

fornia, CIN unit alone held “10,000 cards containing the correct names and aliases, 

and usually a photograph, of persons of the immoral classes in Mexico... ap- 

proximately 1,000 cards pertaining to known criminals, and 1,300 cards pertain- 

ing to known narcotic or suspected narcotic violators in Mexico.”*° 

The switch to looking for criminals instead of migrants had consequences for 

a wide range of practices and policies. On patrol, officers assigned to the CIN pro- 

gram searched for criminal aliens instead of undocumented workers. Although the 

INS detention centers along the U.S.-Mexico border had been established to func- 

tion as staging centers to prepare detainees for either voluntary departure or de- 

portation, the turn toward crime control sparked the invention of new tactics to 

handle criminals rather than migrants. In April 1956, the INS instituted a new pol- 

icy of strip-searching all detainees upon entrance to the immigrant detention fa- 

cilities, because, as officer Don Coppock advised all chief patrol inspectors, “they 

were not dealing with docile aliens as in the past, but were dealing with an increasing 

number of desperate criminals.”*! Further, instead of simply prepping migrants 

for departure, INS facilities began to function as holding centers where migrants 

were kept until investigations into their possible criminal backgrounds could be 

completed. In the late 1950s, the INS began to fingerprint detainees with repeat 

immigration offenses. The fingerprints were forwarded to the FBI.” If within fifteen 

days the INS did not receive a “kick-back” from the FBI—a positive identification 

of an immigrant with a criminal record—then the detainee would be processed for 

deportation. If the FBI positively identified a detainee as having a criminal record, 

INS and Border Patrol officers at the detention facilities initiated prosecution pro- 

ceedings. This practice linked the relatively marginal and underfunded efforts of 

U.S. immigration control to the institutional heart of U.S. federal law enforcement, 

the FBI. Collaborating with the FBI to identify felons and miscreants among the 

undocumented not only emphasized the importance of migration control in the 

quiet post-wetback period but also further integrated the U.S. Border Patrol into 

a broader fabric of federal law-enforcement initiatives. In January 1965, the process 

of searching for criminals among detainees intensified when the associate deputy 

regional commissioner of operations in the Southwest Region extended the policy 
to first-time immigration offenders along the Mexican border.** The changes in INS 
detention practices and policies meant that Border Patrol officers spent increas- 
ingly more time working criminal cases because, as Commissioner Swing explained, 
since the close of Operation Wetback, the INS had a role to play in identifying un- 
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sanctioned migrants with criminal records “so that the orderly and vigorous cam- 
paign for law enforcement on the border can be further improved.”“4 

The INS identified few persons with criminal records among the detainees be- 
ing held along the border. A 1957 internal report suggested that only three people 
per day qualified for criminal prosecution.*° But in his budget request for fiscal year 
1958, INS Commissioner Joseph Swing argued that the criminal threat within the 
undocumented Mexican community demanded that U.S. Border Patrol efforts 

along the U.S.-Mexico border be adequately funded as a form of crime control. “I 

would like to read carefully this next paragraph. I am still talking about Mexicans, 

Mr. Chairman,” he began his testimony before the Subcommittee of the Commit- 

tee on Appropriations in the House of Representatives (John J. Rooney-NY, 

chair). Then, drawing upon an unarchived study, Swing stated that “of the aliens 

currently apprehended, over 50 percent have been previously arrested for various 

crimes. For example, a survey of results obtained from fingerprint records of aliens 

apprehended during the period July 8 to October 31, 1956, disclosed that out of 

14,980 records examined, prior arrest records existed as follows: 1,022 for crimes 

involving moral turpitude—and they went all the way from rape to carnal knowl- 

edge of young girl children—136 for violation of the narcotics laws; 16 for prosti- 

tution; 50 for alien smuggling; 91 for false claims to citizenship; 6,131 for previous 

expulsion, and 1,278 for other crimes.”*° Setting aside the Swing-era tendency to 

inflate Border Patrol statistics, Swing’s testimony before the appropriations sub- 

committee argued that Border Patrol work should be considered as an arena of 

crime control. When placed alongside the procedures developed at INS detention 

centers, the practices of Border Patrol officers and the emergent priorities such as 

the CIN program, along with the various details to Florida and the American South 

made it clear that, in the post-wetback years, the Border Patrol had retired its lim- 

ited mandate for migration control at the nation’s margins and had remade itself 

into a full participant in crime control and federal law enforcement. 
For Border Patrol officers, the rise of crime-control discourses and initiatives 

offered a new way to analyze what some explained as the moral tensions in their 

work. “If you look at the humane aspects, we are stopping starving people from 

coming in to work, [and] it is not pretty to look at,” explained officer Joe Aubin, 

who described his job as “not too great” because “I’m really the go-between that 

prohibits this poor man from finding work to take groceries home.””” Like many 

officers, Aubin still understood the problem of unsanctioned Mexican immigra- 

tion to be an economic issue, and he empathized that “if I had a wife and five or 

six, seven, eight, nine, 12, 15 kids to support, and could only make a dollar in my 

own country, I would do the same thing. All they really want to do is come in and 

earn enough money to feed their families.”** On the literal front line between un- 

deremployed Mexican workers and jobs in the United States, Border Patrol officers 

often struggled with being in the business of policing workers and families whose 
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crimes of unsanctioned migration were driven by poverty and want. Out on the 

line, Aubin admitted, he “sympathize[d] ... with the poor man... who simply 

[wants to] cross over here to pick cotton and support his family.” But, Aubin ex- 

plained, “We have a job to do. I’m paid to do a job in the U.S.” His own livelihood 

was predicated upon stopping unsanctioned migration to the United States, re- 

gardless of the plight of Mexico’s migrants. Still, if preventing a hungry migrant 

from reaching work and wages north of the border was difficult, the intersection 

of migration control and crime control provided officers with a new way of un- 

derstanding their work. In routine comparisons made between the wetback and 

post-wetback years, officers commented that in the earlier period the unsanctioned 

Mexican immigrant was “an honest, easygoing guy (and that was true in the ear- 

lier days, there was a lot of people like that), [but] inlater years, you ran into a more 

militant type of people.””? 

For officers in the field, the new militant character of unsanctioned Mexican 

immigrants was manifested in the escalating hostility of migrants toward Border 

Patrol officers. “They gradually became more defiant and gave you a little more run 

for your money,” explained officer Walter Bradley about his work in Chula Vista, 

California. The poor workers continued to cross, and, as they had increasingly done 

since the early 1950s, they ran to escape arrest. But with the easygoing laborers, he 

explained, arrived an increasing number of militants and criminals who flipped 

the dynamics of the border by placing the officers under siege.°° “Here in El Paso,” 

explained Aubin, “I’ve had people throw rocks and bricks at me from the Mexican 

side. I was hit in the head about two years ago. It all started when they took sling 

shots away from the Border Patrol. It was declared an unprofessional weapon. .. . 

Now they have the sling shots, David and Goliath slings, and we are bombarded 
with rocks and bricks on a daily basis.” Aubin described line-watches along the levy 
as “running a gauntlet. If you get 20 or 30 Mexicans with slings, chunking rocks 
at you, you got your hands full just getting out of there.”>! For Aubin, the brick- 
lobbing Mexicans confirmed that a new generation of border crossers had arrived. 
Among the workers walking through the deserts, scaling the fences, and wading 
across the increasingly toxic New River was a cast of dangerous individuals. These 
were the criminal aliens that his senior advisors had warned him about. 

The rise of the criminal alien within Border Patrol rhetoric, the explicit search 
for unsanctioned migrants engaged in illicit activities, and the adoption of safety 
procedures designed to handle criminals in INS detention facilities all indicate the 
evolution of U.S. migration control toward a more generalized program of crime 
control in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Undoubtedly, Border Patrol and INS at- 
tempts to refashion migration control as a means of preventing crimes other than 
unsanctioned migration was a strategy designed to defend the relevance of the 
bloated Border Patrol bureaucracy in the post-wetback era. The Border Patrol’s 
budget had jumped from $7,114,147 in 1954 to $1 1,530,947 in 1955 and increased 
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again to $12,168,698 in 1956. The more generalized crime-control strategies and 
priorities emerged from within the patrol as a matter of self-preservation after 
Swing’s triumphant declaration of victory at the U.S.-Mexico border. Yet the Bor- 
der Patrol’s turn toward crime control at the U.S.-Mexico border complemented 
and occurred in the context of a rising urgency regarding drug control. 

DRUG CONTROL, MIGRATION CONTROL 

Since the 1930s, Harry Anslinger had led the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and di- 
rected a powerful publicity campaign regarding the many threats of the domestic 
and international drug trade. In the 1930s, he reached beyond public health argu- 

ments regarding the dangers of individual drug use and highlighted the role of or- 

ganized crime in the drug trade. Drug control, Anslinger argued, was a critical com- 

ponent of policing mafiosos and organized crime.°? His campaign played a pivotal 

role in shaping the Marijuana Tax Act of 1937, which placed the first tax on the 

sale of cannabis, hemp, and marijuana. In the early years of the Cold War, Anslinger 

consolidated his campaign into a deeply consequential and widely accepted social 

project. These years, as David F. Musto has argued, represent “the high point of 

federal punitive action against narcotics.” In particular, Congress aggressively took 

up the project of punishing drug users and suppliers. For example, between 1947 

and 1950, changes in the Uniform Narcotic Drug Acts created mandatory mini- 

mums for drug convictions. In 1951, the Boggs Act applied a mandatory minimum 

penalty of two years in prison for first-time drug offenders. The ascent of drug con- 

trol climaxed with the passage of the Narcotics Control Act of 1956, which imposed 

life imprisonment or even the death penalty for certain drug offenses that involved 

minors.°° Further the Narcotics Control Act of 1956 translated the increasingly 

punitive dimensions of drug control to migration control by establishing drug 

addiction and drug-law violations as grounds for deportation. Drug control, there- 

fore, applied the state’s ultimate sanctions—life in prison, death, or banishment— 

to drug violations. 

The U.S. Border Patrol was deeply affected by the rise of drug control as a fed- 

eral law-enforcement initiative. Although the U.S. Customs Service had long led 

interdiction efforts along U.S. land borders and coastlines, in 1955, all U.S. Border 

Patrol officers were officially cross-designated as customs inspectors.*° As such, Bor- 

der Patrol officers were granted the authority to include drug interdiction among 

their top priorities while policing the crime of unsanctioned entry.*’ By the mid- 

19508, therefore, drug control was no longer a side issue in migration control. Ac- 

cordingly, in 1958, the Border Patrol began to keep detailed records of the volume 

and value of narcotics seized by its officers. The patrol’s official participation in drug 

interdiction deepened its roots in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands as the illicit drug 

tradé moved progressively toward the border after World War II. 
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DRUG INTERDICTION AT THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER 

Prior to World War II, most of the opium and heroin consumed in the United States 

came from Italy, France, and the Middle East. When World War II cut off licit and 

illicit European trade routes with the United States, Mexico emerged as a core pro- 

ducer of opium and heroin. The increased production of opium poppies in Mex- 

ico was a response to the vacuum created in the illicit international market, but it 

also developed because the U.S. government encouraged Mexico to produce opium 

and hemp for the war effort. The United States wanted opium to make morphine 

for medical purposes and hemp to make strong fibers and ropes. Production in- 

creased rapidly; by 1943, opium had become the primary cash crop in Mexico’s 

northern state of Sinaloa. After the war, the United States called for an end to opium 

and hemp production in Mexico, and the Mexican government obeyed these de- 

mands. In 1948, the Mexican military began chopping down poppy plants and ma- 

rijuana fields in the “critical triangle” of Sinaloa, Sonora, and Durango—the three 

northern states where heroin and marijuana production was most intense. The erad- 

ication campaign was slow and limited as soldiers hacked away at thousands of acres 

of illicit crops, but the United States was satisfied with Mexico’s progress, given 

that its share of the heroin market in the United States remained at 10-15 percent 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Mexico, however, continued to be a primary 

source of marijuana destined for the United States, and Mexico emerged as the pri- 

mary thoroughfare between the United States—the world’s largest drug consumer— 
and burgeoning drug cartels in South America.** The shift of the drug trade to the 
U.S.-Mexico border (a shift that would only deepen over time), the rise of drug con- 
trol as a federal crime-control priority, and the official cross-designation of U.S. 
Border Patrol officers as a federal interdiction agents reinforced the Border Patrol’s 
concentration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

In the late 1960s, Richard Nixon elevated federal drug control to a new high. 
Whereas crime control had yet to operate as a core issue in national politics, Richard 
Nixon’s 1968 presidential campaign focused on “law and order” issues and prom- 
ised to increase the federal involvement in crime control. Once in office, Nixon be- 
gan his confrontation with crime by targeting drug trafficking at the U.S.-Mexico 
border. In particular, to reduce the amount of marijuana available within the United 
States and to strong-arm Mexico into doing more to eradicate marijuana fields, 
President Nixon launched Operation Intercept on September 21, 1969. During Op- 
eration Intercept, U.S. officers stopped all pedestrian and vehicular traffic at the 
U.S.-Mexico border to check for drugs being smuggled into the United States. The 
U.S. Border Patrol only seized sixty-nine hundred pounds of marijuana, three hun- 
dred and fifty thousand dangerous pills, and a half ounce of heroine, but the seven- 
week campaign confirmed the U.S.-Mexico border as a primary site of the war on 
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drugs and affirmed the general broadening of Border Patrol operations to include 
crime control in the post-wetback years.°? 

By the early 1970s, U.S. Border Patrol officers reported that the line between 
drug interdiction and migration control had become almost too difficult to deci- 
pher as it became increasingly difficult to distinguish between illegal immigrants 
and drug smugglers. Border Patrol officers, for example, would often find unsanc- 
tioned border crossers “carrying big sacks of marijuana.”® The men carrying the 
sacks of narcotics across the border were officially categorized as drug smugglers, 
but, as officer Mario Chamberlain explained, “They're just what we call mules. 
They're usually not really the guy who’s the smuggler, so to speak.”®! The smug- 
glers made the deals north and south of the border, he explained, while the person 
bringing the drugs across was “just an old working man, really what he is, usually 
trying to make a few bucks.”® But in his official capacity, he arrested the old work- 
ingmen as both unsanctioned immigrants and drug smugglers. 

Crime control and, in particular, drug control were thus critical dimensions in 

the making of U.S. Border Patrol policy and practice after Operation Wetback of 

1954. The Bracero Program and the Border Patrol’s participation in the misman- 

agement of Mexican labor migration to the United States remained important fac- 

tors, but in an era when the Bracero Program swept an increasing number of Mex- 

ico’s male labor migrants into legal migration streams, Border Patrol officials were 

forced to think in new ways about their efforts in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

While U.S. Border Patrol officers were not busy enforcing international labor agree- 

ments or domestic labor law, they expanded their practices, policies, and priori- 

ties to participate in projects of federal law enforcement and crime control, espe- 

cially drug control. The post-wetback period, therefore, was a period of quiet but 

dramatic transformation in which Border Patrol officials and the dictates of the 

emerging war on drugs shifted the orientation of U.S. immigration law enforce- 

ment toward a broader program of crime control. In this period, the Border Pa- 

trol devised new practices and policies to police unsanctioned migration as a crime 

committed by drug smugglers, prostitutes, and fraudulent citizens. The post-wet- 

back era, in other words, was a regenerative period during which the fusion of mi- 

gration control with crime control altered the basic mechanics and meaning of Bor- 

der Patrol work, but the racialization and regionalization of U.S. migration control 

remained the same. 

WRN TIN) OE Neale) MONS WWE ae KCI ABARAN 

Many INS officials believed that the quiet post-wetback era would come to an end 

with the termination of the Bracero Program on December 31, 1964. The Border 

Patrol prepared for an onslaught of unsanctioned Mexican migrants in the months 



214 OPERATION WETBACK AND BEYOND 

after the doors shut at bracero recruitment centers south of the border. In antici- 

pation of a quick and dramatic return to the days of the wetback, the Southwest- 

ern Regional headquarters in San Pedro, California, distributed a document enti- 

tled “A Plan to Bolster the Border” to all Border Patrol offices along the U.S.-Mexico 

border. The plan outlined a program for detailing 216 additional officers to the Cali- 

fornia border region in the case of an emergency. When the Bracero Program ended, 

however, there were only minor increases in unsanctioned border crossings. U.S. 

Department of State officials in Baja California forwarded memos regarding a large 

number of ex-braceros and their families waiting and hoping for new contracts, 

and some crossed illegally into the United States.®? But apprehensions of Mexican 

nationals did not spike as expected. Without signs of a crisis, the regional office 

never dispatched the special detail of officers. The post-wetback era did not begin 

to unravel until the late 1960s, when the Mexican economy headed into a tailspin, 

and the U.S. Border Patrol returned to using aggressive migration control tactics. 

The underside of Mexico’s postwar industrialization program began to show 

during the late 1960s. Although the Mexican economy had grown an average of 

3.2 times annually between 1940 and 1960, and another 2.7 times between 1960 

and 1970, the distribution of wealth was negligible.“ The percentage of income 

available to the poorer half of society fell from 19 percent in 1950 to 16 percent in 

1957. It dropped again to 15 percent in 1963 and 13 percent in 1975. The wealth- 

iest 20 percent of Mexican society, however, claimed a near steady 60 percent of 

the available income.® What had been dubbed the “Mexican Miracle” of economic 
expansion after World War II was not a miracle for all. When the global recessions 

and panics of the mid-1970s hit the Mexican economy, Mexico’s poor suffered enor- 

mous losses. In 1975, the Mexican economy experienced zero per capita growth, 

real wages fell, and underemployment plagued 45 percent of workers.© At the same 

time, the country was experiencing another population boom. Beginning in 1940, 

Mexico’s population had increased at the rate of 3 percent per year. Whereas the 

population was only 19.6 million in 1940, by 1977 it had increased to 67 million. 

By 1980, the Mexican population stood at 70 million.® So just as the Mexican econ- 

omy was contracting, more Mexicans were entering the workforce. 

For many of Mexico’ poor, migration was a strategy for economic survival, but 
as the Mexican Miracle unraveled, changes in U.S. immigration law closed more 
options for legal Mexican immigration. In 1965, the United States Congress passed 
the Immigration Reform Act, which ended the era of racially restrictive national 
quotas launched by the National Origins Act of 1924 and placed the first numeri- 
cal limit upon legal immigration into the United States from Mexico. According 
to the Immigration Reform Act of 1965, immigration from the Western Hemi- 
sphere, including Mexico, was capped at 120,000 annually (excluding quota ex- 
emptions). The 120,000 cap was too low to accommodate the volume of Mexican 
labor migration to the United States.® In fiscal year 1967, 43,034 Mexican nation- 
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als were legally admitted to the United States, and another 86,845 were apprehended 
by the Border Patrol, and a total of 108,327 were forcibly returned to Mexico. The 
Immigration Reform Act of 1965 became effective on July 1, 1968, meaning that 
as the end of the Mexican Miracle began to move through the Mexican country- 
side and urban areas, the opportunities for Mexican nationals to legally enter the 
United States were capped by quota limitations. Mexicans fleeing the collapse of 
the Mexican Miracle crossed the border without inspection or entered with false 
documents. Accordingly, U.S. Border Patrol apprehension rates along the U.S.- 
Mexico border began to climb out of their post-wetback lows. The number of Mex- 
ican nationals apprehended by the U.S. Border Patrol crossed the 100,000 mark in 
1968 and inched toward 500,000 in 1973. 

Yet, as always, the rising apprehension rate along the U.S.-Mexico border re- 
sulted both from trends in unsanctioned Mexican migration and from changes in 
Border Patrol practice. Unfortunately, precisely what happened in terms of Bor- 

der Patrol practice is less clear. Many U.S. Border Patrol correspondence records 

for the post-1965 period remain closed to public inquiry. But public documents, 

such as INS annual reports, congressional appropriations hearings for the U.S. De- 

partment of Justice, and published ethnographies conducted with Border Patrol 

assistance all indicate a return to aggressive migration control tactics directed to- 

ward detecting and deporting unsanctioned immigrants of Mexican origin during 
the late 1960s. 

In 1967, the INS expanded the capacity for cross-border deportations into the 

interior of Mexico by supplementing the ongoing trainlifts to Chihuahua City and 

the airlifts to Leén, Guanajuato, with buslifts that ran from Ciudad Juarez to 

Jiménez, Chihuahua.”° Two years later, the INS opened new staging centers for de- 

portation along the U.S.-Mexico border. The new lifts and staging centers allowed 

the INS to process and deport greater numbers of unsanctioned Mexican immi- 

grants, and the Border Patrol resumed regular raids that again had the singular ob- 

jective of apprehending unsanctioned Mexican immigrants. By the early 1970s, the 

patrol had returned to conducting mass. raids on farms and ranches throughout 

the southwest, but Border Patrol officials also intensified the search for fraudulent 

citizens assumed to be hiding in urban areas with large Mexicano communities, 

such as Los Angeles, California, and San Antonio, Texas.’! In 1972, the urban raids 

produced at least one-quarter of the apprehensions made that year in the South- 

ern California region.”” The next year, the INS annual report boasted that “in a sin- 

gle operation of 20 workdays in the Los Angeles area, a special force of 75 Service 

officers located and processed 11,500 deportable aliens.””? In 1973, raids in the Los 

Angeles area escalated as immigration investigators and officers of the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol conducted raids on factories and Mexicano residential communities.”* 

The massive jump in apprehensions of Mexican nationals from just 44,161 in 1965 

to 616,630 in 1974, therefore, was largely due to the wave of unemployed Mexican 
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workers heading to jobs north of the border, but it also reflects an increase in INS 
capacities along the U.S.-Mexico border, marks the U.S. Border Patrol’s return to 
aggressive migration control practices, and signals the adoption of urban raids as 
a key method of increasing apprehension rates. These were the days when Jorge 
Lerma sang his song, “Superman Is an Illegal Alien,” protesting the aggressive en- 
forcement of U.S. immigration restrictions against Mexicanos in the U.S.-Mexico 
borderlands. 

After twenty years of relative quiet along the U.S.-Mexico border, the steady 
increase in the number of apprehensions of unsanctioned Mexican nationals 
prompted the new commissioner of the INS, Leonard F. Chapman, to declare that 
1974 was the year when the post-wetback era officially ended. Chapman confessed 
that “the virtual flood of illegal entries across the Southern Border” had returned, 
and the crisis of control was worse than it had ever been. Chapman estimated that 

an estimated six to twelve million illegal immigrants lived in the United States, more 

than 90 percent of whom were Mexican nationals.”° Other sources disputed his 

claim. The U.S. Census Bureau estimated that, by the end of the 1970s, only five 

million undocumented immigrants lived in the United States, with Mexican na- 

tionals comprising less than one-half of the total.” But Chapman maintained that 

illegal immigration was again at crisis levels and that, this time, the immigrants 

were criminal aliens, prostitutes, and drug smugglers rather than the simple and 

easygoing “wetbacks” of the past.’ 

At the close of the post-wetback period, the primary targets of U.S. migration 

control remained the same. What had changed was the expansion of Border Pa- 

trol’s mandate for migration control to include the broader objective of crime con- 

trol. From this process of transformation, the U.S. Border Patrol emerged more 

closely interwoven with federal law-enforcement institutions and initiatives. The 

patrol was no longer an outlier with a narrow agenda along the nation’s borders; 

its new focus on drug control and crime control folded the Border Patrol into the 

expanding systems of federal law enforcement. In the years after Richard Nixon 

unleashed an era of strategic consolidation of federal law enforcement operations, 

Border Patrol work routinely included policing immigrants, policing criminals, and 

policing drugs. Officers experienced dissonance in their simultaneous efforts to po- 

lice the U.S.-Mexico border as a pathway for illegal migrants seeking escape from 

poverty in Mexico and as a theater of drug interdiction in the United States. How- 

ever, the chaotic intersections of migration control and drug control along the bor- 

der would increasingly structure the making and meaning of U.S. Border Patrol 

work in the last decades of the twentieth century. 



Epilogue 

On May 28, 1974, the U.S. Border Patrol celebrated its golden anniversary. Estab- 

lished fifty years earlier as a small outfit of officers, the patrol had seen many changes 

since those early days. Amid the chaos of the wetback’s return and the constant es- 

calation of America’s war on drugs, Border Patrol officials paused to revel in a com- 

memorative understanding of their past. In countless speeches, presentations, and 

publications, Border Patrol officials told epic tales of rising from obscurity to de- 

fend the nation by aggressively enforcing U.S. immigration laws. Except for a brief 

moment during World War II, national security was a new language for the U.S. 

Border Patrol, but in a decade marked by stagflation and various challenges to post- 

war U.S. global dominance, nation-centered narratives of border enforcement and 

immigration control abounded. “Composed from the very beginning of hard-work- 

ing and dedicated officers enforcing unpopular laws,” explained public informa- 

tion officer Samuel Tidwell, “the Border Patrol has fought an up-hill battle all the 

way to insure each American citizen and legal resident alien the right to economic 

security, and the right to be free from undesirable alien forces that would sweep 

the boundaries that demarcate the greatest nation on earth.”! 

In the summer of 1974, the I and N Reporter consolidated the many stories that 

the officers had told during the year and published a short history of the Border 

Patrol. With the simple title, “The First Fifty Years,” this official history was a sweep- 

ing document that touched upon key moments in the development of the Border 

Patrol but expunged many of the social and political dimensions that so deeply 

shaped the patrol’s translation of U.S. immigration law into a social reality of polic- 

ing mexicanos in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

To begin, “The First Fifty Years” described the first generation of patrol officers 
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as “former mounted guards, policemen, sheriffs, gunslingers of various types, and 
appointees from the Civil Service Register of Railway Postal Clerks and Immigrant 
Inspectors” and profiled E. A. “Dogie” Wright as a typical hire in the early years. 
Dogie, as the story goes, had’been a Deputy U.S. Marshal and a Texas Ranger be- 
fore joining the U.S. Border Patrol, but “The First Fifty Years” made no mention 
of the many other jobs he held before joining the patrol. By choosing to profile Do- 
gie as nothing more than lawman rather than asa man with an eclectic past—as a 
clerk, chauffeur, construction worker, and ticket-taker at a movie theater—Border 
Patrol officials refused to recognize their predecessors as men and workers with a 
wide range of social entanglements that influenced their enforcement of U.S. im- 
migration restrictions. Disregarding such entanglements made the Border Patrol’s 
turn toward policing Mexican nationals in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands emerge as 
the certain and inevitable product of impartial law enforcement rather than as the 
messy result of the uneven politics, possibilities, and limitations of policing illegal 
immigration in the 1920s and 1930s. Further, erasing the connections between the 
officers’ lives and work buried the social history of Border Patrol violence, which 
swung almost indecipherably between the officers’ enforcement of U.S. immigra- 

tion restrictions and their lives as men, brothers, and community members. Ac- 

cording to “The First Fifty Years,” all violence related to the Border Patrol’s en- 

forcement of U.S. immigration restrictions was rooted in the officers’ mandate for 

federal law enforcement, namely, in the “nightly gun battles” of the Prohibition 
Era. Never mentioned were the names of Samuel Askins, who “was really in favor 

of banging a suspect over the ears with a sixshooter,” or Jack Cottingham, who shot 

randomly into Mexico to avenge the wounds of his brother. Also unmentioned was 

Harlon B. Carter, who led Operation Wetback of 1954 and had shot and killed 

Ramon Casiano on the streets of Laredo before joining the Border Patrol. The pa- 

trol of the mid-1970s, therefore, refused to acknowledge the ways in which the bor- 

derland’s history of racial violence lived within the Border Patrol and how, in turn, 

the patrol’s history lived within the violence of the borderlands.* 
“The First Fifty Years” also obscured the development of key strategic innova- 

tions in U.S. immigration law enforcement by hiding the role of Mexican officials 

in the accumulation of U.S. immigration law enforcement in the broader U.S.-Mex- 

ico borderlands and by denying the significance of gender in the rise of the border 

fence as a method of migration control. But filed among Border Patrol correspon- 

dence records and monthly apprehension reports during the mid-twentieth cen- 

tury lay the both records of Mexican officials who championed the policing of un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigrants and the notable presence of Mexican women and 

children who confronted the tightening regime of migration control along the U.S.- 

Mexico border. Mexican authorities encouraged the Border Patrol’s national turn 

toward the U.S.-Mexico border and expanded the field for enforcement by pro- 

viding new opportunities to conduct migration control on the Mexican side of the 
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border, and the unruly resistance of women, children, and families increased the 

urgency of fencing the border because Border Patrol officers’ uncomfortable en- 

counters with unsanctioned Mexican women and children led officers to avoid the 

physical confrontations and coercions required to stop illegal migrants from cross- 

ing the border. In part, therefore, the development of the enforcement strategies 

that pushed unsanctioned Mexican immigrants to the dangerous backlands of the 

U.S.-Mexico border region emerged as a process of resolving the gendered prob- 

lems posed to the use of violence when women, children, and families illegally 

crossed the border. 

Written during an era of the “wetback’s return,” “The First Fifty Years” recalled 

1954 asa year of triumph along the U.S.-Mexico border. Honoring Commissioner 

Swing’s 1954 campaign as the innovative act that restored “control of the bor- 

der,” “The First fifty Years” marked Operation Wetback as a turning point in the 

policing of unsanctioned Mexican immigration. Before and after the triumph of 

1954, many changes in Border Patrol practice contributed to the rise and fall of 

the problem of unsanctioned Mexican migration, but “The First Fifty Years” erased 

the decade-long increase and decrease in the use of aggressive immigration law- 

enforcement tactics, which defined the Border Patrol’s victory of 1954. In their 

lament for a triumph long gone, Border Patrol officials of the mid-1970s denied 

the recent intensification in U.S. immigration law enforcement in the U.S.-Mex- 

ico borderlands. The emergence of urban raids in Mexicano communities might 

best be described as Operation Wetback II, but the Border Patrol declined to name 

it; instead, it buried increased migration control in recent years beneath nostalgia 
for Swing’s conquest of 1954. 

In everything that it left untold, “The First Fifty Years” buried the many histo- 
ries embedded in the Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Of course, 
it was never intended to serve as anything more than a propaganda piece for the 
patrol, but as the debates regarding U.S. immigration control and the “wetback 
problem” began to explode during the 1970s, such a narrow construction of the 
Border Patrol’s past meant that few people really understood all of the Border Pa- 
trol’s project in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Unspoken histories, however, clearly 
reverberated within everyday Border Patrol practice. 

UNSPOKEN HISTORIES 

On the evening of June 11, 1973, two Border Patrol officers sat in a parked car on 
the northbound side of Highway 5 in southern California. Sometime after dark, 
the officers saw in their headlights Felix Humberto Brignoni-Ponce, his two 
friends, and the evidence of crimes that had gone unseen. According to the officers, 
the three men appeared to be of “Mexican descent,” which was sufficient evidence 
to suspect them of illicitly crossing the U.S.-Mexico border. The officers pulled the 
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men over after a short pursuit and questioned them about their citizenship status. 
Brignoni-Ponce was a U.S. citizen, but his two passengers both admitted that they 
had illegally entered the country. The officers arrested all three men: the two pas- 
sengers for illegal entry, and Brignoni-Ponce for “knowingly transporting illegal 
immigrants,” a felony punishable by a fine of five thousand dollars and up to five 
years in prison for each violation.* 

Muchas Mariano Martinez and Jesus Jasohad done after their arrest by Officers 
Pete Torres and George W. Parker Jr. in March 1927, Brignoni-Ponce challenged 
his arrest on the grounds that Border Patrol officers had no reason to suspect him 

of violating U.S. immigration restrictions. According to Brignoni-Ponce and his 

lawyers, “Mexican descent” was insufficient evidence of the crime of illegal entry 

and, therefore, the Border Patrol officers had violated Brignoni-Ponce’s Fourth 

Amendment protections against unreasonable search and seizure. This time, one 

full decade after the legislative victories of the civil rights movement had prohib- 

ited the explicitly racialized distribution of rights, resources, and protections in 

American public life, the legal battle ended in the U.S. Supreme Court. 

The Supreme Court recognized the broad social importance of the Brignoni- 

Ponce case. If Brignoni-Ponce’s interrogation, arrest, and conviction arose from 

discriminatory discretions in Border Patrol practice, then the officers were guilty 

of subjecting Brignoni-Ponce and his two passengers to undue suspicion, surveil- 

lance, and state violence. When multiplied by the millions of interrogations that 

Border Patrol officers made each year, Border Patrol practices potentially repre- 

sented a massive site of targeting persons of “Mexican appearance” for undue, un- 

equal, and unjust police action. Therefore, Brignoni-Ponce’s case raised serious 

questions regarding the persistence of racialized governance in the post-civil 

rights era. In particular, the Brignoni-Ponce case suggested that race continued to 

determine the degrees of freedom that state officials afforded to those living within 

the United States. Brignoni-Ponce and his passengers had been pulled over, de- 

tained, questioned, arrested, and threatened with imprisonment or deportation 

(plus all of the collateral pecuniary, social, personal, and political consequences that 

each form of punishment carries). The question before the Court was not whether 

they had broken the law, but whether race was a legitimate tool of discretion when 

policing the crime of illegal immigration. 

Despite the social consequences of subjecting persons of Mexican appearance 

to high levels of state surveillance and force, the Supreme Court found U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol statistics to be a persuasive. In 1973, 85 percent of the persons arrested for 

the crime of illegal entry were persons of Mexican origin. Assuming that Border 

Patrol statistics accurately reflected trends in the crime of illegal immigration, the 

Court reasoned that “85% of the aliens illegally in the country are from Mexico.”* 

The justices translated Border Patrol statistics into a profile of the illegal immigrant 

and thereby held that Border Patrol officers’ use of Mexican appearance as an in- 
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dicator of the crime of illegal entry was both reasonable and legitimate. According 

to the Court’s decision in United States v. Brignoni-Ponce, Mexicanos were the un- 

fortunate but appropriate suspects of the crime of illegal immigration and the le- 

gitimate subjects of unequal levels of state violence in the pursuit of immigration 

control. 

Certainly, hundreds of thousands of Mexican nationals illicitly crossed the U.S.- 

Mexico border during the twentieth century and continue to do so into the twenty- 

first century. Scholars, politicians, and activists debate the actual volume of un- 

sanctioned Mexican immigration but, if nothing else, the bodies pulled from the 

Rio Grande and dragged from the deserts have long revealed the reality of un- 

sanctioned Mexican migration across the U.S.-Mexico border. There is no doubt 

that the high volume of such immigration influenced the Border Patrol’s turn to- 

ward the southern border. More specifically, the politics of controlling the labor 

migration of Mexican workers back and forth across the U.S.-Mexico border un- 

doubtedly shaped the making of the Border Patrol. But the history of the U.S. Bor- 

der Patrol! is much more than a chapter in the story of Mexican labor migration to 

the United States. 

In the early years, officers interpreted their mandate for federal immigration law 

enforcement according to local histories and interests in the management of Mex- 

ican immigrant labor. At that time, Border Patrol violence was far from unique in 

a region dominated by ranchers, farmers, and their guns. But Border Patrol vio- 

lence was tied to the category of the illegal immigrant, which gave new meanings 

to familiar acts. Border Patrol violence introduced a new way of marking the mean- 

ing of race in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. In particular, whereas discourses of the 

differences between blackness and whiteness continued to dominate the logic of 

racial inequity in the United States, the danger, dislocations, damage, and death 

that touched Mexicano lives and communities through U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement linked Mexicanos in the borderlands to the crimes and consequences 

of being illegal in the United States. The Border Patrol’s narrow focus upon polic- 

ing unsanctioned Mexican immigration, therefore, drew a very particular color line 

around the political condition of illegality. Border Patrol practice, in other words, 

imported the borderlands’ deeply rooted racial divides arising from conquest and 

capitalist economic development into the making of U.S. immigration law en- 
forcement and, in turn, transformed the legal/illegal divide into a problem of race. 

This problem of race began as a local interpretation of federal immigration laws, 
but it evolved upon the cross-border foundation of U.S. and Mexican collabora- 
tion during the 1940s. By the late 1960s, it had taken root in national initiatives for 
crime control and drug interdiction along the U.S.-Mexico border. This history of 
the U.S. Border Patrol’s evolving dedication to the project of policing unsanctioned 
Mexican immigration complicates any easy equations between Mexicanos and the 
crime of illegal immigration by providing a detailed examination of the social and 
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political ruptures that lay beneath the Border Patrol’s seemingly unbroken focus 
upon policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration. The U.S. Supreme Court, how- 
ever, swept aside the intrinsic and historically rooted complexities of the Border 
Patrol’s uneven enforcement of U.S. immigration restrictions and, instead, effec- 
tively legitimated U.S. Border Patrol practice as a site of state violence in which the 
differences between being legal and being illegal could be legitimately policed by 
targeting Mexicanos—namely, Mexican Browns—in the United States. 

Sanctified by the Supreme Court, the Border Patrol moved into the late twen- 
tieth century with no interruption to its project of policing Mexicans in the U.S.- 

Mexico borderlands. Still, mass arrests and targeted enforcement against Mexicanos 
did not persist uncontested. Mexico’s unsanctioned migrants continued to lob 

bricks, evade arrest, and taunt Border Patrol officers from the other side of the line, 

while a new generation of immigrant rights advocates and civil liberties groups 

forcefully protested the new wave of aggressive migration control and its impact 

upon Mexicano communities in the United States. In particular, these groups 

protested the Border Patrol’s searches for fraudulent citizens by raiding Mexican 

American communities. During the 1973 surge in raids in the Los Angeles area, 

for example, the Los Angeles branch of the American Civil Liberties Union filed 

for an injunction against INS raids targeting “Hispanic” neighborhoods, charging 

that among those apprehended for deportation were U.S. citizens.> As the raids 

pushed deeper into residential communities, priests and leaders of the clergy ad- 

vocated for parishioners. “It shouldn’t be a crime to have brown skin,” charged Rev- 

erend Mark Day of St. Joseph’s Church.° The next year, Mexican American com- 

munity leaders in Chicago launched a campaign against Border Patrol raids and 

forced the INS to establish the Concerned Citizens Committee on Immigration to 

broker charges of harassment and undue surveillance.’ But tensions only mounted 

between the Border Patrol and Mexicano communities in the southwestern United 

States. In 1978, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights launched an investigation into 

the impact of U.S. immigration law enforcement upon the civil rights of citizens 

and immigrants.* The commission exposed corruption within the INS and affirmed 

the critics’ charges of discrimination and use of excessive force by the Border Pa- 

trol. In particular, it confirmed the harassment of Mexicano communities in the 

southwestern United States. The commission’s report and the exposé of a crooked 

and brutal task force comprised of San Diego Police officers and Border Patrol 

officers working undercover along the San Diego-Tijuana border each helped to 

push criticism of U.S. immigration law enforcement into the spotlight. Signaling 

a new age of public cynicism, Universal Studios released The Border (1982), which 

portrayed the U.S. Border Patrol as awash in corruption and violence. 

While public scorn mounted, it was the emergent generation of Chicana/o ac- 

tivists who formed the epicenter of the resistance against Border Patrol practices. 

Chicaria/o activism during the late 1960s dramatically reshaped the politics of mi- 
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gration control in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Unlike the middle-class Mexican 

American activists of their parents’ generation, Chicana/o activists embraced Mex- 

ican immigration and thereby reimagined their community’s interests in immi- 

gration law enforcement. Rather than rejecting Mexico’s labor migrants and de- 

manding increased migration control, Chicana/o activists tended to mobilize on 

behalf of migrants—legal and illegal—while challenging state systems that contin- 

ued to marginalize the Mexicano community within the United States.? On the 

streets, Chicana/o activists forced Border Patrol officers to operate under intense 

counter-surveillance by closely monitoring Border Patrol activities. “I've had Mex- 

ican people stand by and . . .check me, to see if 1am checking everybody,” explained 

Officer Joe Aubin in 1978.!° 

In 1987, the American Friends Service Committee sponsored the consolida- 

tion and institutionalization of counter-surveillance over U.S. immigration law 

enforcement officers by establishing the Immigration Law Enforcement Moni- 

toring Project (ILEMP). Led by veteran activists Maria Jiménez (Houston, Texas) 

and Roberto Martinez (San Diego, California), ILEMP solicited, received, and in- 

vestigated complaints from immigrants and citizens regarding violence and mis- 

treatment by U.S. immigration officers. Between 1987 and 1990, ILEMP docu- 

mented more than 380 cases of excessive force, racial harassment, and sexual 

assault, most of which they charged to the officers of the U.S. Border Patrol.!! In 
1990, the work of ILEMP encouraged the Committee on Foreign Affairs in the 
U.S. House of Representatives to hold hearings entitled Allegations of Violence 
along the United States-Mexico Border. At the hearings, Jiménez protested the 
racialization of U.S. immigration law enforcement. As Jiménez testified, “Residents 
of the southern border, including U.S. citizens, whose language, culture, and skin 
color make them appear ‘foreign’ are considered suspect. Incidents of exclusion, 
illegal arrest, and illegal deportation of citizens and immigrants legally in the coun- 
try are frequently reported.”!” 

Understanding Border Patrol work asa site of racialized state violence, Jiménez 
and a growing circle of scholars and activists articulated powerful historical ge- 
nealogies for policing Mexicanos in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Jiménez, for ex- 
ample, compared the Border Patrol to the slave patrols of the American south. 
Historian David Montejano argued that the racial violence of immigration law en- 
forcement stemmed from the history of conquest in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands.'4 
In stark contrast to the Border Patrol’s attempts to expunge the past from U.S. im- 
migration control, these scholars and activists interpreted Border Patrol work as 
intimately bound to histories of race, labor control, and conquest across four cen- 
turies of the American past. Jiménez and Montejano were correct to insist that polic- 
ing Mexicans stemmed from these deeper histories, but they also oversimplified 
the Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Mexican elites had played 
important roles in crafting U.S. migration-control practices; Mexican American 
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leaders had protected the project of policing unsanctioned Mexican immigrants; 
and an expansion in federal law enforcement defined the phenomenal growth of 
the U.S. Border Patrol in the post-wetback era. Therefore, in their own particular 
ways, U.S. Border Patrol officials, the U.S. Supreme Court, and critics of U.S. im- 
migration law enforcement all embraced a limited understanding of the Border Pa- 
trol’s project of policing Mexicans in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

THE MEN AND WOMEN OF THE PATROL 

Against the many efforts to promote a simple history of the U.S. Border Patrol, no 

one more doggedly held onto the untold complexities of U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement than the members of the Fraternal Order of Retired Border Patrol 

Officers (FORBO). Established on October 25, 1978, the FORBO took shape dur- 

ing another period of major transition in the U.S. Border Patrol. After almost two 

decades of slipping into near political oblivion, U.S. immigration law enforcement 

had reemerged on the political landscape in the 1970s. Although many advocated 

greater border control and immigration enforcement, immigrant activists increas- 

ingly challenged immigration law enforcement as excessive and racially discrimi- 

natory toward Mexicanos in the borderlands. Others cared little for immigration 

politics but decried what seemed to be rampant ineptitude and corruption within 

the INS.’° By 1977, immigration control was at center stage in American politics. 

That year, President Jimmy Carter proposed comprehensive immigration reform 

to address the problem of illegal immigration and appointed Leonel Castillo to lead 

the Immigration and Naturalization Service through this difficult and divisive 

period.'® As commissioner of the Immigration and Naturalization Service, Castillo 

attempted to build a more efficient and less corrupt organization that equitably en- 

forced U.S. immigration restrictions. Among the many changes he oversaw was a 

massive turnover in Border Patrol personnel when new federal regulations required 

the retirement of all Border Patrol officers upon reaching the age of fifty-five.!” 

FORBO members recall this period as the “mandatory exodus of January 1, 1978.”"® 

The wave of officers exiting the patrol understood that “as the number of re- 

tirees continued to grow and scatter out across the country, it became evident that 

the friendships and shared experiences of a quarter century were in jeopardy.” Hop- 

ing to “preserve the friendships and associations that might otherwise be lost in re- 

tirement—with no commercial, political, or other controversial commitments to 

muddy the cause,” thirty-four retirees organized a meeting in Denver, Colorado, 

and established the Fraternal Order of Retired Border Patrol Officers on October 

25, 1978. Since then, the FORBO has organized annual retreats for retirees to rem- 

inisce on the past and maintain old friendships.’ 

In 1981, the FORBO broke ground for the National Border Patrol Museum in 

El Paso, Texas. Founded as a place to “capture our memories” and “to tell our story 
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and do it our way,” the retirees of the U.S. Border Patrol made a place of their own.”° 

The records that retirees deposited at the NBPM and the oral histories they have 

collected from one another capture the officers’ everyday experiences with the mak- 

ing of U.S. migration control and thus highlight the social and political life of U.S. 

immigration law enforcement. This is a story that the “The First Fifty Years” de- 

clined to tell. It is a story that the U.S. Supreme Court refused to acknowledge. And 

it is a story that the Border Patrol’s critics dismiss. But it is the story that the re- 

tired officers of the U.S. Border Patrol preserved by establishing a place where the 

social world of U.S. immigration law enforcement is not forgotten, suppressed, or 

disregarded. 

In 1987, retired officer David Burnett authored his own fifty-three-page story 

for deposit at the National Border Patrol Museum. Breaking from the celebratory 

mold of many personal narratives, Burnett had the courage to tell all that he knew 

of the patrol, and, in particular, he recounted troubling stories of old-timers’ ac- 

tions. It was Burnett, for example, whom Jim Cottingham had admonished for not 

killing an immigrant when confronted with his unruly behavior. Burnett closed 

his narrative with a request. “I’ve always had this one reservation about the Mu- 

seum; I hope that in the future, five years, twenty-five years, whenever, that people 

come back to read reports, listen to tapes, or research the past .. . [and] that they 

won't judge the Border Patrol and its officers by standards that are then current.” 

As Burnett explained, “It is easy to read of things that happened, and conclude [that] 

officers’ actions were just unreasonable, but many of those things were reasonable 

under the circumstances and under the guidelines and the policies of the time. I 

just hope that any one who does research and looks into these things will keep that 

in mind.””! This book offers no leniency to the old-timers or, as Burnett explains, 

“the things that happened, gun fights for example or beatings, or a lot of other things 

that happened.” But it does place the old-timers and their actions within the con- 

text of the times by chronicling the social history of U.S. immigration law en- 

forcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. As Burnett well understood, “They [the 

old-timers] built the Border Patrol, they made it what it was.” 

In the years after the exodus of 1978, a new generation of U.S. Border Patrol 
officers took their place to enforce U.S. immigration law. Among them were 
women and African Americans, both formerly excluded from employment as Bor- 
der Patrol officers.” From the outside, the old-timers watched the changes and com- 
plained that Border Patrol work was “strictly a man’s job.”> Men hired well into 
the 1990s expressed that they “did not like it, but that was the new way, the ac- 
cepted way. It was the law.””® Still the pressure for gender equity in federal gov- 
ernment employment did not ultimately translate into gender parity among Bor- 
der Patrol personnel. By the mid-1980s, eighty-four women comprised only 3.1 
percent of Border Patrol officers, and by 2007, the percentage of female officers 
had jumped nominally to 5.4 percent of all officers.” 
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Although women had been categorically excluded from employmentas U.S. Bor- 
der Patrol officers, African Americans were more carefully prevented from taking 
jobs as patrolmen until the 1970s, As one retired Border Patrol officer recalled of 
a recruitment trip that he had taken to the South during the 1920s, “The colored 
people were trying to get their students in to break the barrier,” but Border Patrol 
recruiters were “very fortunate” to have the assistance of a “civil service employee 
in the south.”** The civil service representative “could tell from the application. Usu- 
ally the name or the schools he attended” and helped the recruitment officer to dis- 
card African American applicants.?? When asked, “You didn’t like to hire colored 
people back then?” the officer responded, “Oh, no. We could have been accused of 
discrimination, there is no question at all about it.”2° 

The movement for equity in federal employment produced a small but steady 

cohort of African American officers during the mid-1970s. The tenor of their re- 

ception is suggested by the response that Kellogg Whittick received when he was 

promoted as the first African American to hold a senior position within INS: em- 

ployees rubbed excrement on Whittick’s car.*! Retiring in 1983, Whittick described 

incidents in which “[{INS] bosses refer[ed] to blacks as ‘niggers’ and ‘porch mon- 

keys,’ or their colleagues [made] nasty jokes about deporting them back to Africa.”** 

With such internal hostility toward black officers within the INS, it is not surpris- 

ing that the number of African American Border Patrol agents only increased from 

eleven in 1977 to twenty-eight in 1988 and to only forty-four in 1994.*° 

But the most significant change in Border Patrol personnel has been the dramatic 

rise in the number of Latino officers. Since 1924, Mexican Americans had consis- 

tently represented a small fraction of Border Patrol officers. By the 1960s, in the con- 

text of Chicano/a activism and brick-lobbing Mexican border crossers, Mexican 

American Border Patrol officers were often derided as traitors to their ethnic com- 

munity, but the number of Latino officers continued to rise. By 1977, the Border 

Patrol maintained three hundred and twenty-one Latino officers, and by 2008, 51 

percent of all Border Patrol officers were Hispanic—primarily Mexican Americans.*4 

According to sociologist-historian Josiah C. Heyman, this new generation of 

Latino officers “var[ies] on the question of [self-identified] ethnicity, but with strik- 

ing consistency they emphasize their standing as U.S. citizens, with specific rights 

to jobs and public distributions.”*° Latino officers and their political commitments 

to the rights of citizens pioneered dramatic changes in Border Patrol strategy in 

the late twentieth century. Among the most influential of this new generation of 

Border Patrol officers was Silvestre Reyes. Born in 1944 in Cantuillo, Texas, Reyes 

grew up as the oldest of ten children on his family’s farm five miles outside of El 

Paso, Texas.°° He was a third-generation Mexican American, but Spanish was his 

native tongue, and he learned English when he entered school.”’ As a child, one of 

Reyes’s jobs on his family’s farm was to watch for the U.S. Border Patrol and sound 

an alarm in the event of a raid.** But by the time Reyes was ten years old, the Bor- 
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der Patrol had begun its post-1954 retreat from aggressive immigration law en- 

forcement. Reyes would have known the quieter times of the post-wetback era un- 

til he joined the U.S. Army and left Texas to fight in the Vietnam War. When he 

returned from Vietnam in 1969, he joined the U.S. Border Patrol. At the leading 

edge of the rising Mexican American generation within the Border Patrol, Reyes 

sparked a dramatic shift in Border Patrol strategy in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

Toward the end of the 1980s, Mexican American community leaders in El Paso, 

Texas, began to complain that Border Patrol practices were damaging city life. Ha- 

rassment of Mexican Americans and legal immigrants along with the pursuit of 

immigrants in business districts and residential areas had created a sense of sur- 

veillance, chaos, and danger that negatively affected the broader civic, social, and 

economic life of El Paso. Finally, in November of 1991, the tensions between the 

Border Patrol and Mexican Americans in El Paso erupted at Bowie High School. 

Bowie High was a predominately Mexican American and working-class high 

school located on the border between El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua. Bor- 

der Patrol officers routinely patrolled the vicinity of the school and entered school 

property to question students, staff, and visitors. On November 9, 1991, the foot- 

ball coach, Benjamin Murillo, and two of his varsity players were driving to a game 

when Border Patrol officers stopped their car. One officer approached the car and 

pointed his pistol at Murillo’s head. Jaime Amezaga, the assistant football coach 

drove past and stopped to inform the officers that the man they had stopped was 

the Bowie High head football coach. The officer turned the gun on Amezaga and 

told him to mind his business. The officer then searched Murillo while his partner 

searched the two student athletes, Isaac Vallalva and Cesar Soto. 

Murillo led Vallalva and six other Bowie High students in filing for a restrain- 

ing order and injunction against the Border Patrol. The judge decided in favor of 

the plaintiffs, allowing the injunction and restraining order to transform Bowie 

High into a sanctuary free from Border Patrol activities. The Bowie High case sig- 

naled a new era of political organizing among Mexican Americans in El Paso that 
would force changes upon Border Patrol activity. Bowie High was off-limits to the 
patrol, and compromises would have to be reached with the broader Mexicano com- 
munity regarding the future of U.S. immigration law enforcement. 

In 1993, the INS moved Silvestre Reyes to El Paso, where he addressed the con- 
cerns of Mexican Americans by launching Operation Hold the Line. Reflecting the 
citizenship politics of the emergent generation of Mexican American Border Pa- 
trol officers, Reyes ended the raids and harassment that ensnared Mexican Amer- 
icans in the Border Patrol’s pursuit of immigration control. Instead of assigning 
officers to chase fraudulent citizens, conduct raids in Mexicano-dominated com- 
munities, and run down suspects on city streets, Reyes moved officers to the in- 
ternational boundary. Stationed every several hundred feet directly along the bor- 
der, Operation Hold the Line effectively built a human wall between El Paso and 



EPILOGUE 229 

Ciudad Juarez.” Reyes attempted to protect the citizenship rights of Mexican Amer- 
icans by focusing Border Patrol resources on the physical boundary between the 
United States and Mexico. As a direct result of the new strategy, complaints by Mex- 
ican Americans declined, and Reyes was honored by the leading Mexican Ameri- 
can organizations for his contributions to the protection of Mexican American cit- 
izenship rights and community life.*° 

INS supervisors looked at Operation Hold the Line and saw the future of im- 

migration law enforcement in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Beyond improving 

community relations, Operation Hold the Line reduced apprehensions in the his- 

torically busy El Paso area by 76 percent during fiscal year 1994.*! Interpreted as 

reducing the overall volume of unsanctioned migration, Reyes’s local strategy 

gained national recognition and was implemented in other busy crossing zones 

along the U.S.-Mexico border. On October 1, 1994, the San Diego sector of the U.S. 

Border Patrol implemented Operation Gatekeeper. By 1999, the line patrols had 

been extended across south Texas and from the Pacific Ocean to Yuma, Arizona.” 

Numerous scholars have examined the impact of this strategy. In particular, 

they have critiqued the Border Patrol’s assessment that declining apprehensions 

in historically busy crossing zones signified a reduction in the volume of unsanc- 

tioned migration. Instead, many scholars have argued that border enforcement 

strategies only redirected unsanctioned border crossers away from blockaded 

areas and into the deserts, resulting in an overall rise in the number of migrant 

deaths in the harsh deserts of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. The Mexican Consulate 

recorded nearly seventeen hundred migrant deaths along the border between 1994 

and mid-2000. Some drowned in the Rio Grande, the All-American Canal, or in 

the toxic New River, but most died while attempting to cross the desolate deserts 

of Arizona, where they succumbed to dehydration, hypothermia, or heat stroke.4 

Harshly criticized for the impact of the Hold the Line strategy on unsanctioned 

border crossers, INS Commissioner Doris Meisner defended strategic border con- 

trol as a legitimate deterrence method. “We did believe geography would be an ally,” 

she explained.*° But Meisner miscalculated. More than one hundred years of eco- 

nomic and social integration between the United States and Mexico had linked dis- 

placed workers in Mexico with jobs in the United States. Mexican workers trav- 

eled along corridors forged by processes far beyond the border. Geography would 

not be enough to stop a migration that violated U.S. immigration law but conformed 

to the strictures of U.S.-Mexico integration. 

As the Border Patrol was extending Operation Hold the Line along the U.S.- 

Mexico border, the economic integration of the two countries deepened with the 

implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) on Jan- 

uary 1, 1994. NAFTA eliminated many trade barriers between the United States, 

Mexico, and Canada, creating a North American free-trade bloc that encouraged 

the mobility of capital, production, and manufacturing throughout the region. U.S.- 
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financed businesses rushed into Mexico. Competition from transnational corpo- 

rations for land, profits, and market shares drove increasingly large numbers of 

Mexican campesinos from the countryside into cycles of migration or into manu- 

facturing jobs along Mexico’s northern border region. Wages for these jobs were 

higher than elsewhere in Mexico and drew migrants to the border region. Still, many 

of the transnational corporations, which located their factories in Mexico to take 

advantage of cheap labor and minimal trade barriers, did not pay a living wage, 

and working conditions for the overwhelmingly young and female factory work- 

force were often dangerous, if not outright lethal. Displaced campesinos, border 

factory workers, and their families often weighed the risks of their employment and 

unemployment options in Mexico against the dangers of crossing into the United 

States, where daily wages continued to dwarf those available in Mexico. At some 

time in their lives, particularly when they were young, a good number of Mexico’s 

poor, both male and female, made the trek north to earn enough to live in Mexico. 

Since 1994, the exodus of Mexico’s poor along the corridors of migration into 

the United States has confronted an increasingly barricaded border. The barricades 

began as a sector project responding to the concerns of Mexican Americans in El 

Paso, Texas, but they also complemented political quests for a semblance of na- 

tional order and authority in an era of globalization and drew resources from funds 

dedicated to drug interdiction, which, by the late 1970s, was thoroughly entangled 

with the project of migration control. The mixing of migration control and drug 
interdiction profoundly shaped the working lives of Border Patrol officers. Whereas 
many officers said that joining the patrol allowed them to pay offs old debts, buy 
houses, support their families and, overall, reach a place where their “troubles were 
not about money,” drug control transformed the U.S.-Mexico border into an in- 
creasingly unpredictable, militarized, and violent worksite.*° “Remember: You are 
a target,” reads a poster in the McAllen, Texas, Border Patrol station warning of 
the well-armed drug smugglers that officers might encounter during their shifts.” 
With officers and smugglers squaring off at the U.S.-Mexico border, heavily armed 
and watching anxiously for each other, the most extreme incidents of Border Pa- 
trol violence—as during the era of Prohibition—unfold at the intersection of drug 
control and migration control. 

Unsanctioned migrants had long run from patrol officers, but Timothy Dunn, 
in Militarization of the U.S.-Mexico Border, writes that, by the 1990s, “seasoned 
agents say that when a suspect runs from agents along the border, it is likely he is 
a drug smuggler.”** On March 18, 1992,this logic proved faulty when a Border Pa- 
trol officer opened fire on 25-30 unarmed, undocumented immigrants walking near 
the Nogales, Arizona, border. Three months later, Border Patrol officer Michael 
Elmer shot an unarmed Mexican resident of Nogales, Sonora, twice in the back 
with an AR-15 rifle, and killed him. The shooting occurred during a drug inter- 
diction operation. Elmer attempted to conceal the shooting by burying the body, 
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but another agent resisted Elmer’s threats and reported the murder several hours 
later. Elmer, however, successfully defended himself against manslaughter charges 
by imploring jurors to understand the stress, danger, and confusion of Border Pa- 
trol work in the era of the war on drugs. The war on drugs, therefore, simultane- 
ously created an increasingly dangerous and stressful worksite for Border Patrol 
officers and provided a new logic of impunity that justified even the most egre- 
gious acts of violence committed by Border Patrol officers. 

The expansion of the war on drugs also affected the U.S. Border Patrol by fos- 

tering a national culture that invested in police and prisons as core mechanisms of 

social control. For example, when Congress addressed the problem of illegal im- 

migration with the passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) 

of 1986, policing immigration functioned as the lynchpin of future efforts to con- 

trol unsanctioned migration. The IRCA offered amnesty to undocumented immi- 

grants who had continuously resided in the United States since January 1, 1982, 

penalized the employers of unsanctioned workers, and dramatically expanded the 

USS. Border Patrol. Amnesty allowed more than three million undocumented im- 

migrants to legalize their status, but no system was established for handling changes 

in immigration status for future generations of unsanctioned immigrants, and the 

enforcement of employer sanctions was a seriously underfunded project, leaving 

the expansion of the Border Patrol as the bedrock of immigration-control efforts. 

Immigration reform, in other words, depended upon immigration policing. De- 

spite increased police efforts, unsanctioned migration continued. Congress took 

up the question of immigration reform once again in the mid-1990s. The passage 

of the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) 

provided for five thousand additional Border Patrol agents. The IIRIRA also in- 

creased penalties for immigration violations, lowered the threshold for crimes that 

triggered deportation for legal immigrants, retroactively applied the triggers for de- 

portation, and required imprisonment or detention for immigrants awaiting de- 

portation hearings. Again Congress approached immigration control as a matter 

of crime and punishment. Then, on September 11, 2001, the attacks on the Twin 

Towers and the Pentagon promised to dramatically reshape and expand U.S. im- 

migration law enforcement and border control. In the immediate aftermath of the 

attacks, U.S. federal authorities were jolted from their single-minded focus on polic- 

ing unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. New tar- 

gets were found in persons of “Muslim appearance,” and immigration-control re- 

sponsibilities were dispersed among a wider net of law-enforcement agencies.” Yet 

the expansion of targets failed to dislodge the U.S. Border Patrol from its concen- 

tration on policing unsanctioned Mexican immigration in the U.S.-Mexico bor- 

derlands, while the urgency of anti-terrorism fueled additional fiscal and political 

resources for immigration control and border enforcement. On March 1, 2003, the 

U.S. Border Patrol was transferred to the new Department of Homeland Security. 
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On May 15, 2006, President George W. Bush promised to further militarize im- 

migration control by deploying 6,000 National Guard troops along the U.S.-Mex- 

ico border. And although the U.S. Border Patrol began the twenty-first century with 

slightly more than 4,000 officers on duty, by 2006, the Border Patrol fielded more 

than 12,000 officers, and President Bush mandated that the United States Border 

Patrol increase its patrol force to 18,319 officers by the end of 2008.*° 

POLICING MEXICANS IN THE CARGERAL ERA 

In its two decades of expansion, the Border Patrol has failed to stop or significantly 

curtail unsanctioned immigration. What more officers, fences, guns, and technol- 

ogy have effectively produced is a steady stream of apprehensions. Without enough 

detention space to hold all of the persons held for immigration violations, immi- 

grant inmates are often transferred to await trial or serve time in one of the na- 

tion’s many jails or prisons. The U.S. Border Patrol is not the only agency deliver- 

ing immigrants to the many houses of incarceration in the United States, but the 

rise of the U.S. Border Patrol as a story of race and inequity is powerfully signified 

by the increasing number of undocumented immigrants joining African Ameri- 

cans in jails and prisons across the country. 

African Americans comprise 7 percent of the U.S. population but represent more 

than half of the prison and jail population. The over-representation of African 

Americans in America’s growing prison population inspired novelist Edgar Wide- 

man to describe prisons as “the dark places where only blacks reside.”>! The num- 

ber of black men and women in prison has had far-reaching negative consequences 

for the African American community.’ Imprisonment not only removes people 
from their families but also imposes an expanding matrix of “invisible punishments” 
that strips parolees and ex-convicts of their basic citizenship entitlements and 
rights.** For example, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988 prohibits tenants (or their 
guests) of public housing from engaging in “criminal activity, including drug re- 
lated criminal activity, on or near public housing.” Under this 1988 law, an indi- 
vidual’s conviction for a drug crime could lead to eviction for an entire family. In 
addition, the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act established a lifetime ban on welfare benefits for persons with drug convic- 
tions. Drug convictions thus have the potential of thrusting families into home- 
lessness and destabilizing communities. The social dislocations rooted in these in- 
visible punishments are compounded by disenfranchisement laws that deny the 
right to vote to prisoners and ex-convicts. According to the Sentencing Project, 13 
percent of African American men are currently disenfranchised by the felony dis- 
enfranchisement laws of various states, and if the current rates of imprisonment 
persist, 30 percent of “the next generation of black men will be disenfranchised at 
some point in their lifetime.””* The effect of the prison system, therefore, has been 
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to strip a growing percentage of the African American population of their basic 
citizenship rights and to restrict their access to basic needs such as housing, social 
services, family, and employment. 

Black lives behind bars and the various long-term penalties that ex-convicts and 
their families pay for their crimes are the material evidence that crime and pun- 
ishment operate as a broad-reaching system of racialized social organization in the 
United States.*° Loic Wacquant argues that mass imprisonment in the carceral era 
operates as a “peculiar institution” that extends the history of black slavery and Jim 
Crow in the United States by withholding full citizenship status from prisoners and 

ex-convicts, despite the many accomplishments of the civil rights movement.°° 

What many scholars of race and inequity in the carceral era are now examin- 

ing is the rapidly growing number of immigrants (overwhelmingly Mexican na- 

tionals) serving time for immigration offenses and drug violations prior to depor- 

tation.’ Between 1985 and 2000, the percentage of noncitizens in federal prison 

increased from 15 percent to 29 percent, making immigrants (along with black 

women) one of the most rapidly growing sectors of the federal prison population.** 

In addition to the growing number of immigrants in U.S. prisons and jails, in- 

creasing numbers of persons are being held in INS, now known as ICE (Immigra- 

tion and Customs Enforcement), detention centers. When added to the more than 

one million persons per year who are processed at U.S. Border Patrol stations, im- 

migrants are a significant portion of America’s carceral population, and thus pris- 

ons are an increasingly important dimension of U.S. immigration control. The ris- 

ing number of undocumented immigrants held in U.S. jails and prisons clarifies 

the story of race at the heart of policing Mexicans in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

For African Americans, the arrival of undocumented immigrants in the prison 

system magnifies and strengthens the prison’s function as a special reserve for those 

without full citizenship rights within the United States. For the caste of illegals, 

their arrival in U.S. jails and prisons—“the dark places where only blacks reside” — 

confirms that U.S. systems of migration control are busy not only in returning Mex- 

icans back to Mexico but also in delivering Mexico’s poor to peculiar institutions 

north of the border where broad-reaching and racialized social, political, and eco- 

nomic inequities are now defined within the United States. Therefore, chronicling 

the Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands as a matter of policing in 

modern America reveals how the paths of Mexican Browns and black Americans 

cross in the carceral era. 
When Jorge Lerma sang of Superman as America’s forgotten illegal immigrant, 

he could hardly have known of the ways in which the coming of the carceral age 

would force him to dig deeper to understand the Border Patrol’s policing of Mexi- 

cans. But by evoking the image of Superman, Lerma provided his own example of 

Gramsci’s call to take an “inventory” of the many pasts buried within the present.” 

Superman, after all, was crafted by communist-leaning cartoonists who based their 
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new American hero upon the life and legend of John Henry. An African American 

convict leased out as a railroad worker on the lines of the Chesapeake & Ohio Rail- 

road in West Virginia during the 1870s, John Henry was a stout but powerful and 

proud man. When his employer brought a steam-powered drill to the line, he chal- 

lenged the machine to a steel-driving race. Man against machine, John Henry drove 

steel faster and deeper than the steam-powered drill. His triumph inspired genera- 

tions of workers who struggled against the dehumanization of work in industrial 

America. They carried his legend forward in song. As the legend’s most recent bi- 

ographer notes, by the 1930s, communists and cartoonists had “morph[ed]” the 

steel-driving man into the man of steel.® Buried deep within the figure of Super- 

man, therefore, lay both the illegal immigrant and the black convict. By evoking the 

story of a black convict laborer turned American superhero who, through it all, was 

an illegal immigrant, Jorge Lerma tapped into and smuggled forward a critical so- 

cio-historical inventory of the Border Patrol’s rise in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 

Policing Mexicans in the pursuit of immigration control, his song suggests, is inti- 

mately bound to projects that define the meaning of blackness and whiteness in 

American life. In America’s prisons and jails, the paths of Mexico’s poor collide with 

the paths of poor African Americans, making it clear that, for Mexican Browns, the 

story of race has tipped away from whiteness and toward blackness partly because 

of the U.S. Border Patrol’s uneven policing of the legal/illegal divide. 

The significance of both blackness and whiteness in the development of polic- 

ing Mexicans is certainly a hidden history but, as records scattered north and south 

of the border make clear, the U.S. Border Patrol took many peculiar and forgotten 

paths to its now familiar concentration in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. Efforts to 

manage the mobility of Mexican workers were always central and, over the years, 

anxieties regarding border security increasingly took hold of Border Patrol prac- 

tices, but the Border Patrol’s rise began with the old-timers who built a brother- 

hood of immigration control. Their story evolved upon Mexican hopes for moder- 
nity and Mexican American quests for incorporation and, at the dawn of the carceral 
era, a subtle turn toward crime control met the emerging concern with drug in- 
terdiction to further concentrate U.S. immigration control in the U.S.-Mexico bor- 
derlands. All along the way, whether considering the guns of the old-timers, the 
fences of the new recruits, or the barricades of the neoliberal era, gender was a crit- 
ical factor in the formation of state violence, while, from Jim Crow to the prison 
system, the Border Patrol’s racialization of the caste of illegals unfolded alongside 
the evolution of blackness and whiteness in American life. These untold dimen- 
sions of the Border Patrol’s past were long-ago boxed up and submerged under 
more simple narratives, but they defined the rise of the U.S. Border Patrol in the 
U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 
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Oe . Indians in the Making: Ethnic Relations and Indian Identities around Puget Sound, 
by Alexandra Harmon 
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24. The Power of the Zoot: Youth Culture and Resistance during World War II, by Luis Alvarez 
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