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^Que son los ninos?... Son rayos del sol que atravesando los densos nubarrones de la vida, 
los coloran con tintas crepusculares de inocente alegria. 

[What are children?... They are rays of sunlight that traveling across life's storm clouds... 
color them with twilight shades of innocent happiness.] 

—Gamaliel Arenas, La Cronica, Laredo, Texas 1911 

Why don't we let the Mexicans come to the white schools? Because a damned greaser is 
not fit to sit side of a white giri. 

—Member of school board, Dimmit County, Texas 1928 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a study of Mexican children along the U.S. border from 1880 

to 1930. The study explores the ways in which Mexican children were incorporated into 

the growing capitalist border society of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

During this period, there were demographic changes in both the United States and Mraco 

as children comprised an increasingly significant portion of the population. As a resuh of 

this growth, and the heightened visibility of children, both nations focused on the 

implications, both positive and negative, of being "nations of youth." 

Along the border, the fears and hopes associated with children were accentuated as 

a result of the already difficult ethnic relations between Mexicans and Anglo Americans 

and shifting international relations between Mexico and the United States. Mexican 

children became symbols of the tremendous socio-economic changes taking place along 

the border. Issues of control, which expressed themselves in the creation of institutions to 

monitor immigration, expanding educational and social service systems, and the rapid 

incorporation of Mexican children into the labor force, were hotly contested. 

On the U.S. side of the border Mexican children entered a highly radalized society 

in which Mexicans were considered inferior and useful only as low-paid workers. Yet at 

the precise time that the population of Mexican children was growing along the border, 

American society advocated a more protective stance towards children. As a consequence 

of these two circumstances, Mexican children played a unique role in this region. 
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Mexican children were recruited as woiicers, and expected to act as adults by both 

employers and family. Schools sought to educate them yet the education was limited by 

ethnic stereotypes which dictated that Mexican children would become nothing more than 

low-paid, menial laborers. Mmcan parents attempted to control their children, 

particularly in maintaining a Mexican identity and values while Americanization efforts 

undermined thdr parental authority. American nationalists viewed them with alarm, 

fearful that the growing numbers of Mexican children would overwhelm the Anglo 

American population. The Mexican government, in turn, viewed the emigration of 

Mexican children as a cultural and economic loss to the nation. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Tuve la cticha de nacer exactamente en la frontera, pues la casa en 
que yo nacL.. estaba en la linea intemacional. 

[I had the pleasure of being born exactly on the border, because the 
house in which I was born ... was on the international line.] 

— Enrique Acevedo 

Introduction 

Enrique Acevedo was bom in Nogales, Sonora as the nineteenth century drew to a 

close. Nogales, Sonora and Nogales, Arizona, los ambos Nogales [the two Nogales], had 

been founded in 1882 simultaneously with the completion of the railroad lines connecting 

Guaymas and Kansas City. ' The circumstances of Acevedo's birth anticipated, in both 

real and symbolic terms, much of what would occur along the border in the twentieth 

century, including the growth of a border population with one foot on each side of the 

international dividing line. Acevedo recalled not only that the house in which he was bom 

' Enrique Acevedo, interviewed by Robert H. Novak, May 17,1974, Transcript no. 130. 
Transcript on file at the Institute of Oral History, Univer^ of Texas at El Paso (horeafter 
refOTed to as lOH, UTEP); Daniel D. Arreola and James ̂  Curtis, The Mexican Border 
Cities: Landscape Anatomy and Place Personality (Tucson: University of Arizona 
Press, 1993), 20. 
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&ced the United States but that he had been bom literally on the line, en la linea 

intemacional. According to Acevedo, he himself was "intemacionar because of his 

birth. ^ As modernization took root throughout the U.S.-M6dco borderlands in the late 

nineteenth century, a generation of'international" children emerged who would help 

shape the history of the region. Their significance lay in both the day- to- day realities of 

their lives but, just as importantly, in their symbolic value. £>espite their importance, 

however, we know little about them 

This is a study of what one historian has labeled the "missing paths" within the 

history of childhood, those paths marked by race, class and ethnicity.^ It is an examination 

of the paths taken by working-class Mexican children along the border as they, and their 

families, were increasingly drawn into the capitalist development of the border region. It 

is also an inquiry into the people and groups who attempted, sometimes successfully and 

sometimes not, to shape the contours of those paths. Although this dissertation endeavors 

to follow the lives of children on both sides of the border, the U. S. side predominates. 

And although the dissertation often focuses on the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez region as 

representative of the U.S.-M&dco border r^on during this time period, the study also 

examines other border areas. 

^ Enrique Acevedo, Transcript 130, lOH, UTEP. 

^ Harv^ J. Graff. Ccmflicting Paths: Growing Up in America (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts; Harvard University Press, 1995), 6. 
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There are certain images which have remained with me throughout the researching 

and writing of this study. I can still see the revolutionary-era photograph of young 

homeless mexicanitos huddled together for warmth, asleep on the streets of a Mexican 

city. * There is also the 1914 image of two mischievously smiling boys standing outside 

with their &milies at a U.S. govenmient prisoner of war camp. Then there is the image of 

an adolescent girl, rifle and cartucho [cartridge] slung across her small body, her face 

stem, her stare direct and hard beyond her age. Finally, the image of a beautiflil brick 

school, complete with tower, a crowd of Mexican children at its entrance.' It seemed, 

in the course of this research, that the children were everywhere I looked. They were 

everywhere, yet they were invisible. ® We are often trained to look through children, to 

relegate their voices to background noise, to view the world through our eyes rather than 

* Mexican/ Mexicano is used to denote both people of Mexican birth and heritage. The 
distinction between U.S.-bom and foreign-bom Mexicans was quite fliz^ during this time 
period. The term Mexican American will be used for individuals only when it is clear that 
the individual is either a bom or naturalized American citizen. 

^ This image and the school itself^ in fact, have served me as a metaphor for the history of 
Mexican children along the border. The photograph, taken by photographer Otis A. 
Aultman is reproduced in Mary A. Sarber's Photogrcphs from the Border: Vk Otis A. 
Aultman Collection (El Paso; El Paso Public Library Association, 1977). According to 
Sarber, Franklin School was photographed around 1910. The building looked unfamiliar 
to me despite the fact that I had been acquainted with that area my entire life. When I 
located the comer where the school had stood, I found a barren vacant lot rather than the 
impressively constructed building of the photograph. It was a vacant lot that I had passed 
by many, many times in my life. Yet I had never known ^^iiat had stood on that spot years 
before. What appeared to be emptiness actually had an intriguing history behind h. 

^ The point r^arding the invisibility of children is wdl-made by Elliott West and Paula 
Petrik in their introduction to Small Worlds: Children and A l̂escents in America, 1850-
1950 (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 1992), 2. 
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theirs. Yet children's lives are as complec and fiiscinatii^ as full of pathos, and as worthy 

of examination as the lives of adults. 

Children's experiences encompass all the joys, the tragedies, the heroics, and the 

everyday drudgeries of the adult world. In times of social upheaval, their life paths may 

take sudden detours, thrusting them into situations and circumstances not only beyond 

their control, but requiring them to develop amazing survival skills. For children on the 

U.S.-Mexico border in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, life could be all of 

this. This generation confronted an expanding capitalist socioeconomic system which was 

rapidly changing the world of their parents and grandparents. They experienced the 

violence and horror of war as the Mexican Revolution raged for a long, painfiil decade. 

As refugees and immigrants to the United States, these children both resisted and 

absorbed the new culture surrounding them. 

Their arrival in the United States coincided with a period of intense scrutiny of 

children in general, of immigrant children in particular. All aroimd them, reformers and 

governments studied them, making recommendations and laws about them. For local 

governments, Mexican children represented a burden on the schools, the wel^e system, 

and at times, the courts. For rrformers, teachers, and employers, Mexican children 

represented potential in the form of future, productive (and low-paid) workers. For 

American nationalists, the children represented an invasion of unassimilable youngsters, a 

threat to the int^rity of American society. 

On the Mexican side of border, too, children symbolized many things. For Mexican 

nationalists, the movement of children to the United States represented the loss of the 
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nation's patrimony. During the Revolution of 1910, reformers and governmental officials 

saw them as beneficiaries of a new society. And as in the United States, Mexican 

capitalists saw the children as potential woiicers. 

Finally, to their &milies, they represented both hijos queridos [beloved children] 

and workers, brining much needed supplemental income into the household. How the 

children saw themselves, however, is much more elusive. We catch glimpses of their self-

perceptions in remembrances provided decades later. We learn about their experiences 

trudging behind their mothers on what must have seemed endless journeys towards safer 

places. We see bits of their lives in the stories of playing with sticks or canicas [marbles] 

and trompos [tops] if they were hicky. And, finally, we begin to decipher the ways in 

which the adults interpreted their young lives through the memories of attending school 

dressed in rags, of selling newspapers or shining shoes or begging for food when times 

were desperate. 

As these children grew into adulthood, and eventuaUy into old age, the shadows 

of their youth followed them. As Elliott West and Paula Petrik have written, the 

relationship between childhood and adulthood is a "paradox." 

In so many ways—in how thqr think, how they behave, how they 
respond to what is put b^ore than—children are fundamentally 
different fi-om adults. And yet, uhimately, children and adults 
cannot be understood separately. Neither can childhood and 
adulthood. The young form their characters partly by watching 
their elders; parents change through the trials and pleasantries of 
childrearing; maturii^ women and men edit the scripts of their 
early lives; adufts' changing perceptions of their own childhoods 
help shape their evolving characters. ^ 

^ West and Petrik, Small Wwlds, 300. 
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The economic and social changes that accompanied the final decades of the 

nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century did much to d^e the 

lives and memories of a generation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans on both sides of 

the border. ' 

Definition of childhood 

Who is a child? This question is fimdamental to the scholarly investigation of 

children's lives. A recent monograph by David I. Macleod, The Age of the Child, divides 

childhood into three stages; infancy and early childhood (under age 6), later childhood 

(ages 6 to 12 or 14), and adolescence (teenaged years), "a transitional stage between 

childhood and adulthood." For urban middle-class youth in the nineteenth century, 

however, adolescence was "becoming an extension of the sheltered childhood." Schooling 

was extended and work postponed. ^ 

For M&dcan children, however, such categories operate less clearly. Poverty, 

immigration, and other circumstances often pushed children into carrying out the 

" The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries represent a time of massive change for 
children on both sides of the border. David I. Macleod argues that 'Industrialization, 
migration fi^om countryade to dty, rising average incomes, and shrinking &mily sizes 
altered the settings of [American] children's lives..." David 1. Macleod, The Age of the 
Child: Children in America, /590-/920 (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998), 1. 

' Macleod, The Age of the Child, 139 
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responsibilities and roles of adults at extremely young ages. As part of the family, for 

example, children entered the woiidbrce very young, sometimes as early as age 4 or 5. 

More than simply learning how to wodc (through modeling their parrats and older 

siblings), very young workers provided extra income for their &milies. 

Other circumstances also problematize the definition of childhood for Mexican 

children. M&dcan immigrant children often became go-betweens for their parents and 

American society, turning power relations and hierarchies of knowledge on their heads. In 

Paul Espinosa's 1986 The Lemon Grave Incident., for example, a child translates for his 

mother as a truant ofiBcer threatens to have the ^mily deported. As translators children 

were handed tremendous adult-like responsibilities. 

In writing a history of Mexican children the cat^ory of "child" has remained 

clouded by the fact that children were often living, woildng, and existing in an adult worid 

in which they were, in fact if not by legal definition, aduhs. This does not mean, however, 

that young people saw themselves as adults even while acting as adults. 

In determining the parameters of childhood, several indicators were used, 

particularly for adolescents. Were they considered children by institutions such as schools 

and juvenile courts? Sbcteen appears to be a dividing line between childhood and 

adulthood for young men. At the turn of the c^itury, for example, the YMCA considered 

boys aged 16 and up to be "young men." The state of Texas passed legislation which 

The Lemon Grave Incident, prod. Paul Espinosa, KPBS-TV, 60 minutes, 1986, 
videocassette. 
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made education compulsory through age 14. Such guidelines provide one standard for 

defining childhood. 

A second indicator is whether the individuals considered themselves to be children. 

Ehiring the Mexican Revolution of 1910, young boys fought alongside adult men, yet did 

they consider themselves men? Referring to themsdves as '̂ chamacos" or "muchachitos" 

often provides the evidence necessary in defining childhood for the children of war. 

In looking at the situation for girls, others questions made themselves 

evident. Did marriage, sexual activity, and childbirth make girls adults? When 

Julia (finojosa Chinas described her first sexual encounter at 14 with a much older 

man, she added that, '1 never had children with him because I was too young." " 

For gills, the line between childhood and adulthood could be fuz^ indeed. 

Trinidad Escobar, for example, recalled that she married at twelve. The happiest 

times at the beginning of her marriage were when her husband went out of town. 

It was then that she could play with her dolls. With such blurry divisions 

between childhood and adulthood, defining childhood was a constant challenge. 

" Coleccion Divulgadon, Mi pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. I, (Mmco, D. F.; 
Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia), 20-21. 

Trinidad Escobar, interviewed by Ray Burrola, deposited at the Center for 
Southwestom Studies, University of New Medco, Albuquerque. 
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Periodization 

While the periodization of border history in some ways parallels the periodization 

of national histories, the border has a life of its own. This study begins in the 1880s and 

ends at the close of the 1920s. The period has a certain unity to it. For the borderlands, 

the era between 1880 and 1930 represents a time of tremendous population and economic 

growth. By the end of the 1920s, however, this period of economic growth and increasing 

migration to the borderlands came to a traumatic end as the effects of the Great 

Depression manifested themselves. All along the border, with the U.S. economy 

devastated and the accompanying increase in nativism, M»dcan migration began to 

reverse itself By the end of the twenties, a pattern of northward Mexican migration to 

the borders, stimulated by a thriving American economy, came to an end, if only 

temporarily. 

The inauguration of the era, however, had been inspiring. The coming of the 

railroads signaled the infiltration of modemizatioiL Between 1881 and 1883, a number of 

raikoad lines reached El Paso, beginning with the Southern Pacific in the spring of 1881. 

By 1884, the Mexican Central Railroad, whose construction had started four years earlier, 

reached its El Paso connectioiL These events, ^plauded by Mexican and American 

businessmen and government ofBcials alike, proved to be even more lucrative than they 

had hoped. The railroads made the transportation of goods and people easier, \fining, 

commercial agriculture, and the migration of woiicers to northon Modco and the 
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southwestern United States transformed the economic and social milieu of the 

borderlands. 

From the 1880s through the 1920s, the movement of Mexicans to the border 

accelerated. In a study of the 1910 Census, researchers found that 95% of Mexicans in 

the random sample had moved to the United States between 1880 and 1910. The 

remaining 5% had come prior to 1879.''* The population growth of El Paso and Ciudad 

Ju^ez throughout these decades r^ects this increase. The migration remained steady 

with the exception of short depressions in the early 1890s, 1907, and 1921. 

Children made up a considerable part of the migrant stream during these decades. 

In one sample of over 2,600 individuals applying for naturalization, more than 50% of the 

men and almost 60% of the women reported first crossing into the United States as 

children or adolescents, most under the age of 13. They came as members of families 

seeking work and refuge on both sides of the border. The business practices of 

employers in both railroads and agriculture encouraged the migration of families in order 

Mario Garcia, Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of El Paso, 1880-1920 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1981), 14-32; Oscar J. Martinez, Border Boom Town; Ciudad 
Juarez since 18-48 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1978); Nfichael C. Meyer and 
William L. Sherman, The Course of Mexican History, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 442-448. 

Susan Cotts Watkins, ed.. After Ellis Island: Newcomers and Natives in the 1910 
Census (New York; Russell Sage Foundation, 1994), 406. 

" Martinez, Border Boom Town, 158-159. 

** George I. Swchez, Bectming Mexican American: Ethnicity. Culture and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angles, 1900 - 1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 34. 
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to create a stable labor force and as a way to realize increased profits through the work of 

children. Children's work enabled families to survive low wages. 

The study ends in 1930 because borderiands history, and the history of border 

children, takes a different economic and social turn with the coming of the Great 

Depression. The 1930s was a time of reverse migration as Mexicans and Mexicans 

Americans returned to Mraco, voluntarily and under pressure. In the case of thousands 

of U.S.-bom Mexican children the word repatriation was a misleading description of their 

true experiences." These children were not "returning" to their homeland. Rather they 

were leaving the land of their birth. We are only beginning to understand the challenges 

these children faced in the process of acculturating to their new homes south of the 

border. For Mexican children on both sides of the border, the successes and failures of 

capitalist development shaped their lives in intimate ways. 

This study begins with the "success" of capitalism as it evolved along the U.S.-

M^co border. It ends just as the effects of the "failure" of capitalism made themselves 

known with the coming of the Great DepressioiL Both the initial success and later ^ure 

of capitalism played themselves out in particular ways precisely because of the presence of 

Francisco Balderrama and Raymond Rodriguez, Deaxde of Betrayed; Mexican 
Repatriation in the 1930s (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995). 

" Swchez, Becoming Mexican American, represents one of the first serious attempts to 
explore this situation. See also Mercedes Carreras de Velazco, LosMexicanos Que 
D^lvio la Crisis. 1929-1932 (Mexico, D. F.: Secretaria de Reladones Exteriores, 
1974). 
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the border. Because borders are places which both divide and join people, border history 

frequoitly diverges from the history of other regions. 

The significance of borders 

Just as this study is firamed by a particular time period, it is equally defined by its 

geographic context. The world is filled with borders. The U.S.-Mexico border is but one 

such region. The last hundred years has seen the creation of countless new borders 

around the globe. Between 194S and 196S alone, the number of contiguous, national 

borders rose from 166 to 412, an astounding growth. Discord and controversy have 

grown with the creation of each new border. Border peoples, like borders themselves, 

have been perceived as the source of much disharmony. ^ 

The concept of borders is an ancient one. In his 1981 study of regional 

development, Niles Hansen contrasts the older definitions of borders with the modem 

meaning. According to Hansen, eariy peoples perceived borders as spiritual, mythological 

Ellwyn R. Stoddard, "Overview," in Borderlands Sourcebook: A Guide to the 
Literature on Northern Mexico and the American Southwest. Ellwyn R. Stoddard, 
Richard L. Nostrand, and Jonathan P. West, ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1983), 3. 

^ Hastings Donnan and Thomas M Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," in Border 
Approaches: Anthropological Per^ctives on Frontiers, ed. Hastily Donnan and 
Thomas M. Wilson (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, Inc., 1994), 7. 
Also see Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989); A. I. Asiwsyu, ed. Partitioned Africans: 
Ethnic ^lations Across Africa's Intematiorud Boundaries^ 1884-1984 (London: C. Hurt 
and Company, 1984) for global examples of disharmony. 
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places. In comparison, modem borders, with their precise donarcations, laws, and 

obligatory bureaucracy, are a creation of the nineteenth-century nation state. Although the 

idea that borders were a necessary element of nation-building was widely accepted in this 

century, borders have continued to be the source of much contentiousness. They have 

also been the impetus for creativity and flexibility among border residents. 

A border may be the borderline itself the political demarcation that divides two 

nations, as well as a geographic region or, even in the view of some scholars, a wider zone 

of influence. As a region, however, the border zone has a much older history, one unified 

in large part by a series of economic, military, and cultural conquests and adaptation. 

Finally, as a zone of influence, the border may be viewed as more than a geographic area. 

It also serves as a "cultural province," an area where the creation of a "third" culture is 

possible because of the blending, and sometimes fiising, of different cultures. ^ As a site 

where the creation of a new culture is occurs out, the border's influence may be felt in area 

far distant from the physical borders. Borderianders cany the border with them wherever 

they migrate. 

Niles Hansen, The Border Economy: Reffonal Development in the Southwest 
(Austin: University of Tecas Press, 1981), 19-21. 

^ Richard L. Nostrand, "A Changing Culture R^on," in Borderlands Sourcebook. 
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Border society 

Border cultures are dialectical by necessity— it is at the border that nations, 

peoples, and cultures (who may view their neighbors either as "the same" or as "others") 

leam to live together. This process of adaptation occurs in complec ways, shaped by the 

paradox inherent in border life— a border both brings people together and polarizes them, 

especially if the border partitions two nations with dififerent ideologies or, as in the case of 

Mexico and the United States, extremely disparate levels of economic development and 

opportunity. ^ 

These contradictions are clear in the history of the Mexican American border 

region. For example, in the 1910s and 1920s, growing numbers of Mexicans moved to la 

frontera [the border], drawn by economic opportunity and recruited by American 

employers. Border cities grew in population and the composition of communities 

diversified. While woricers sought new opportunities at the border, however, many 

Americans, fearing competition and foreign influences, worked to close the border to 

further immigration, both Mexican and European. Hence, the passage of the 1917 

Inmiigration Act which imposed a literacy test and head tax and the creation of the 

Border Patrol in 1924. At the same time, however, American employers lobbied for the 

exclusion of Mexicans fi'om the restrictive National Origins Act of 1924. Americans 

^ Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," 7. 

See Michael C. LeMay, Front Open Door to Dutch Door: An Amfysis of U.S. 
Inunigrextion Policy since 1820 (New York: Prater, 19 ), 73-91; Elliott Robert Barkan, 
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both wanted and rqected the movement of Mexican workers northward across the 

international boundary. In contemporary times, little has changed. 

On a day to day basis, this continual coming together and polarization manifested 

themselves in myriad ways. What may seem to be "matters of daily ^ct" to border 

residents routinely embody these paradoxes.  ̂ For Mexican Americans, for crossing la 

linea (literally crossing the line) means much more than the simple act of walking or 

driving across the international boundary. Even a casual trip across the international 

boundary can evoke profound feelings and reactions around issues of identity, 

authenticity, and nationalisoL As Donnan and Wilson point out, borders "can never be 

passively accepted." ^ Along borders, identities, ethnicity, and nationalities are intricately 

woven together. Borders are a place "everyone expects identity to be problematic." ^ 

That borderlanders, or fronterizos, are "different" from the people of the interior of 

their countries is evident, both to the borderianders themselves and to their critics— their 

world views reflect their position at the periphery of their nations and at the center of 

something new. As a people who constantly confront difference, they face the daunting 

task of learning to live with difference, while constantly defending their sameness. To 

peoples in the interior, fronterizos are constantly suspect. To whom does their loyalty 

And Still They Come: Immigrants and American Society 1920 to the 1990s (Wheeling, 
Illinois: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 1996), 8-43. 

^ Doiman and Wdson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," 3. 

"^rbid, 7. 

Ibid., 12. 
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lie? Do th^ possess an "authentic" national identity? The existence of a distinct border 

culture along the almost 2,000 mile long border between Medco and the United States 

reflects the border's status as an area that has been both marginalised and scrutinized by 

their national governments for a centuiy and a half. ^ 

The significance of border societies goes beyond their geographic location. In 

&ct, Peter Sahlins has argued that the societies located on the geographic peripheries of 

their nations may be as significant to the nation as their core regions. ^ While border 

people often act in defiance of their national laws, and feel neglected by their national 

governments, they often have strong national identities as well. As Sahlins points out, 

they act as agents of their national governments, consciously and unconsciously. 

Criticized by the core population for the fluidity of their identities, yj-o/iferiros often 

become hyper-nationalistic as a defense. 

Despite the presence of an ofiBcial boundary line intended to separate people fi'om 

each other since the middle of the last century, the history of the Mexican American 

border has been the history of the unity of the border region as often it has been the 

history of separation. As Oscar J. Martinez has pointed out, borderlanders "have 

&shioned a complex system of social organization that transcends the conventional 

dividing lines of nationality, race, ethnicity, and class." ^ Fronterizos, or 

^ Oscar J. Martinez, Troublesome Border (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 
1988), 1-7. 

® Quoted in Donnan and Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," 10. 
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borderianders, have demonstrated great ingenuity in using the border for their own 

benefit. From Americans buying less ^pensive goods on the Mexican side, to Mexican 

workers commuting daily to the U. S. side for woiic, the border population has 

consistently struggled to make the border work for them. Borderlanders, perhaps more 

than any other group, have been forced to confi'ont fundamental questions about identity 

and community. Unfortunately, fronterizos have remained largely invisible to the rest of 

their nation's populations. 

As anthropologists Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson have observed in 

their essay on firontiers, "With few exceptions... the lives of the people who live and work 

at these borders [are] not, in themselves, the focus of the world community's gaze." 

Until recently, international politics, wars, diplomatic relations, and governmental policies 

dominated the way in which both the worid community and scholars "gazed" at borders. 

Yet, some of the most &scinating negotiations and interactions occur not at the 

international level, but on the stage inhabited by local commimities and individuals. By 

overlooking the ways in which individuals, and their communities, have navigated border 

life, scholars have missed a great deal of the complexity of border culture. 

While border societies are characterized by creativity, ingenuity, and flexibility, 

they are equally characterized by conflict and contentiousness. Again, quoting Donnan 

Oscar J. Martinez, Border People: Life and Society in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands 
(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1994), 56. 

Donnan and Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," 1. 



and Wflson, "all borders are arenas of ethno-nationalist negotiation." This is true of 

borders throughout ±e worid, yet the case of the United States- Mmco border is 

particularly striking for several reasons. No other border divides a region with such 

unequal resources as the U.S.-Mraco border. This economic disparity, which largely 

results from the imposition of the border in the mid-nineteenth century, has drawn people 

to the border. An inevitable consequence of these drcumstances is that the border is a 

highly conflicted region. 

Border conflicts have been both tangible and symbolic. From the border raids of 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the binational century-long conflict over the 

Chamizal created by the 1864 change in the course of the Rio Grande, national territory 

and sovereignty have been challenged in very real ways. Borders reflect historical 

events which may be very emotion-filled and painful. The current U.S.-Mraco border, 

the outcome of militaiy conquest, illustrates this case. According to Hastings and 

E>onnan, "Borderlands are symbolic of the histories of nation-state building, and all 

national education systems privilege the times and places where enemies were defeated 

and/or where the nation's expansion ended or its limits were established." ^ It is only 

Donnan and Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiws," 6. 

Border conflict has created a genre of social bandits from the mid-nineteenth century 
onward, including Juan Cortina and Gr̂ orio Cortez. See Ammco Paredes, "With his 
pistol in his hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1958) for a discussion of a twentieth-centuiy border social bandit. See Adolfo Lopez 
Mateos, Chamizal: la victoria del derechoy la moral en su historico recuperacion 
(Mraco; La Justida, 1964) for a discussion of the binational Chamizal n^otiations from 
a Mexican perspective. 
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in recent decades that the complex, multi-layered story of the U.S.-M^co border has 

begun to be told. 

Creation of the U.S.-M^co borderland 

Archaeologists estimate that people have lived in what is now the U.S.-Mexico 

border region for 12,000 years. From the sixteenth century onward, colonization, as 

well as indigenous resistance and accommodation to those efibrts, shaped the region 

under Spanish and later M&dcan sovereignty. In the mid-nineteenth century, following 

the War of 1846-48, the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Ffidalgo in 1848, and the 

ratification of the Gadsden Purchase [El Tratado de Mesilla] in 1853, the border took on 

its current configuration. When the United States absorbed almost half of Mexico's 

national territory, el norte was suddenly severed by a boundary which placed part in the 

United States (to become the American Southwest) while redefining the Mexican border. 

The war and subsequent treaties also created a conununity with a new ethnic identity-

Mexican Americans, whose links to their former country remained strong well into the 

twentieth century. 

Following the war with the United States, the Mexican government remained wary 

of continued American aq)ansionism. The bi-national border area remained isolated fi'om 

^ Donnan and Wilson, "An Anthropology of Frontiers," 11. 

Raul A. Femwdez, The Mexican-American Border Region: Issues and Trends (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 9. 
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the centers of power of both nations, and sparsely populated, mostly by Mexicans and 

Native Americans. Most border Mexicans were self-sufBcient &nners and ranchers until 

the last two decades of the nineteenth comiry when developments in Mraco and the 

United States transformed the region into a f^-growing, increasingly capitalistic area 

which beckoned investor and worker alike. ^ Because of the economic changes and 

opportunities, the border became not simply a line that divided, but a zone that lured 

people to the regioiL It was this economic transformation that laid the foundation for 

the creation of a new border society. 

By the time capitalism arrived in the U.S.-Mexican border region, American 

businessmen had already made important inroads into the area. In northern Mexico, 

economic and social changes came fast and furiously in the nineteenth century. After 

Mexican independence in 1821, the Medcan north was drawn into the economic sphere of 

the United States. The opening of the Santa Fe trail which linked U.S. merchants with 

both northern Mexican elites and markets grew rapidly. The colonization of Texas by 

American empresarios drew a soon overwhelming American population to the Mexican 

north. The economic and social transformations which resulted from these events 

foreshadowed an actual transfer of land from Mraco to the United States which occurred 

foUowmg the U. S. war against Mexico from 1846-47 and the Gadsden Purchase of 1853. 

^ Oscar J. Martinez, "The Foreign Orientation of the Ciudad Juarez Economy," in The 
Social Ecology and Economic Development of Ciudad Juarez, ed. Gay Young (Boulder 
Westview Press, 1986), 141-151. 

" Hansen, The Border Economy, 34. 



32 

The transfer of land ownership in the Mexican north from Mexican to Euro-American 

hands began with these early inroads, as did the economic dependence of the Mexican 

north on the United States. In Texas, the rapid influx of Euro-Americans quickly displaced 

Tejanos, politically and socially. In New M6dco, elite &milies mtermarried with the 

newcomers, both for economic self-interest and in an effort to ensure they would be 

protected should an American takeover occur. 

As Mexican scholars Jesus Tamayo and Jose Luis Femwdez have written. 

Almost since the birth of [Medco] the Mexican north has ediibited 
economic flexibility or elasticity. Since the middle of the 19*'' century, the 
national government found it necessary to bring the population of the 
sparsely settled frontier into the sphere of U.S.-made consumer goods; put 
bluntly, since then the [Mexican] government recognized the inability of the 
Mexican system to provide local frontier setdements with Mexican-made 
goods. 

The inability of the Mexican government to provide accessible and affordable goods for 

its northern population left a void which the United States was willing and able to fill. The 

For Texas see David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-
1986 (Austin ; University of Tecas Press, 1987); Arnold De Leon. TJiey Called Them 
Greasers: Anglo Attitudes toward Mexicans in Texas, 1821-1900 (Austin: University of 
T«cas Press, 1983); and Andr̂  Tijerina, Tejanos and Texas under the Mexican Flag, 
1821-1836 (College Station: Texas A & M Press, 1994). For New Medco and the Santa 
Fe Trade, see Susan Cala&te Boyle, Los Capitalistas: Hispano Merchants and the Santa 
Fe Trade (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997) and Angela Moyano 
Pahissa, El comercio de Santa Fey la Guerra del '47 (Mexico: Secretaria de Educacion 
Publica, 1976). For the border region see Raul A. Femmdez, The United States-Mexico 
Border: A Politico-economic Profile (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1977). 

Jesus Tamayo and Jose Luis Femwdez, Zonas Fronterizas (Mexico-Estados Unidos) 
(Modco: Centro de Investigacion y Docencia Economicas, A. C., 1983), 66. (My 
translation.) 
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situation had tragic consequences for the new Medcan nation. 

Mraco's inability to provide for its distant northern territories came as a 

consequence of its circumstances at independence. Again, quoting Tamayo and 

Fem^dez, Mexico "inherited a large, digointed, national territory" whose ties to the 

central economic system were weak. The situation left Medco's northern frontier 

"potentiaUy divided." '*® The possibility of a separation of the Mexican north from the 

Mexican nation became a reality with the 1848 annexation of Mexican territory by the 

United States. And when the railroads reached the border, from the interiors of both the 

United States and Mexico, the event signaled a new economic era for northern MCTCO 

and the southwestern United States. The already extant weak connections which 

northern M^co maintained with the central government was undermined by the United 

States' growing economic encroachment. The economic links between the two nations 

that developed in the nineteenth century would eventually lead to the growth of a 

transborder population. 

A transborder population 

As a transborder people, border Mexicans constitute one of the "dozens, possibly 

hundreds, of peoples whose traditional homelands are divided by an international 

^ Tamayo and Fernandez, ZOIKIS Fronterizas, 65. (My translation.) 
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border." In the El Paso-Chidad Jimez area, as weU as other parts of the Texas-M^co 

border, residents of border conununities acted in ways which pointed to the invisibility of 

the border. The border, as a dividing line, functions to separate peoples. Yet, the 

creation of the U.S.-M^co border in the mid-nineteenth century divided already existing 

communities. Furthermore, the inequality of wages and economic development between 

the two sides of the border has served not to separate but, instead, to draw people to the 

area. Border residems, transborder peoples, often perceive it as their "right" to cross the 

border, despite laws which limit or even deny this right. 

In the time period under study, crossing the border was a simple matter. In El 

Paso and Ciudad Juarez, crossing the border was as easy as walking across a bridge prior 

to implementation of the 1917, 1921, and 1924 immigration laws, and the creation of the 

Border Patrol in 1924. The El Paso-Ciudad Juarez area, as the most important port of 

entry for Mexicans entering the United States during the first half of the twentieth century, 

embodied the complexities and contradictions of transborder peoples. In her memoir of 

growing up in El Paso, Gloria Lopez-Stafiford calls her El Paso neighborhood, el Segundo 

Bcario, "the Ellis Island" of Mexicans. Countless immigrants settled permanently in El 

Paso, or temporarily as they made their way to places farther in the interior. And just as 

El Paso acted as a jimiping point for Mexican immigrants to other U.S. areas, Ciudad 

Myron Weiner, "Transborder Peoples" in Mexican -Americans in Comparative 
Perspective, ed. Walker Conner (Washington, D. C.: The Urban Institute ^ess), 130. 

Gloria Lopez-Stafford, A Place in El Paso: A Mexican American Childhood 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), 8. 
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Juarez functioned as a jumping point into EI Paso. Since the late nineteenth century, 

migrants from throughout Mexico moved north to Ju^ez where they might reside for days 

or years before making the move across the U.S.-Mexican border. And the moves were 

not always unidirectional— movement back and forth across the border, during one 

person's lifetime, or back and forth in ahemate generations of a &mily were common. 

The interdependence of both sides has been well-documented by border scholars. 

Over time what one side of the border needed was often satisfied by the other side. 

School attendance is a case in point. In 1922, the American consul noted a serious lack of 

public schools in Ciudad Ju^ez. The following year he described a serious situation— two 

thousand Mexican children were '̂ running the streets" in Ju^ez because of the city 

lacked schools for them to attend. In 1926 the Mexican newspaper. Excelsior, reported 

that hundreds of Mexican children were attending school on the U.S.-side, a &ct 

supported by a 1928 memorandum from the American consul in Ju^ez. The 

contemporary debates regarding the rights of Mexican children to use educational and 

social services on the U.S. side of the border have their roots in the early years of the 

twentieth century. 

 ̂ Records of the Department of State Relating to Internal Affairs of Mexico, 1910-
1929 (Washington, D. C.: U.S. National Archives, U.S. Department of State. National 
Archives Microfilm Publications, microcopy no. M-274), reel 151. 
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Throughout the twentieth century chfldren have acted as lightning rods for 

binational disputes. ** As African border scholar Anthony Asiwaju has pointed out, 

"problems are a fimction of perception." Repeatedly, various sectors of society perceived 

children's issues and needs as problems requiring resolution at various levels. Again, 

according to Asiwaju, border problem solving is addressed at three levels; a formal level 

defined by the participation of national governments; a semi-formal level distinguished by 

the interactions of local governments and administrations; and finally, the informal level 

involving the communities themselves. E>uring the period under study, particularly by 

the early years of this century, problems pertaining to Mexican children drew attention 

fi-om all three. Children came to symbolize, in their portrayal as "problems," the larger 

dilemmas feeing the borderlands. 

Review of the literature 

This study of Mexican children along the U.S.-Mraco border supplements a 

diverse, yet often overlapping, body of literature. The study fits into, and is filmed by. 

In the past thirty years, border controversies have centered on Mexican children 
crossing the border to use educational and health fedlities. The perception that Mexican 
children are responsible for hi^ crime rates has been the focus of many of the dd}ates. 

A. I. Asiwaju," Problem Solving Along Afiican Borders," in Across Boundaries: 
Transborder Interaction in Comparative Per^ctive, Oscar J. Martinez, ed. (El Paso; 
Texas Western Press and the Center for Interamerican and Border Studies, 1986), 159-
160. 
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work in border studies, Mexican American history, immigrant studies, as weU as the 

history of childhood. 

Border scholars, and border residents themselves, have long understood the 

social, political and economic inter-connections between the U.S. and Mexican sides of 

the border. While the historiography of the U.S.-MOTCO border reveals a propensity 

towards economic and political matters, border historians have recently initiated studies 

of border society and identity. Oscar J. Martinez's Border People: Life and Society in 

the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, for example, investigates the contemporary lives and 

interactions among various groups of border residents. ^ Martinez's 1978 monograph. 

Border Boom Town: Ciudad Juarez Since 1848, complements Mario T. Garcia's 1981 

Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of El Paso, 1880-1920 in explaining the development 

of two important border communities. 

This study also advances our interpretation of Mexican American history, in 

terms of expandii^ our comprehension of both Mexican immigration and the 

development of Mexican American ethnicity and identity. Although children appear in 

many Chicano history monographs, they are rarely the main focus. One exception is 

Richard Griswold del Castillo's La Familia: Chicano Families in the Urban Southwest 

1848 to the Present (1984). Using four Southwestern cities, Los Angeles, Tucson, Santa 

Fe and San Antonio, Griswold del Castillo focuses on what he terms "the disruptive 

^Martinez, Border People. 

Martinez, Border Boom Town; Garcia, Desert Immigrants. 



38 

effects of industrialization and urbanization''on Mexican American families. ^ He 

devotes one chapter to the childrearing practices among Mexican American families. In 

addition, the role of children within various types of families is discussed throughout the 

book. 

Guadalupe San Miguel's 1987 monograph, "Let All of Them Take Heed": 

Mexican Americans and the Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981, 

features children's educational experiences, although the study centers on the activities, 

perceptions and views of the adults involved rather than the children. We see the 

world of Mexican children through the eyes of the parents and educators rather than 

through the eyes of the children themselves. 

George J. Skachsẑ s Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and 

Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945, (1993) also provides important insights into 

the lives of Mexican children on the U.S. side of the border.'" Unlike Griswold del 

Castillo, who views the inunigration process primarily as a period of disruption, Swchez 

regards immigration in more complex terms. Without denying the difficulties and 

adversities involved in emigrating, Swchez also explores immigration as a situation of 

opportunity. Mexican children and adolescents, like other immigrant youth, often seized 

Richard Griswold del Castillo, La Familia: Chicano Families in the Urban Southwest 
1848 to the Present (Notre Dame; University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 8. 

Guadalupe San NGguel, Jr. "Let All of Them Take Heed": Mexican Americans and the 
Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981. (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1987). 

 ̂ Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American. 
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the chance to expand their personal freedoms, despite the complaints of parents who 

feared their children losing "the old ways." 

This study contributes to a third area of scholarly literature—immigration studies. 

The historiography of Mexican immigration suggests a heavy concentration on 

employment and economic issues. Camille Guerin-Gonẑ ez's Mexican Workers arid 

American Dreams: Immigration, Repatriation, and California Farm Labor, 1900-1939, 

however, integrates both economic and social history by considering various perceptions 

of the "American Dream" " This allows her to look beyond economics, without 

ignoring them, to explore issues of identity formation. A contemporary discussion of 

Mexican immigration, Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo's Gendered Transitions: Mexican 

Experiences of Immigration, (1994) takes this one step fiirther by adding gender as a 

structure of analysis in the immigration experience. Both studies, again, shed light on the 

experiences of children, although children are not the focus. 

When Manuel Gamio, a Mexican anthropologist, conducted interviews among Mexican 
immigrants in the United States in the 1920s, parents frequently complained about the 
changes in their children, particularly their daughters. Corridos of the time also refer to 
the ways in which young women have changed their values and become more 
Americanized. 

Classic works such as Ernesto GdlaxzaHs Merchants of Labor (Santa Barbara: McNally 
& Loftin, 1964), Carey McWilliams, Factories in the Field (Boston; Little, Brown, 1939) 
and Mark Reisler's By the Sweat of Their Brow: Mexican Immigrant Labor in the United 
States, 1900-1940 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1976) highlight labor 
issues. 

Camille Guerin-Gonz^ez, Mexican Wickers and American Dreams: Immigration, 
Repatriation and California Farm Labor, 1900-1939. (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Rutgers University Press, 1994). 
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The emerging history of childhood is a fourth area framing this study. Although 

studies of children certainly predate the 1960s, the study of childhood, and the meaning of 

childhood, gained momentum with Phillipe Aires' Centuries of Childhood: A Social 

History of Family Life. One of Aries' most significant assertions was that childhood 

was socially constructed. The concept that childhood was a special time, distinct from 

adulthood, was not '̂naturaT. Rather, societal norms and expectations had changed over 

the centuries. According to Aries, childhood as a separate social category did not truly 

©dst before the 18th century. Since the publication of Centuries of Childhood in 1962, 

historians have continued the work of exploring the social meanings of childhood. A 

recent historiographical essay concluded that Aries' work continues to provide inspiration 

for historians of childhood. 

Scholars have also endeavored to view the world through the eyes of the children 

themselves. Selma Cantor Berrol's Growing Up American: Immigrant Children in 

^ Phillipe Aries, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert 
Baldrick. (New Yoric: Random House, Vintage Books, 1962.) 

Hugh Cunningham, "Histories of Childhood," The American Historical Review 103, 
no. 4 (October 1998), 1195- 1208. Recent monographs in the history of American 
childhood include: Gail Schmunk Murray and Warren French, American Children's 
Literature and the Construction of Childhood, Twayne's HSstory of American Childhood 
Series (New York; Twayne, 1998); Leroy Ashby, Endangered Children: Dependency, 
Neglect, and Abuse in American History. Twayne's Ifistory of American Childhood Series 
(New York; Twayne, 1997); Jacqueline S. Rê er, From Virtue to Character: American 
Childhood 1775-1850. Twayne's History of American Childhood Series (New Yoric; 
Twayne, 1996); Priscilla Ferguson Clement, Growing Pains: Children in the Industrial 
Age, 1850-1890. Twayne's IBstory of American Childhood Series (New Yoric; Twayne 
1997); Charles R. King, Children's Health in America: A History. Twayne's History of 
American Childhood Series (New Yoric; Twayne, 1993). 
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America Then and Now and Wilma King's Stolen Childhood: Slave Youth in Nineteenth 

Century America, both published in 1995, examine the worlds of two marginalized 

groups of children. Berrol's sweeping monograph probes the experiences of immigrant 

children in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, although she mentions Mexican children 

only in passing. ^ King's study of enslaved children in the United States in the nineteenth 

century asserts that ''enslaved children had virtually no childhood because they entered 

the work place early and were more readily subjected to arbitrary plantation authority, 

punishments, and separation." While Mexican children share certain &cperiences with 

other groups of children, including enslaved and immigrant children, their history contains 

significant differences, largely because of their geographic location and the distinct 

relationship which Mexicans have maintained with the United States. 

History and memorv 

A discussion of memory and power is essential in understanding both the telling 

and the writing of the history of any marginalized group. This study relies heavily on the 

memories of people who lived their childhood at the turn of the century. These memories 

are found in their autobiographies, oral histories, and published interviews. The age of the 

^ Selma Cantor BOTOI, Growing Up American; Immigrant Children in America Then 
and Now (New York; Twayne Publishers, 1995). 

Wilma King, Stolen Childhood; Slave Youth in Nineteenth-Century America. 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press 1995), xx. 
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memories vary from the fairiy recent to decades-old. The stories of narrators are filled 

with wonder at what they saw and experienced as children. For example, Maria Cristina 

Flores de Carlos recalled seeing a hanged man during the Revolution of 1910. 1 was too 

young and this is what I saw." The act of witnessing the events is given tremendous 

importance in the testimonies. In the words of Teresa de la Garza Cepeda, bom in 1908 in 

San Buenaventura, Coahuila, 'T was a witaess to the events that I am going to describe." 

Cepeda's memoir reflects the words of many survivors. 

Carina Perelli''s discussion of memory and power points to the complex nature of 

memory. According to Perelli, "Memory is based on lived experiences. But the echoes 

of those experiences— the distortions, the emotional shading that surrounds them, the 

ghosts, the guilt feelings, the projections, the displacements — are memory as well. 

Memory is therefore both real and imaginary." The nature of memory is made even 

more complex by the fact that individual memory and collective memory are intimately 

tied. They create each other in many ways. Collective memory is based on the 

commonly-held memories of a people, a nation, a community. It draws its power from the 

Maria Cristina Flores de Carios. Interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez. June 20, 1979, 
Transcript No. 557. lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 

Teresa de la Garza Cepeda, "La Revolucion, sentida y juzgada por una niiia de seis 
anos," in Mi pueblo durante la Revolucion, vol. 3 (Mexico, D.F.; Instituto Nacional de 
Antropologia e ICstoria, 1983), 151. (My translation.) 

^ Carina Perelli, "The Power of Memory and the Memory of Power," in Repression, 
Exile, and Democracy: Urugucyan Culture (Durtiam; Duke UnivCTsity Press, 1993), 
149. 
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&ct that individuals hold these common memories. Yet individual memory is also drawn 

from communal memory. Communal memory, in efifect, helps determine which individual 

memories will be favored over others— it helps individuals to distinguish which of their 

individual memories are part of the communal memory and therefore, hold more power. 

Children, particularly poor and working-class children, have long been silenced in 

the writing of history. Scholars have spoken for and about Modcan children along the 

border but the children's voices have remained submerged under layers of cultural 

assumptions and stereotypes. 

Any smdy of children's lives, particularly the poor, requires creative use of sources 

and methodologies. As Eduardo O. Cia&rdo writes in his 1992 study, Los niiios en la 

Ciudad de Buenos Aires (1880/1910), socioeconomic class often determines sources 

available for scrutiny. The poorer the children, the more difficult to uncover their lives. 

Within these confines, this study has tapped into more traditional sources, such as 

govenmient documents and newspapers, while eq)loring the use of oral histories as well. 

In many ways, the oral histoiies incorporated into this study fit into the definition 

of testimonios. As Doris Sommer writes, "testimonials are related to a general text of 

struggle. They are written firom interpersonal class and ethnic positions." Many of the 

stories of the children relate to the larger struggle of workii^-class Mexicans on both 

Eduardo O. Ciafardo, Los Niiios en la Ciudad de Buenos Aires, 1890-1910 (Buenos 
Aires: Centro Editor de America Latina, 1992). 

" Doris Sommer, "'Not Just a Personal Story': Women's Testimonios and the Plural 
Self' in Ltfe'Unes: Theorizing Women's Autobiogriq)hy. BeQa Brodzki and Celeste 
Schenck, ed. (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1988), 129. 
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sides of the border. Unlike autobiographies in which individuals generate their own 

identities, the oral history/ testimomos which ground this study fit many of the 

characteristics outlined m Rosaura Swchez's study of Califomios in nineteenth-century 

California. The oral histories are the "first person narration of a marginalized individual... 

who witnesses or participates in some significant historical experience..." ^ Furthermore, 

"the perspective is always collective and marginal," and it is "the collaborative produce of 

an informant and a professional interviewer..." " The self-awareness, in terms of ethnicity 

and class, and the collectivity of the experience are unmistakable when reading the oral 

history transcripts. Like anthropologist Ruth Behar's comadre, narrators make no 

distinction "between history and story." 

Orpanization of the dissertation 

This dissertation is arranged thematically but with the understanding that in the 

lived experiences of the children each of the separate threads (school, home, public spaces, 

and work) were woven together in a tight weave that could not be torn apart. For 

example, opportunities and the lack of opportunities for education and work helped define 

Rosaura Swchez, Telling Identities: The Califomio Testimonios (Nfinneapolis: 
University of Minneapolis Press, 1995), 11. 

" Sanchez, Telling Identities, 11. 

Ruth Behar, TransUtted Woman: Crossing the Border with Esperama's Story 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1993), 16. 
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each other. Family life and public policy also shaped the ways in which each was 

experienced in a child's life. Each distinct theme - war, migration, education, social 

services, and labor - blended into an intricate pattern. As a consequence, although each 

chapter focuses on a specific theme, the various topics weave their way in and out of each 

section. 

Building upon chapter one, the introduction, chapter two explores the economic 

development of the U. S. - Mexico border region and the emergence of a fronterizo 

population, putting the experiences of the children into a broader economic and social 

context. In this chapter, I explore the ways in which childhood was racialized as a 

consequence of modernization along the border. The third chapter documents the 

consequences of the Mexican Revolution of 1910 for Mexican children. The Revolution, 

a decade-long war in response to the political and economic inequalities wrought by 

MCTCO'S modernization, produced tremendous changes in the daily lives of children, 

including violence, displacement, and often migration across the international border. 

Chapter four discusses the migration process, including the different types of movements. 

Children moved across the border in search of safety, work, education, and to join family 

members. Their crossing was viewed with alarm by local governments and with caution 

by federal agencies. Their memories of the crossing itself reflects the fear and excitement 

the children felt in confi'onting the unknown. 

Chapter five explores the role which Mexican children played as woiicers in both 

rural and urban settings. A work force largely invisible to scholars, the labor of Mexican 
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children provided crucial wages for family survival, often surpassing the wages of parents. 

The early integration of children into the work force limited their educational 

opportunities and fiiture employment. Chapters six and seven focus on institutions which 

shaped the Mexican children's imeraction with the larger society—social service agencies, 

schools and families. Mexican children were frequently viewed as a burden upon the 

existing infrastructure. They filled classrooms to overflowing. They were the targets of 

the newly-created juvenile courts. And while Anglo American orphans found agencies 

willing to take the place of their families, the most vulnerable of Mexican children found 

agencies slow in coming to their aid. The interaction of Mexican children and such 

agencies and institutions reflects the ambivalence with which Mexican children were 

integrated into U. S. border society. The relationship between these institutions and the 

children were mediated by the insistence of their parents that they retain some control over 

their children as well. At a time when childrearing was becoming more and more the 

arena of experts, Mexican parents found themselves labeled unfit by Anglo American 

social workers and other professionals because of their childrearing methods and poverty. 

The Mexican middle class, however, took the lead in urging Mexican parents to place their 

children high among their priorities. 

The history of Mexican children along the U. S.-Mraco border is a complex one. 

This compledty arises from the interweaving of gigantic historical themes—the coming of 

capitalism and the mass movements of people—^with the simplest of life details. Like the 

history of the fronterizos themselves, this study wanders back and forth across the border, 

moving in and out of two difierent, yet connected, societies, adapting to both. 
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CHAPTER n 

"ALL ONE FAMILY": ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND 
CHILDHOOD ALONG THE BORDER 

"We were all one femily you might say." 
— Mike Romo 

Introduction 

At eighty-three years of age, ^Cke Romo recalled the border of his youth. At the 

turn of the century, Ciudad Juarez was small enough to be a "village" where "everybody 

knew each other and they were all friendly." Pasefios and Juarenses "mixed" freely. "We 

were all one family you might say," Romo reminisced. * Such an image conveys a 

critical point. To many fronterizos, or border people, the border was an artificial barrier. 

The action of dividing two nations, or as in the case of the U.S.- Mexico border, one 

ethnic group into two, could be easily subsumed under the larger framework of "family." 

The concept of family communicated a certain unity which even a political boundary could 

not destroy. 

As this chapter will demonstrate, however, the use of such imagery also conveyed 

another important idea—^the existence of unequal power relations between nations and 

ethnic groups. The use of ^milial imagery, particulaiiy that of the "child," communicated 

much about power relations along the border. As capitalism entrenched itself in the 

' Mike Romo, interviewed by Oscar J. Martmez, October 8 and 14, 1975. Transcript 
number 215. Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso (hereafter referred 
to as IOH,UTEP.) 
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border region in the late nineteenth century, new economic and social relations emerged. 

Those relationships often expressed themselves in terms of kinship, with the image of 

children playing a compl«c role. As art historian Anne Higonett has argued, social and 

economic change are reflected in the changing ways in which children are portrayed. ^ For 

the U.S.-M^co border region, changes in the way Mexican children, and aduhs, were 

portrayed mirrored the immense socio-economic changes taking place in the second half 

of the nineteenth century. Economic changes along the border are inseparable from any 

anal3^s of the lives of children along that border. Economic development reconstructed 

all aspects of children's lives from their role in the femily to work obligations, education, 

and even the ways in which th^ were represented. 

This chapter presents an overview of the manner in which the images and 

symbolism associated with children were used by employers and others to both reinforce 

the social and economic relations and to call for social change. In the nineteenth-century, 

as Anglo-Americans and Mexicans came into increasii^ contact with each other, 

childhood became highly racialized. While Mexican childroi were thrust into adult roles 

by the unequal economic development among ethnic groups along the border, M&dcan 

adults were frequently described as child-like, again a reflection of unequal economic 

development. 

In order to explore the links between childhood and modernization, it is essential 

to begin with an understanding of how modernization occurred. This chapter starts by 

painting, in broad strokes, a picture of modernization as it occurred in northern Mraco 

and the Southwestem United States from the late nineteenth into the eaily twentieth 

^ Aime Higonnet, Pictures of Innocence: The History and Crisis ofIdeal Childhood 
(Interplay) (London; Thames & Hudson Ltd., 1998). 
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centuries. Changes came to both sides of the border simultaneously, driven by similar 

economic motives and by similar, and sometimes overlapping, groups of capitalists. 

Modernization built a new economic system through which both sides of the border grew 

increasingly interdependent. It also laid the foundation for a set of social and economic 

relations in which nativity, citizenship, ethnichy, class and age crisscrossed in multiple 

ways. Throughout this process, a discourse of power, centered on children and childhood, 

took root which is still evident today. ' 

The discourse was not limited to the border region. The two nations, M^co and 

the United States, were often cast in terms of family relations as well. In the preface to 

his 1905 children's book. Our Little Mexican Cousin, for example, Edward C. Butler 

wrote that in 1894 he had witnessed President Porfirio Diaz calling the United States 

"Mexico's big brother." Butler continued, "God grant that this big brother may always 

treat his Mexican sister with gallantry and kindness, thus helpii^ her to work out her own 

wonderful destiny." Age, as well as gender, became important signifiers of power along 

the border, and between Mexicans and Anglo Americans. 

" In the 1990s increasing debate over the documented and undocumented movement of 
Mexicans to the United States has given rise to a revived discourse on children. Examples 
of these controversies include the "tunnel kids" of Nogales, Sonera who lived in 
underground drainage tunnels that connected Nogales, Sonora emd Nogales, Arizona. The 
children, some as young as 5, survived by begging, and engaging in prostitution, and petty 
crime. See "Job Skills, Not Handouts for Mexican Tunnel Kids," The Christian Science 
Monitor, March 16, 1995. 

Edward C. Butler, Our Little Mexican Cousin (Boston: L. C. Page & Company, 1905), 
vi-vii. A more recent publication casts the two nations and border cities themselves in a 
similar light. See \Clo Kearney and Anthony Knopp, Border Cuates: A History of the 
U.S.-Mexican Twin Cities (Austin, Texas: Eakin I^ess, 1995). Border Cuates uses a 
frameworic in which border cities are characterized as the "children" of'*fether" United 
States and "mother" M&dco. 
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Historical processes shaping the border region 

The Mexican American border r^co, the site of this racialized childhood, was 

shaped by several historical processes. First was a long history of migration from central 

Mraco to the north from the colonial period onward. When Mexicans began to migrate 

in large numbers from the central plateau states of Mraco to the border region in the early 

twentieth century, they were (literally) following the footsteps of thousands of Mexicans 

before them. Despite American politicians and media declarations throughout the 

twentieth century that the U.S. border was being over-run by "foreigners," migration to 

the border region is a centuries-old phenomenon. 

A second historical event which helped to shape the modem border region was 

the war between the United States and Mraco which divided already existing 

communities (the EI Paso- Ciudad Ju^ez region, for example) and created new ones 

(Laredo and Nuevo Laredo, for example). The new dividing line partitioned not only 

communities but families as well. 

Thirdly, the uneven economic development occurred along the border enticing 

people first to el none and then across to the United States in search of jobs and higher 

wages. Finally, governmental policies and legislation acted to draw even more people to 

the border region. 

In the United States, immigration policies throughout the early twentieth century 

bowed to pressure from Southwestern employers who sought large numbers of low-paid 

workers from M^co. As a result of this pressure, the Temporary Admissions Program of 

1917 and its successor, the Bracero Program (1942-64), allowed Mexicans to enter the 

United States to work. Despite the creation of the Border Patrol in 1924, the real 

consequences of U.S. immigration policy have been to draw Mexicans to the border rather 
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than to deter them from crossing it. In addition, Mexican governmental policies such as 

the maqiiiladora program [assembly plants] have drawn additional thousands to the 

border in search of jobs on the Mexican side. 

The Porfiriato, as the thirty-four year rule of Mexican president Porfirio Diaz 

(1876-1911) is known, helped to shape the border region, with its links to American 

investment, its reliance on low-paid M&dcan labor, and the uneven economic development 

which has characterized the border region in the twentieth century. 

The Porfiriato and the coming of modemiratinn 

The Porfiriato, as one historian has written, "ended the fifty-year period of 

economic depression and political chaos that dominated M&dco after Independence." ^ 

Decades of political turmoil and economic instability had left Mraco devastated. 

Agriculture and mining, two historically significant economic enterprises, still depended on 

obsolete technology. The nation imported more than it exported, and attracting either 

foreign or domestic investors proved to be a serious challenge. When Porfirio Diaz was 

elected president, the nation faced tremendous obstacles in the quest for political stability 

and economic modernization. ^ The policies of Diaz's advisors promoted structural 

changes which, by 1890, had reversed Mexico's fortunes, although at a high cost to its 

mostly-rural poor. Under the Porfiriato^ Mraco underwent the process of modernization 

' Juan Mora-Torres, "The Transformation of a Peripheral Society. A Social History of 
Nuevo Leon, 1848-1920," vol. 1 (Ph. D. diss.. University of Chicago, 1991), 69-70. 

^ Josefina Zoraida V^uez and Lorenzo Meyer, The United States cmdMexico (Chicago; 
The University of Chicago Press, 1985), 1- 92; Laurens Ballard Perry, Jucarez and Diaz: 
Machine Politics in Mexico (DeKalb, Illinois; Northern Illinois University Press, 1978), 
339- 352. 
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described by Jane-Dale Lloyd in her study of northeastern Chihuahua from 1880 until 

1910. 

According to Lloyd, M&dco's modernization was marked by various 

socioeconomic changes, including the movement from an agrarian to an industrial base, 

the move from self-suf5ciency to commercialism, the transition from a local to an 

international market, and a fundamental change in traditional cultural values. Other 

changes included the displacement of the extended family and village by the increasingly 

important nuclear &mily, and the loss of generational privfleges. ' This new economy, 

in turn, braced itself upon an educational system which became "an important social 

resource for certain sectors of society." ' 

Lastly, according to Lloyd, the following changes occurred with modernization; 

isolated towns were drawn into the market, communications systems opened, and new 

services were introduced, particularly those associated with urbanization. The relationship 

between people and their environment was transformed as resources increasingly became 

something to be exploited. As Lloyd explains, modernization caused " qualitative 

changes in the fabric of society." " During the Po^r/a/o, such fundamental changes 

occurred throughout the nation. 

One of the underpinnings of M^co's modernization was a strong dependence on 

foreign investment, and foreigners, particularly American and British, invested over a 

^ Jane-Dale Lloyd, £/ proceso de modemizacion capitalista en el noroeste de Chihuahua 
(I880-I9I0) (Mexico: Universidad Iberoamericana, 1987), 11- 13. (My translation.) 

*Ibid, 11- 13. 

Ubid., 13. 

Ibid 

Ibid (My translation.) 
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billion dollars during the time of Diaz. Over 85 percent of these investments went to 

railroads and mining. While foreign investment and the subsequent economic changes it 

wrought affected the nation as a whole, it had a particular impact on the north. At the 

turn of the century, the four Mexican border states of Coahuila, Sonora, Chihuahua and 

Nuevo Leon drew over a quarter of these investments. As economic modernization 

marched forward under the Porfiriato, the border became increasingly important to the 

economic fimire of the nation. 

Mnrfftmi>ation along the border 

ISSOmaiicsthebegiimingof the modernization process along the border. While 

it is true, as Raul Femwdez writes, that "the border appears broken up into many 

contrasting parts each possessing, to a degree, its individual and unique character," there is 

a certain homogeneity to the border which allows this generalization. Lloyd selects 

1880 as the beginning for her economic study of northeastern Chihuahua because the 

1880s witnessed a combination of national and regional developments that profoundly 

changed the state. National economic policies combined with regional events, such as the 

creation of a liberal state government, the pacification of the Apaches, and the coming of 

the railroads to produce phenomenal resuhs in the economic developmem of that state. 

The economic developments in Chihuahua and throughout the Mexican border states 

Mora-Torres, "The Transformation of a Peripheral Society," vol. 1, 70-71. 

Ra^A. Yfxraxxdez, The Mexican-American Bor<^r Region: Issues and Trends, 
(Notre Dame University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 32. 

Lloyd, El Proceso de ModemizeKion Capitedista en el Noroestê  10-13. 
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generated a series of social changes which, in turn, reinforced further economic change. 

A brief chronology of events in Chihuahua demonstrates the ways in which 

economic and social factors sustained each other. In 1881, American companies began 

exploration for minerals and the Ferrocarril Central Mexicano [Central Mexican 

Railroad] began construction. Railroads and the revival of mining in the Mexican north 

would be inseparable during the Porfiriato. The same year, Mexican entrepreneurs 

Enrique Creel and Luis Terrazas founded El Banco Minero [The Bank of Mining] in El 

Paso del Norte (later renamed Ciudad Juarez). In the decade that followed, mining 

mvestments, both Mexican and foreign, encouraged the growth of banks in Chihuahua. 

By 1882, the Mexican Central Railroad completed construction of the route between 

Ciudad Chihuahua, the state capital, and Paso del Norte, encouraging the movement of 

goods and people to the border. On September 16, 1888, Paso del Norte was upgraded 

from v/V/aXvillage] to ciudad' /city] and renamed Ciudad Juvez, indicating its growing 

importance. 

The economic and social changes created an extremely wealthy class of 

entrepreneurs whose links to the United States further unified the border region. Luis 

Terrazas symbolizes the economic and social changes occurring on the Mexican side of 

the border during this era of transition. As Mexican historian Victor Orozco Orozco has 

pointed out in his study of Chihuahua, the economic interests of Terrazas and his cohorts 

were tied directly to the interests of North American investors. It was not a relationship 

characterized by subordination, according to Orozco Orozco, but rather one that displayed 

reciprocity and collaboration. As he points out, capitalists on both sides of the border 

Graziella Ahamirano and Guadalupe Villa, Chihuahua: Un Historia Compartida, 
1824-1921 (Ciudad Juvez: Univeradad Autonoma de Chihuahua, 1998); W. H. 
Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History Texas Western Press, 1990), 183. 
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benefited from the economic development on the Mexican side of the border. As North 

American investors built raihroads to transport the ore from the Mexican mines to the 

border, those same railroads transported cattle from Terrazas' enormous haciendas to 

both Mexican and American consumers. As a resuh of this new transportation system and 

the access to new markets, Terrazas was able to transport 900,000 cattle to market in 

1902. 

Throughout the nation, the creation of such wealth and the consolidation of "el 

poder de los poderoms " ['the power of the powerfuT] spawned great resentment among 

the middle classes who were excluded from the growing economic opportunity and the 

laboring classes who found themselves increasingly tyrannized. As Orozco Orozco writes, 

economic development in the north had tremendous consequences for waged workers 

who were confronted with "an iron like system of labor discipline which contrasted with 

the region's promise of expansion and individual liberties in a territory still largely 

virgin." As economic opportunity on the border expanded, drawing poor and rich alike, 

woiicers found themselves increasingly constricted by an ever-tightening system of 

controls. Throughout the north, the same story was played out again and again. The 

players and details differed but the pattern remained the same. 

Victor Orozco Orozco, Chihuahua: Sociedad, Econdmica, Politicay Cultura 
(MOTCO: Universidad Nadonal Autonoma de Mmco, 1991), 9. 

" Ibid, 9. (My translation.) 

" Mora-Torres, "The Transformation of a Peripheral Society," vol. 1, 69. In Nuevo 
Leon, for example, American investors flocked to the smelting industry following the 
passage of the McKinley Tariff in 1880. This increased flow of capital into Nuevo Leon, 
and the city of Monterrey in particular, heightened economic opportunities for the state's 
entrepreneurs. The urbanization of Monterrey created wealth for the businessmen who 
"controlled the profitable real estate maricet, banking and commercial stores." 
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The changes were not liiiiited to the Mexican border, however. Simuhaneous to 

the modemizatioa, and interconnected with it, was the economic development of the 

American Southwest. For Mexicans living north of the border, economic expansion 

reinforced the often grim ethnic relations whose roots lay in earlier American occupation 

and military conquest of the Mexican north. 

The year 1880, the begiiming of economic modernization, represents what two 

historians have labeled the beginning of "a watershed in Mexican-American history as 

[important as] the period following the conquest." The coming of the railroads, large-

scale commercial agriculture, and mining memplified this transformation. The economic 

transformation in turn altered other aspects of life for border Medcans, including woric 

and family. For Mexican children along the border, this transformation would have 

enormous consequences. The first sign that modernization had arrived in the border 

region was the coming of the railroads. 

The cnming of the railroads 

When capitalist development came to the U.S.-M^co border in the late 

nineteenth century, the "Age of Capitalism," as historian Eric Hobsbawm has labeled it, 

had aheady flowered, bringing with it sometimes massive changes. The "drama" of 

capital, according to Hobsbawm, was "economic and technological." ^ FortheU.S.-

Medco border region this economic and technological drama could be summed up in one 

word— railroads. As Ramon Eduardo Ruiz has written in his study of Sonora, "the 

Richard Griswold del Castillo and Amoldo De Leon, North to Aztlan: A History of 
Mexican Americans in the United States (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1996), 39. 

^ See Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Ccqrital, 1848-1875 (New Yoric Vintage Books, 
1996), 4. 
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economic good times of the Porfiriato rode on iron rails." Ruiz describes the chain of 

evems leading to Sonora's economic transformation. 

The railroad swung open the portal to mining Now heavy industrial 
metals could be shipped at a profit. With exports of copper leading the 
way, state revenues climbed, providing funds for public improvements. 
Fancy public buildings went up, electricity tuned night imo day in many a 
plaza, cities had better water systems, and schools benefited, as did a host 
of other ambitious schemes. Entrepren^irs laid out telegraph lines and, by 
1910, here and there the telephone had made its bow. ^ 

At the Sonora- Arizona border, the changes created two new towns—los ambos 

Nogales. As Sonora's capital of HermosiUo expanded with the mfiision of capital fi-om 

railroads and mining, its prosperity spread to towns like Imuris and Magdalena and 

northward to an area of desert known as Corral. By 1882, Corral was transformed into 

Nogales, Sonora, a town whose population was half Mexican and half American, and 

whose economy was tied intimately to the other Nogales—^Nogales, Arizona, only a street 

away. ^ Ruiz characterizes Nogales, Sonora as an "an emporium nm by merchants..." 

The ever-increasing multitudes of people seeking fortune augmented the populations of 

Nogales, Sonora and Nogales, Arizona, but especially Sonora. 

Just as railroads brought a growing, diverse population to los ambos Nogales, they 

carried crowds of newcomers to other areas of the border— including El Paso. In 1876 

the town of El Paso boasted a population of fifty. By the spring of 1881, its population 

Ramon Eduardo Ruiz, The People of Sonora and Yankee Capitalists (Tucson: The 
University of Arizona Press, 1988), 246. 

^Ibid., 246. 

^ Ibid, 128-129. 
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had grown to over 1,500. Within forty years, the population had climbed to 80,000. 

In his study of El Paso, C. L. Sonnichsen describes the day the railroads arrived in March 

1881; 'There was joy and thanksgiving in the air as the steel rails, the bringers of all good 

things, came within miles- came within view - came inside the city limits... " ^ Railroads 

alone did not bring El Paso into its status as a thriving Southwestern town—railroads 

helped capitalists to gain access to its other resources, especially its abundance of cheap 

labor. ^ 

Railroads transformed the border region, creating new urban centers, transporting 

people to the border, and linking northern Mexico and the U. S. Southwest in ways which 

could only have been imagined earlier in the nineteenth century. Modem transportation 

altered the way of life of fronterizos, as the case of El Paso-Paso del Norte iUustrates. 

The arrival of the railroads in the 1880s transformed El Paso into a thriving 
transportation and trading center. Both El Paso and Paso del Norte 
became a link in the advance of the modernization of the continent.... The 
urban hub of El Paso- Ciudad Juarez developed out of the background of 
the 'viejo norte' and the United States western frontier. It was a 
commercial crossroads, a gateway to the North and South, to the East and 
West, an oasis of urbanization in a frontier area characterized by vast 
expanses of land, warfare against indigenous people, mining, scarcity of 
population, large ranches, and catde raising. ^ 

All along the border, on both the U.S. and Mexican sides, technology transformed villages 

C. L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande (El Paso: 
Texas Western Press, 1968), 214; W. H. Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History 
(El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1990), 170-171. 

^ Sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 227. 

^ Timmons, El Paso, 170-171. 

" Fernandez, The Mexican-American Border Region, 35. 
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and towns into important centers of population, conunerce, and industry. ^ Railroads 

metamorphosed the entire border. Economic prosperity "rode on rails" but so did 

countless numbers of the poor, seeking higher wages and better lives. 

The migration to the border 

Railroads, above all, enabled the population of the border to grow as the twentieth 

century was ushered in. ® While railroads provided the means, higher wages in the north 

of Mexico, and yet higher wages on the American side provided the incentive. Wages in 

the less-populated north were higher than in the more densely-populated center of 

Mexico. For example, in 1899 the average daily wage for unskilled workers in 

Guanajuato, with a population density of 92 people per square mile, was 18 to 37 cems 

(U. S.). In Chihuahua, with a population density of 3 per square mile, the average wage 

was $1- $1.50 per day. ^ 

Wages on the U.S. side were also higher than those in central MOTCO. In 1902, 

wages in Texas ranged from $1.00 to $1.25 per day for unskilled labor on railroads. Other 

^ Mora-Torres, "The Transformation of a Peripheral Society," vol. 1, 75. For example, 
when the Guggenheim family financed smelting operations in Nuevo Leon, it transformed 
"Monterrey into one of the smelting centers of the world." 

® Arthur F. Corwin and Lawrence A. Cardoso, "Vamos al Norte: Causes of Mass 
Mexican ^̂ gration to the United States," in Immigrants-and Immigrants: Perspectives 
on Mexican Labor MiffraOion to the United States, Arthur F. Corwin, ed. (Westport, 
Coimecticut: Greenwood Press, 1978), 45. 

^Ibid, 39-41. 

Although Southwest wages were higho* than Mexican wages, a dual wage system 
existed throughout the region which placed wages paid Mexican and Mexican American 
workers below those paid Anglo American workers. 
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Southwestern states claimed even higher w^es. According to two inumgration scholars, 

unskilled workers '̂ on north Mexican railways deserted by the hundreds for higher wages 

across the border. Mexican miners did the same, and then agricultural workers." 

The links between railroad and agricultural workers are striking. Workers moved back 

and forth between the two in an ^ort to maximize their wages. Perhaps more 

significantly, railroads transported thousands of workers, aduhs and children, to the 

Southwest, to work for agricultural employers who in turn shipped their produce by train 

to markets throughout the United States. Economist Paul S. Taylor noted that the 

completion of the St. Louis, Brownsville, and Mraco Railroad in 1904 allowed South 

Texas commercial agriculturists access to Medcan woiicers who provided the labor which 

built South Texas into "a garden of Eden, producing all manner of fiuits and vegetables, as 

well as cotton." Railroads and agricultural development fed ofiTeach other, enabling 

each to expand. As the two economic enterprises spread, the need for manual workers 

increased. 

Historian Juan Gomez Quinones has argued that "when the hours were long and 

the pay short, business interests explicitly sought out Mexicanos." ^ This point was 

not lost on contemporary writers who early on commented on the connection between 

migration to the border and the development of agriculture in the region. 

For example, in 1925, E. E. Davis of Nacogdoches, Texas wrote an article for 77K 

Texas Outlook, titled "King Cotton Leads Mexicans Into Texas," in which he recognized 

Corwin and Cardoso, "Vamos al Norte," 45. 

Quoted in Corwin and Cardoso, "Vamos al Norte," 47. 

^ Juan Gomez-Quinones, Mexican American Labor. 1790- J990 (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 3. 
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that Medcan immigratioii was a consequence of economic development in the Southwest. 

"Of recent years Mexico has been as a reservoir of cheap labor for Texas. The cotton 

fields of the Southwest have needed the Mexicans. It is the economic pull of this need 

that has attracted so many of them further into the state.As raih-oads and 

commercial agriculture both enabled and encouraged the migration of Mexicans to the 

border region, the population of the border cities skyrocketed. The following table 

illustrates the tremendous population growth along the border in the early twentieth 

century. 

Table 1: Population Growth in Select Border Towns ^ 

1910 1920 1930 

Nuevo Laredo, 6,548 8,143 14,998 21,6636 

Laredo 13,429 14,855 22,710 32,618 

CiudadJu^ez 8,218 10,621 19,457 19,669 

El Paso 15,906 39,279 77,560 102,421 

Nogales, Sonora 2,738 3,117 13,445 14,061 

Nogales, AZ — 3,514 5,199 6,006 

E. E. Davis, "King Cotton Leads Mexicans into Texas," The Texas Outlook (Fort 
Worth, Texas: The Texas State Teachers Association) vol. IX, no. 4 (April 1925), 7. 

^ David E. Lorey, ed. Umted States-Mexico Border Statistics Since J900 (Los Angeles; 
UCLA Latin American Center Publications, 1990), 33. 
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The demographic changes along the border had tremendous consequences. 

Among them, although often ignored by scholars, was the growth of a youthful population 

which was increasingly incorporated into the economic and social changes occurring along 

the border. The demographic changes created the foundation for changes in ideology and 

the perception of children. 

Capitalism and children along the border 

Capitalist development in the border region created a paradox for Mexicans on the 

U.S.-side. Employers heavily recruited Mexicanos as laborers while simultaneously 

placing them in the position of "other" and "alien." Often this language of inclusion and 

exclusion was couched in terms of family and childhood. As capitalism became entrenched 

in the border region in the last half of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth 

centuries, institutions of control emerged which targeted both workers and children. Both 

were viewed as uncontrollable, and therefore, suspect. This occurred on both sides of the 

border, but perhaps earlier on the Mexican side where Mexican children quickly 

constituted a significant population. 

In his work on families, sociologist Jacques Donzelot argues that from the 

eighteenth century onward, institutions and techniques were developed to limit the 

freedom of working class children. According to Donzelot, working class children were 

perceived to have "excessive freedom" and various approaches were used to limit their 

freedom, "shepherding the child back to spaces where he could be more closely watched; 

the school or the fknfly dwelling." The attempts to "shepherd the child" into proper 

Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families. Translated by Robert Hurely (New Yoric: 
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spaces is evident on the Mexican side of the border beginning in the 1880s. 

Children on the Mexican side of the border 

Chihuahua, the largest Mexican border state, provides ample evidence of the ways 

in which children in geno^ and controlling children in particular, became increasingly 

important to the national and state governments as well as the Mexican elite as the state 

developed economically. For sample, in the 1880s, the state government initiated a 

series of laws aimed at educating children. An 1889 law called for compulsory education 

while an 1891 law mandated tuxienda owners to bufld rural schools. These years 

coincide with critical economic developments throughout the state. Young women and 

men were also marked as potential participants in the new economic order. By 1895, ha 

Escuela Industrial Para Senoritas [the Industrial School for Young Women] began 

training its students. Ten years later. La Escuela Normal para Profesores, a teacher's 

college, began work in Ciudad Chihuahua in 1905 while la Escuela Particular de 

Pantheon Books, 1979), 47.. 

For example, the year that Chihuahua reafi5rmed compulsory education, the Banco 
Minero, owned by the Terrazas-Creel clan, began absorbing most of the state's other 
banking institutions. In 1891, the year that hacendados [large land owners] were ordered 
to build schools for their workers' children, the national production of metals such as 
copper, doubled from only 14 years earlier. Also, the Junta Central Porfirista was created 
in order to ensure Diaz's reelection and the Secretaria de Comunicacionesy Obras 
Publicas [the Secretariat of Communications and Public Woiics] was created. The 
consolidation of power among los poderosos [the powerful] like the Terrazas-Creel clan 
at the state level. North American investors such as the Guggenheims all along the border, 
and Porfirio Diaz at the national level, cannot be separated from the increasing power of 
the state to control children. See relevant sections in "Cronologia comparada," in 
Graziella Ahamirano and Guadalupe Villa, Chihuahua: Un Historia Compartida, 1824-
1921 (Ciudad Juvez: Universidad Autonoma de Chihuahua, 1998), 374-383. 
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Agricultura, an agricultural school, started its work in Ciudad Ju^ez in 1906. By 1907 

Chihuahua boasted of a professional school for nurses. La Escuela de Etrfermeras. This 

increased focus on health was reflected not only in an increasing population during the 

Porfiriato but in an increasingly youthfiil population. 

The population of M^co in the last decades of the nineteenth and early decades 

of the twentieth centuries was an extremely young population. During that time period, 

more than forty percent of the Mexican population was between the ages of 10 and 15 

years of age. Although the percentages decreased by the 1920s, Mexican children 

fourteen and under continued to represent a significant percentage of the population. 

As Mexican scholars Beatriz Alcubierre and Tania Carrefio BCing have written, "During the 

Porfiriato, Mexico became a nation of young people." It is not a symbolic statemem— 

Mexico literaUy became a nation of youth during that period as children came to represent 

more than half of the population. "** 

The youthful population was even more pronounced in the north of Mexico. The 

coming of the railroads allowed urbanization and modernization to come to northern 

M^co along with a revival of mining and conmiercial agriculture. As a result, working 

conditions and social mobility were better in the north than in the rest of M^co. It is no 

wonder, then, that life expectancy was higher in the north and that infants accounted for 

Altamirano and Villa, Chihuahua, 374- 387. 

Instituto Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Informatica, Estadisticas Historicas de 
Mexico (yo\. I) (M»ico, D. F., 1985), 39. 

Beatriz Alcubierre and Tania Carreno King, Los Nihos Villistas: Una Mirada a la 
Historia de la Irrfancia en Mmco, 1900-1920 (Mmco, D. F.: Secretaria de Gobernacion 
and Instituto Nacional de Estudios Ifistoricos de la Revolucidn Mexicana, 1996). (My 
translation.) 
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forty percent of the north's population. ^ "It is not surprising, then, that childhood would 

have been converted into one of the fundamental concerns of Porfirian society," 

Alcubierre and Carreno King conclude. During the Porfiriato, children became 

enormously important symbols of the future of the nation. According to Beatriz 

Alcubierre and Tania Carreno King, the Mexican middle class adopted the view that the 

child was the center of the &niily, a view they assert was European in origin. ** 

Both American and Mexican observers viewed Porfirian children as beneficiaries of 

M&dco's modernization. For &cample, Edward C. Butler, former Secretary to the United 

States Legation in M ĉo City, wrote in his 1905 children's book. Our Little Mexican 

Cousin, "Surely our little M&dcan cousin now lives in a new morning of thought, on the 

threshold of modernizing ideas and at the open door of expectant promise and radiant 

possibility.'* According to Butler, Mexican children were significant participants in 

Mexico's "mental revolution." ^ 

Alcubierre and Carreno King point out in their recent historical study of Mexican 

children that the perception of children shifted during the Porfiriato. Children were now 

the nation's future, deserving of special attention firom the state in order to ensure their 

physical and mental development. This was a change which mirrored that occurring in 

Alcubierre and Carreno King, Los Ninos Villistas, 37-38. 

'*•' Ibid.., 37. (My translation.) 

Ibid., 46. 

Edward C. Butler, Our Little Mexican Cousin (Boston: L. C. Page & Company, 1905), 
vi. 

Ibid, V. 

Alcubierre and Carreno King, LosNifios Villistas, 38. 
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the United States as well. 

Porfirian laws reflected this new interest in children. Children, like the economy, 

were to be modernized. An 1888 law. La Ley sobre Ensefkmza Primaria en el Distrito y 

Territorios [The Law Concerning Primary Education in the District and in the Territories], 

mandated a compulsory elementary education, either private or public, for children 

between the ages of six and twelve and required the building of separate sex-segregated 

schools wherever the population reached 500 or more. Areas which were smaller and 

located more than three kilometers from a school would benefit from "/as maestros 

ambulantes*' or "traveling teachers," according to this law. 

Northern states, particularly Chihuahua, invested large amounts of state funds in 

education. Preceding the national education law, the state of Chihuahua passed laws in 

1875 and 1887 which established compulsory, free education. In reality, the task of 

educating children involved tremendous obstacles, including the lack of trained teachers, 

insufBcient resources, and the frequent necessity that children work rather than attend 

school." 

Child labor also came under scrutiny during this period. Child labor was 

considered "the major obstacle in achieving the desired educational uniformity." 

Furthermore, neglectful parents rather than the economic problems lay at the root of this 

** Harvey J. Gra£f characterizes American children as "the hope of tomorrow and the fear 
of todays in describii^ the ambiguities involved in determimi^ who in U.S. society should 
exercise control over children. According to Graf^ "saving" children reflected the reform 
impulse in the United States. See Harvey J. Gra£̂  Conflicting Paths: Growing Up in 
America (Cambridge, Massachusetts; HarvardUniversity Press, 1995), 303. 

Alcubierre and Carreno King, Los Nifios Villistas, 42. 

 ̂Ibid, 46. 

Ibid, 50. 
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problem. 

The Porfirian ideal of the educated child was nowhere near reality for poor 

children. When Mexican immigrant Elias Garza was interviewed by anthropologist 

Manuel Gamio in the 1920$, he complained, It is a favor that we owe don Porfirio 

[President Porfirio Diaz] that we were left so ignorant and so slow minded that we have 

been fit for rough work. I began to work when I was twelve years old." In 

unmistakable contrast to the new Porfirian ideal of childhood of a modem childhood 

centered on education was the reality of poor children's lives of hard work with little or 

no education. 

Children on the U.S. side of the border 

Just as children became a concern in M^co during the Porfiriato, they drew 

similar attention in the United States as well. In the United States reformers focused on 

education and child labor. Child labor, in particular, reflected changing attitudes. 

Attitudes toward child labor had been undergoing a transformation since the mid-

nineteenth century. Child labor had demonstrated its economic stronghold from the 

colonial period onward, just as it had in medieval England. Child labor was seen as 

beneficial, as a preventative " against vagabonds and paupers." ^ In the American 

" Alcubierre and Carreiio King, Los NiHos Villistas, 46. (My translation.) 

Manuel Gamio, The Life Story of the Mexican Immigrcmt (New Yoric: Dover 
Publications, 1971), 149. (Originally published as The Mexican Immigrcmt' His Ltfe-
Story by the University of Chicago Press, 1931.) 

^ A 1575 English statute quoted in Walter I. Trattner, Crusade for the Children: A 
History of the National CfcW Labor Committee and Child Labor Reform in America 
(Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1970), 22. 
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colonies, child labor was a necessity, both on economic and religious grounds. Simply 

stated, idle children were dangerous and working children were profitable. As early as 

1619, "hundreds of English pauper children were kidnapped, sent to Vir^nia where 

workmen were badly needed, and bound out to service..." Child labor was not only 

acceptable, it was viewed as beneficial to society and to the children themselves. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, U. S. attitudes b^an to change. Reformers began to see 

child labor, or rather unregulated child labor, as injurious to the health of children and the 

nation. The nation needed an educated citizenry and exploitative working conditions left 

no time for schooling. As the nineteenth century progressed, new arguments would be 

made against child labor. The growing number of immigrants arriving in the United States 

in the second half of the nineteenth century created concerns among U. S .-bom workers 

over competition for jobs. Immigrant children further heightened this concern. Political 

parties as well as labor unions attacked child labor and called for child labor laws. The 

movement, strongest in the north and weakest in the South, was not without critics, 

however. Opponents to child labor legislation included potential employers of children but 

also parents and others who believed that the passage of child labor laws was the first step 

in handing parental rights over to the government. ^ 

Like Mexico, the United States turned its national gaze towards the young, 

creating an ideal which not all children could achieve. This would be a significant factor in 

defining the lives of Mexican children once they crossed the border. 

Walter I. Trattner, Crusade for the Children: A History of the National Child Labor 
Committee and Child Labor Reform in America (Chio^o: Quadrangle Books, 1970), 25 

 ̂ iTzaner̂ Crusade for the Children, 26-38; Joan Aldous, "The Political Process and 
the Faflure of the Child Labor Amendment, 18, no. 1, 71-91. 
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Mexican Children on the U.S. side of the border 

Like its counterpart on the Mexican side of the border, the Mexican population on 

the U. S. side of the border was very young. This youthiiilness meant that Mexican 

children would be watched even more intensely than in Mexico. Questionable because of 

their youth, they would be doubly suspect because of their ethnicity. A sample of 

immigrants drawn from the 1910 Census demonstrates the youthflilness of the population. 

Almost 19% of Medcan males and 24% of the females were under the age of fifteen. This 

contrasted significantly from other groups in the sample. For ecample, the Spanish and 

Portuguese origin-population, the next youngest in the sample, included only 9% of the 

males and 10% of the females in the under fifteen age bracket. Children and youth 

comprised an even smaller percentage among the other immigrant groups, averaging 5.7% 

for the males and 5.4% for the females. 

rhanpiny images of Mexicans 

The combination of a strikingly youthfiil population, changing attitudes towards 

children, and a region in the throes of modernization had tremendous consequences for 

Mexican adults and children. Economic development along the U.S. side of the border 

precipitated a change in Anglo American views of Mexicans. While Mexican adults were 

sought after by employers for their perceived child-like behavior, employers sought out 

Mexican children for their ability to fimction as working "adults." Capitalist developmoit 

Susan Cotts Watkins, ed.. After Ellis Island: Newcomers and Natives in the 1910 
Census (New Yoik: Russell Sage Foundation, 1994), 406. Along with Mexicans, the 
sample also looked at immigrants from Switzerland, Scotland, Wales, Spain and Portugal. 
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necessitated a racial framework in which child-like adults woticed for employers who also 

hired adult-like children. These stereotypes, this racialized vocabulary, clearly reflected 

the emerging power relations in the Southwest. 

Earlier in the nineteenth century, a differem set of racial stereotypes had flourished 

in the Southwest as Euro-Americans undertook to take land, by legal and illegal means, 

from the indigenous Mexican population. Ifistorian Amoldo de Leon describes these 

images as ones in which Mexicans are viewed as "depraved and brutal folk..." 

Creating a justification for the economic and political subordination of the Mexican 

population in the United States following the creation of an independent Republic in 

Texas in 1836 and the U.S.-Mexico War of 1847-48 meant feshioning an image of 

Mexicans which made them unworthy possessors of the land as well as barbaric threats to 

the "progress" brought by Anglo Americans. As a growing number of Mexican workers 

recruited by U. S. employers augmented the indigenous Mexican population, the 

racialized images of Medcans as barbarians no longer served their purpose. 

Employers and other supporters of Medcan immigration could not support the entry of 

Mexicans into the United States while maintaining the old image of Mexicans as barbaric 

savages. 

As labor needs in the Southwest grew with the expanding economy, a new image 

of Mexican emerged—one which placed them in a very different light. By the begiiming of 

the twentieth century, Mexicans had moved from being viewed as the debased of&pring 

Arnold de Leon, They Called Them Greasers: Anglo Attitudes Toward Mexicans in 
Texas, 1821-1900 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), 74. 

See also David J. Weber, ed. Foreigners in Their Native Land: Historic Roots of the 
Mexican Americans (Albuquerque; University of New Modco, 1973), 51-87, for many 
examples of images of Mexicans as savages and brutes. 
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of "Aztecs" and Spaniards, two peoples which Anglo Americans viewed with particular 

loathing, to being a "child-like" people who required a bit of motivation in order to 

perform weU for their paternalistic employers. 

Mexican adults as "children" 

As employers continued to seek out Mexican labor to fuel the economic 

development of the Southwest, a new discourse emerged. This new discourse was both 

racial and centered on the image of children. Juan Gomez Quinones has argued in his 

study of M&dcan labor in the United States that a racialized vocabulary emerged in the 

United States in order to' justif[y] the use of a dual wage system" which benefited 

employers. This racialized vocabulary incorporated images of Mexicans as child-like in 

order to justify a paternalistic labor system in the Southwest. 

In her study of enslaved children, Wilma King writes of the difSculty presented in 

deciphering historical records related to enslaved people. "Social customs rather than age 

alone determined whether one called bond servants Tjoy" or 'girl,'" she writes in her 

" By the 1940s the barbaric "Aztec" image of Medcan and Mexican American (youth) 
had been revived by the media and law enforcement as a new focus on juvenile 
delinquency emerged. A particularly notorious case, the Sleepy Lagoon Case, in 1944 
highlighted this. When seventeen Mexican American youth were charged with murder of 
Jose Diaz, Lieutenant Edward Ehiran Ayres testified that M^can American youth were 
prone towards violence because of their Indian heritage, particularly Aztec. See Mauricio 
Mazon, The ZootSuit Riots: The Psychology of Symbolic Annihilation (Austin; 
University of Texas Press, 1984), 21-23. 

Juan Gomez-Quinones, Mexican American Labor, 1790- 1990 (Albuquerque; 
University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 4. 
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introduction. " 

A similar situation existed for Mexicans and Mexican Americans following the 

U.S. war against M^co in the mid-I840s. The use of the term "boy" to describe both 

juveniles and aduh Mexican men was common weU into the second half of the twentieth 

century. For example, when Virginia Yeager of Duval county, Texas testified before the 

Joint Committee of the Senate and the House in the Investigation of the Tecas State 

Ranger Force in 1911, her testimony centered around the mistreatment of a "boy" by 

Texas Rangers. Two decades later, it was just as difficult to decipher a Mexican 

American's age. In the late 1920s, economist Paul S. Taylor interviewed a drug store 

owner in South T^cas. The man recoumed a story in which an upper-class Mexican tried 

to get service in his drug store. "My Mexican boy asked me what to do. I told him not to 

serve him; all Mexicans look alike to me." " Whether the Mexican employee was 

chronologicaUy a "boy" or simply a "boy" because of his subordinate position we do not 

know, but the latter was more likely the case. 

The vocabulary which referred to adult Mexican men as "boys" was accompanied 

by a set of behaviors which were sometimes benevolent and sometimes violent, all within 

a paternalistic firework. Paul S. Taylor refers to the paternalistic relations between 

Wilma King, Stolen Childhood: Slave Youth in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Bloomington & Indianapolis; Indiana University Press, 1995), xix. 

^ Joint Committee of the Senate and the House in the Investigation of the Texas State 
Ranger Force. Proceedings of the Joint Committee of the Soiate and the House in the 
Investigation of the Texas State Ranger Force, vol. 1. Testimony of Mrs. Virginia 
Yeager. 1919. Pages 301-305. (NGcrofilm 11,740, Nettie Lee Benson Latin American 
Collection, the University of Texas at Austin.) 

" Paul S. Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit County, Winter Garden 
District South Texas," m Mexican Labor in the United States, vol. 1., 1928-1930 (New 
York: Amo Press and The New Yoric Times, 1970), 417-418. 
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South Texas employers and their Mexican and Mexican American workers time and time 

again. The paternalistic relationship described by Taylor included various references to 

the corporal punishment of Mexican workers. Not only were adult Mexican men referred 

to as children, they were also treated as children. " 

The benevolent side of the paternalistic relations between employer and Medcan 

employee were just as insidious as its darker aspects. "Much more can be got out of them 

through kindness and praise than one imagines... They are little children, love them as such 

and receive your reward in fiiithiulness and loyalty to you and your children," wrote 

Carmelita Pomeroy in 1934 in her letter to the editor, titled, "My little servant, do I love 

her?" ^ Pomeroy's comments, made during the Great Depression, must be viewed 

within the context of a growing discourse in which Mexicans were described as child-like, 

with all the negative and positive attributes associated with being such. In 1920, a 

Texas farmer testified before the Senate that "the Mexican is a child, naturally." 

When Paul S. Taylor conducted research on Mexican and Mexican American labor 

in the Southwest in the 1920s he found labor relations which he characterized as one of 

"fiiendly paternalism." Taylor quoted one South Texas landowner who said, "We regard 

the Mexicans as a part of my family and take care of them and feel kind to them. They are 

" See both Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit Coiraty, Winter Garden 
District South Texas," and Taylor, An American-Mexican Frontier: Nueces County, 
Texas (New York: Russell & RusselL, 1934. Reissued 1971). Mexican workers were 
referred to not only as children but also as animals. Employers sometimes referred to 
M&dcanos as dogs for example, who need to be "petted." 

 ̂El Paso Herald Post, November 19, 1934. 

" Quoted in "Perceptions of the Immigrant during the 1920s," in Between Two Worlds: 
Mexican Immigrants in the United States, David G. Gutierrez, ed. fW^Imington, DE: 
Scholarly Resources Inc., 1996), 25. 
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afifecdonate, obedient, and generally trustworthy, although they will pilfer. They serve us 

well." " In another study, Taylor quoted another South Texas landowner who said. 

The Mexican lacks two things; There is no sense of responsibility, he is a 
child. Even if he has made a deal at a certain price, he will ch^ge if he 
can. There is no sense of gratitude; you may have made work for him to 
keep him employed, but it makes no difference when he has a chance to 
take advantage of you. ^ 

Such images served important purposes. Mexican employees were '̂ turally" children, 

ambitionless and therefore fit only for the most menial of jobs. But they were also 

employees who could not be trusted too much. These attitudes justified a labor system in 

which strict labor controls were used to control the Mexican American labor force. ™ 

Other employers had slightly different views of the child-like nature of Mexican 

workers. As one South Texas employer, originally fi-om Wisconsin, told Taylor, "The 

Mexicans are a wonderful people; they are docile. I just love them." Another farmer 

commented that, "The Mexicans fi'om this citizens' standpoint are gratefiil, honest, and 

law-abiding. We have no trouble with them ... The morality of the Mexican is better than 

that of the white." ^ These comments describing a docile, gratefiil people coincided with 

a growing need on the part of farmers to import and recruit more workers for the growing 

" Taylor, An American-Mexican Frontier. 132. 

^ Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit County," 349. 

™ See David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 
(Austin : University of Texas Press, 1987) for a description of the diverse techniques used 
by &rmers in South Texas to control their labor force. These included the use of violence, 
the use of "passes" for travel, as well as a variety of other creative strategies used by local 
governments and employers to keep the Mexican labor force immobilized. 

'̂Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit County," 208. 

'^IbicL, 301. 
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commercial agricultural ^rstem in areas like South Texas. The portrayal of M^cans as 

"docile'̂  and '̂ grateflil" people made their recruitment more palatable. 

Conclusions 

The economic development of the U.S.-Mraco border region created tremendous 

changes for the Mexican population on both sides of the border. In particular, railroads 

and commercial agriculture drew capital and population to the border, giving birth to a 

new economic system. The economic development of the Mexican American border 

region was predicated on the presence of a large pool of low-waged workers. Higher 

wages in the north of Mexico and even higher wages in the U. S. Southwest drew 

Mexicans to the border regions, resulting in a changing demographic profile for the region. 

Part of the demographic change was an increasingly young population. The 

extreme youthflilness of the Mexican population along the border was both a product of 

modernization and a &ctor in shaping the way in which capitalism developed in the region. 

Mexican children were viewed as beneficiaries of modernization but also as a group of 

people whose labor would make modernization possible. The changing demographics 

along the U.S.- Mexico border, and in the two nations, resulted in changing attitudes 

towards children. 

As children became an increasing center of attention in both Mexico and the 

United States, their image came to represent a complex web of meanings to different 

groups. To some, children represented the future of the nation and the region, in the most 

positive and the most negative of ways. To others, chfldren represented a new source of 

laborers, easily exploited or in need of saving fi'om that exploitation. 

Finally, the image of children came to represent a specific power relationship in 
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which ethnicity and racial stereotypes came to define some aduhs as children and the 

relationship between employers and employees as one of children and &ther. As 

Mexicans came to the border, employers began imposing a new image on them. By 

creating a paternalistic worid view, employers justified their pleas to bring more Mexicans 

into the United States by portraying them as passive and childlike. Together, this new 

"family" red^ned the Medcan American border region in the late nineteenth and eariy 

twentieth centuries. 
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CHAPTER m 

"I GO TO HGHT FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE'; 
CHILDREN IN THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION, 1910-1920 

[Mi madre] me contaba, lamentandose, como siempre los adultos 
han tratado a los nirios en epocas de crisis, como si no 
entendieran, sieruio que ellos todo lo reciben. 

[My mother would tell me, woefully, how in times of crisis, adults 
always treated children as if they didn't understand anything, when 
in reality they understood it all.] 

— Manuel Servin Massieu 

Introduction 

On a spring day in 1914, three-year-old Geronimo rushed to keep up with his 

mother, Emeteria, as she darted down a street on the outskirts of Torreon, Coahuila. 

Torreon was a new settlement, only a quarter of a century old, yet it had already become 

an important center of commerce, agriculture, railroads, and now, revolution. Pancho 

Villa, famous and infamous rebel general, arrived early in March 1914, followed by over 

8,000 troops and 29 canons, including two named ironically. El Nino [the child] and El 

Chavalito [the kid]. The scenes became monotonously ^miliar as the days passed— the 

endless tiroteos or shooting, the ecplosions of grenades and dynamite, the wind that rose 

quickly in the evenings stirring the dust and hiding the enemy, the rare moments of 

absolute calm in the middle of the night, the growing number of dead and wounded from 

both sides.' It was in this setting that Geronimo, the child with reddish-brown hair. 

' Geronimo Leyva, interviewed by Yolanda Leyva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida 
Que se Acuerda Uno Como Un Sueno: Two Oral Bfistories," transcript. May 1978, 
Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, Univer̂  of Texas; Roque G. Garza. La 
Batallade Torreon, Cuademos Mexico, Ano 1, Numero 1 (Mmco D. F.: SEP/ 
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learned some of the most basic meanings of war. 

I remember the attack on Torreon. When Villa attacked Torreon, after the 
revolutionaries had left the dty, my mother., took me by the hand and we 
went to look for my &ther. We thought he was dead. Well all the dead 
who were on the streets— we had to take the bandoleers off their eyes. 
People would cover their eyes because their eyes would look so ugly after 
they were killed. And I remember that I was very afimd when my mother 
took me near where the dead lay."-

More than eight decades later, Geronimo, that child of so long ago, lay dying in a 

hospital. On Christmas eve, a young doctor asked, "Where are you from, sir?" "I was 

bom in Durango" he answered. What ensued was a response, which came with the 

naturalness of a story retold for a whole lifetime, an outline of battles throughout northern 

M^co which ended, for Geronimo, with the arrival of \^lla's troops in Ciudad Ju^ez: 

"My father decided, after a battle in Ju^ez, that we should just stay. He was tired of the 

fighting and we ended up crossing the border into £1 Paso." His childhood memories of 

the Revolution, with its violence, displacement, and terror remained with him for a 

lifetime. Yet, what also remained was the belief that the Revolution had been fought for 

the noblest of causes— to give voice to the voiceless and dispossessed. ^ 

Conasupo, 198?). 

^ Geronimo Lqrva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida." (My translation.) 

^ Author observation, December 24, 1996. 
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The meaning of war 

"What does war mean to children?" asks psycholo^st James Garbarino. "It 

depends," is his answer. ^ For Mexican children, the meaning of the Revolution was 

anchored in a complex web of incidents, memories, and national symbols. Ironically, 

although the Revolution embodied the worst of destructive forces, it also embraced the 

most positive of ideals. The Revolution profoundly shaped the childhood of a generation 

of Mexican and Mexican American children and, in turn, helped to define, for later 

generations, the Revolution itself. ^ 

For thousands of Mexican children, the violence of the 1910s meant brutal 

victimization ranging from rape to murder. For others it meant hunger and want, losing 

parents and family, fleeing villages and homes.' Paradoxically, along with its often 

indiscriminate violence and destruction, the Revolution also served as a creative force, 

planting in the children the seeds of a deeply-held belief in social justice. These 

^ James Garbarino, "Challenges We Face in Understanding Children and War A Personal 
Essay," Child Abuse and Neglect, no. 17(1993), 789. 

' Despite the fundamental importance of children's involvement in the Mexican 
Revolution, there has been little scholaily attention paid to this aspect of the war. As 
Beatriz Alcubierre and Tania Carreno King write, "Tliousands of pages have been written 
about the Mexican Revolution; nevertheless, until now, few have recorded the presence 
of children in the Revolution." (My translation.) See Los Nirios Villistas: Una Mirada a 
la Historia de la Irrfancia en M^co, J900-1920, (Mraco, D. F.: Secretaria de 
Gobemacion and Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 
1996), 207. 

^ For a discussion of war traumas, see Mona Macksoud and J. Lawrence Aber, The War 
Experiences and Psychosocial Devdopment of Children in Ldianon," Child Development, 
no. 67 (1996), 70. With the exception of some differences resulting from changing 
technology, today's children sufTra" the same physical and apparently p^chological injuries 
which Mexican children faced eariier in the century. 
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youngsters shared with their elders a sense that the Revolution would ultimately bring 

about a more just and equitable society. Finally, the Revolution left a legacy of symbols 

and myths which constructed a national archetype— the child as revolutionary and the 

revolutionary as child. To honor the anniversaiy of the Mexican Revolution each 

November, school children parade in "revolutionary outfits," complete with invitation 

bandoleers and rifles. This portrayal of children as revolutionaries remains powerful in 

popular culture. 

The Mexican Revolution of 1910 was the explosive culmination of decades of 

economic transformation under the modernization program of Porfirio Diaz. 

Governmental policies, intended to "modernize" Mraco, led to tragic results for the 

majority of the population, especially the rural poor. Porfirian land policies favored the 

creation of great haciendas at the expense of the small landowners and communally-held 

lands. Increasingly landless, the Mexican poor were forced into waged work. The 

resultant labor surplus, augmented by the population growth which came with better 

health care, drove down wages. Simultaneously, as more land was devoted to export 

crops, the amount of food produced for domestic consumption decreased, raising the 

price of staples like beans and com. By the fall of 1910, conditions were ripe for 

revolution. In September Diaz announced his "reelection" while his opponents were 

jailed. Middle-class attempts to reform the political system firom within the system had 

failed. When Francisco Madero drafted el Plan de San Luis Potosi in October, he called 

^ For example, see any November 21 issue of newspapers like Diario de Juarez (Ciudad 
Juarez, Chihuahua) in recent years. The anniversary of the Medcan Revolution is 
celebrated throughout Mexico on November 20. Newspapers like Diario de Juarez 
inevitably print stories on the local and national celebrations. In its November 21, 1997 
issue the newspaper featured photographs of local children dressed in turn of the century 
clothing representing the Revolution. See "Fervor dvico, el otro rostro de la ciudad." 
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"for all the towns in the republic to rise in arms" on November 20, 1910. * 

Within four months of the start of the violence, various departments of the U. S. 

government began reporting on conditions along the border. In March 1911, the 

Immigration Service, under the Department of Commerce and Labor, ordered its 

inspectors to submit monthly reports to the Commissioner General of Immigration. The 

March 27, 1911 report, for »cample, described the situation around the El Paso- Ciudad 

Ju^ez section of the border. Railway lines fix)m the interior to the border were "torn up" 

and many Chihuahuenses were migrating towards the border, particularly towards 

Columbus, New Mexico and Fabens, Tecas. The bulk of the refugees, according to the 

Inspector, were Americans or Medcans "of the better class." Furthermore, the revolution 

was seriously hurting El Paso business. The inspector estimated that at least forty percent 

of El Paso's business was with Juvez. ' 

In the same report, the inspector recounted that a siege was under way across the 

border from Presidio, Texas. Revolutionary forces were reported camped near Del Rio, 

Texas and Naco, Arizona. A month later, in April of 1911, the area remained under 

siege. In El Paso, the inspector described the situation as "very acute." Between 1,000 

and 3,500 troops were stationed between Juarez and Casas Grandes to the south and a 

skirmish had taken place between rebel and federal troops. " The situation along the 

* Michael C. Meyer and William L. Sherman, The Course of Mexican History (third 
edition). (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1987), 499. 

' "Report of Supervising Inspector of El Paso, Texas to Commissioner General of 
Immigration, Washington, D. C.," March 27, 1911. U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 
Service. Records, Series A, Part 2 Mexican Immigration, 1906-1930^ reel 3. (Hereafter 
refmed to as INS, Mexican Immigration.) 

Ibid. 

" "Report of Supervising Inspector of El Paso, Texas to Commissioner General of 
IminigratioiL Washington, D. C.," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 3. 



82 

border appeared to remain similarly distressed two years later when the Supervising 

Inspector submined his October 21, 1913 report to Washington. Reports anticipated an 

attack by federal troops on Piedras Negras in the near fliture, a situation which prompted 

the Inspector to write that they could expect a " very large exodus of aliens." '• 

The violence of war 

When the Revolution commenced in the &11 of 1910, children were among the 

most vulnerable to its disorder, violence and displacement. As historian George J. 

Swchez has pointed out, THiring the revolutionary period, wartime violence and 

economic upheaval did not escape children. Adolescents were particulariy vulnerable to 

its repercussions." This vulnerability is reflected in the statistics which show that 

M^co's population of children and adolescents decreased in proportion to the adult 

population during the violent 1910s and the succeeding storminess of the 1920s. In 

today's low-intensity global conflicts where women and children account for 

approximately eighty percent of the casualties, children are particularly susceptible to 

"Report of Supervising Inspector of El Paso, Texas to Commissioner General 
of Immigration, Washington, D. C," October 21, 1913. INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 
4. 

George J. Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 33-34. 

Institute Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Informatica. Estadisticas Historicas de 
M^co, tercera edicion, Tomo 1 (Aguascalientes, Aguascalioites: 1994), 46. The 
relacion de dependencia [dependency ratio] decreased from 80% to 73% from 1910 to 
1930. This reflects a decreasing number of young people and elderiy people in relation to 
the population of adults. 
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dying from war-related conditions, including violence, malnutrition and disease.' - In 

January 1914, for example, a newspaper account reported that Mexican refugees from 

Qjinaga suffered from small pox. Anecdotal and photographic evidence points to 

similar circumstances for Mexican chfldren. '' 

For some children the memories of the Revolution, while less traumatic, still 

suggested the damage which the war brought. Margarita J^uez de Alcala recalled the 

chaos of the Revolution on the border. "The Revolution came and destroyed everything. 

Villa came and destroyed everything. He turned the Ju^ez theater into a horse stable, the 

grand pianos were made into firewood." The outward physical destruction, so vividly 

described by Jaquez, mirrored the more internal, emotional devastation described by other 

survivors. 

The sights the children saw remained burned in their memories. For example. 

James Garbarino, Kathleen Kostelny, and Nancy Dubrow, No Place to Be a Child: 
Growing Up in a War Zone (Lexington, Massachusetts; D. C. Heath and Company, 
1991), 1. 

El Paso Herald, Idiiuaiy 1914, 1. 

See the visual evidence presented in Enrique Krauze, Madero Vivo (Mexico, D. F.; 
Clio, 1993). For example, there is a 1913 photograph of a dead child, killed during la 
Decena Tr^ca, titled "una victima inocente" ["an innocent victim"]. The later 
testimonies of childhood survivors also point to this conclusion. Manuel Servin Massieu, 
for example, remembers that as a child during the Revolution, his mother was most 
impacted by the extreme violence and constant change, often accompanied by hunger. 
Two of her young siblings died from malnutrition and disease after her father, a career 
milhary man under Porfirio Diaz, lost his livelihood. He also quoted his mother as saying 
that, because of the starvation, some chfldren lost their hair. To help feed the family, his 
mother gathered wild edible plants like quelites [greens]. Manuel Servin Massieu, "Las 
historias de los viejos," in A// pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. 1,45- 46. 

IS * Margarita J^uez de Alcal^ interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, Fd)ruaiy 16, 1974. 
Transcript on file at the lOH, UTEP. 
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Jesus Colin Castaneda remembered the women in his &nily gathering with other women 

to pray during la "Decena Tr^ca" [the "Tragic Ten Days"] when a grenade hit. As they 

were running away, they saw a woman face down, dead, in the street with a child tied to 

her back. The child was alive but no one stopped. " 

Maria de la O, bom in 1905, recalled that her family left Ciudad Chihuahua in 1916 

after receiving word that Villa was going to attack. "Some relatives of my mother sent a 

note that they were going to attack our house at 4:00 in the morning so they advised my 

father [to leave], and that's why we came to Ju^ez. We stayed only one night and then we 

came to El Paso... When we arrived in Villa Ahumada there were troops of soldiers 

shooting after the train, but since it did not stop they could not catch up with us; and we 

arrived in Ju^ez and then we got off. There seemed to be thousands of soldiers shooting 

and the train was going real fast, and we were laying on the floor so as not to be hit by 

gunshots." ^ 

The on-going daily violence desensitized some children. As in today's turbulent 

conflicts, violence and destruction became "normal" everyday events for the children who 

experienced them "More than three hundred men shot in as many moments, inside a 

barracks, leaves a big, big impression— so people said— but our childish ^es found it quite 

normal" writes Nellie Campobello, Mexican novelist and chronicler of the Revolution 

in the north. Her stories of a childhood lived during war time demonstrate how 

ordinary can become the most cruel acts during times of war. 

Jesus Colin Castaneda," Viendo Uover balas. La Revolucion en la capital," in Mi Pueblo 
durante la revolucion, vol. 1, p 29. 

^ Maria de la O irterviewed by Yolanda Flores, December 6, 1977. Transcript 704. 
Transcript no. 142. Transcript on file, lOH, UTEP. 

Nellie Campobello, Cartucho/ My Mother's Hands. Trans, by Doris Mqrer and Irene 
Matthews (Austin: Univer^ of Texas Press, 1988), xii. 
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For other children, the events of the Revolution were viewed through children's 

eyes. Recalling her childhood during the Revolution, Margaret Candelaria said. 

We were very fortunate in not encountering bullets, really, but we did go 
through several experiences... Of course, being children, it was a lark for 
us. We didnt care or didn't know or didnt experience the hardships that 
the grownups had to go through. All we wanted was something to eat, to 
play, and so on, and it was all right with us.~ 

Teresa de la Garza Cepeda had humorous memories of what could have been 

very dangerous situations. "On one occasion a large contingent of federal inf^try passed 

on the street," she remembered. Her young brother, Andr^ a three-year-old with an 

extensive vocabulary learned from one of his Other's workers, began yelling 

"barbaridades" [obsenities] at them. When their mother finally reached him and put her 

hand over his mouth to silence the outburst, a soldier yeUed out "jNo se raje, amigo!" 

["Don't back down, friend!"] to which the boy responded "jmocho cabron!" ["crippled 

bastard!"]. ^ It was not the only time that young Andrw' outspokenness got him in 

trouble. Fascinated by soldiers, and trying to get their attention on another occasion, he 

told them where the Emily's money was hidden. She remembered less himiorous 

encounters as well—going secretly, "a escondidas," to see one of her neighbors along with 

several other men hanged from cotton wood trees, a man running from soldiers hiding in 

the hay stored in their patio, the ground so soaked with coagulated blood that the dirt 

^ Margaret Candelaria, imerviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, August 5,1976. Transcript on 
file at the lOH, UTEP. 

^ Teresa de la Garza Cepeda, "La Revohicion, sentida y juzgada por un nifia de seis 
afios," in Mi pueblo durante la Revohtcion, vol. 3, 152. 

de la Garza Cepeda, "La Revolucion," 153. 
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itself had to be buried, and an explosive go offin the hands of a young shepherd. 

Finally, some children recalled the beginning of the Revolution in wondrous terms. 

The apparition of Haley's Comet coincided with the inauguration of the Revolution. For 

example, Macario Espqel Hem^dez recounted, 

I was bom in the year 1904 in the town and district of Ixtlw de Juarez, in 
the state of Oaxaca. Until the year of 1908 nothing happened, everything 
was peaceful. What did happen, and it was an amazing thing, occurred at 
the beginning of 1909; there appeared a great comet five or sbc meters 
long that Ut up the sky as bright a moonlight. It would appear at 8 in the 
evening and disappear at 10. All the people were amazed to see such a 
beautiful comet. No one could know the consequences of that 
phenomenon. It lasted around four months, and a few days after its 
disappearance, we began to get the news that Seiior Don Francisco I. 
Madero had begun his campaign [against the dictator Porfirio E>iaz), 
known as la pronuncia [the pronouncement]. ^ 

Angel Miguel Tovar described the events of 1910 in much the same way; 

Around 1910 and 1911 there were two great occurrences; the appearance 
of the Haley comet and the entry of Madero into the city. The comet 
appeared brilliantly in the sky. Each night its brilliance grew until it abnost 
filled the heavens (it could be that in childhood, objects seem grander than 
they are). One night it was announced that the comet's tail was going to 
enter the earth's atmosphere. The people said that the comet and earth 
were going to collide. That night people filled the churches. Almost 
everyone went in to pray. Th^ said it was the end of the worid. ^ 

" Ibid., 155-165. 

^ Macario Espejel Hernandez, "bctlw de Juarez," in A//pueblo durante la revolucidn̂  vol. 
2, 29. (My translation.) 

^ Angel Nffiguel Tovar, "El Mraco que yo vivi," in Mi pueblo durante la revolucidn, vol. 
1,77. (My translation.) 
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It was not the end of the worid, however, but rather a beginning of a new world for the 

chOdren of M^co. 

The social context of children's experiences 

Candelaria's and Garza's somewhat humorous descriptions of the Revolution, 

Tovar's and Espejel's memories of the comet, and finally, Campobello's directness in 

describing her e;q)eriences point to the obvious— children in the Revolution were children 

and their understanding of the evems was conditioned by their youth. But a confluence of 

other elements shaped children's encounters with the Revolution as well. Geographic 

location, social class, gender, as well as the level of family and conmiunity support— its 

social context— are important in understanding the ways in which children experienced 

the Revolution, its consequences on their lives, as well as their chances for survival. 

Cecilio Arredondo remembered sitting on the floor, eating breakfast with his 

tamily, when a bullet flew through the adobe wall of the jacal [hut] where the family lived 

in Juarez. The bullet hit his mother in her neck. She recuperated fi'om the bullet and 

Arredondo recalled, "this is an important thing to mention" because the incident was the 

only brush they'd had with the Revolution. ^ Such violence, however, was not limited to 

the M^can side of the border. There was a history of violence against Medcans, young 

and old, on the U. S. side of the frontera as weU. 

Texas was well-known for its anti-Mexican violence. It could arise during times of 

border conflict, during periods of increaang tension or simply in response to the 

^ Cecilio Arredondo, interviewed by David Salazar, February 20, 1974. Transcript 
number 59. Transcript on file at the IHO, UTEP. (My translatioiL) 
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percepdon of a Mexican threat. Often law enforcement ofiGcials took a direct hand in the 

lynching and other violence common during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

According to the New Hcmdbook of Texas, approximately 5,000 Mexicans were killed by 

the Texas Rangers in a period of about five years during the 191 Os. ^ As Barry Waid 

and James Gundlach have pointed out in their study of lynching in the South, lynching is 

as much a "regional phenomenon" as "a specific event" and it tells us much about the 

social conditions which allow it to continue. ^ As members of a group which had been 

under attack since the 1830s in Texas, Mexican children were not immune to these 

different forms of violence. 

A famous, or rather infknous, example of violence against a child was the hanging 

of thirteen-year-old Encamacion Robledo at his home in Gonz^ez, Texas. The incident 

took place as law enforcement ofiBcials attempted to learn the whereabouts of Gregorio 

Cortez, a fugitive sought for the murder of a sheriff. Cortez had sought refuge in the 

home of his compadres, the Robledos. When the posse received word of this, they headed 

for the Robledo home and a shoot-out ensued, resulting in the deaths of Sherifif Robert M. 

Glover and Tony Schnabel, rancher and landlord of the Robledos. Despite evidence that 

the deaths had actually occurred accidentally, at the hands of fellow ofificers, the Robledos 

were taken into custody and charged with murder. Martin and Refiigia Robledo as well as 

their teenage sons, Cincino and Tomas, were interrogated after the house was captured by 

^ Texas State Historical Association, "Texas Rangers," TT^ New Handbook of Texas. 
(Austin; T&cas State Historical Association, 1996), 481. 

^ Barry Waid and James Gundlach, "An Empirical Account of the Decline of Lynching in 
the South," paper presented at the 1995 Annual Meeting of the Southern Sociological 
Society, Atlanta, C^oi^ia, AprQ 6-9, 1995. 

Ammco Paredes, With His Pistol in His Hand, a Border Ballad and Its Hero (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1975, second printing), 71. The San Antonio News, June 16, 
1901, 1. 
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posse members. 

The San Antonio Express News reported the arrival of the Robledos to San 

Antonio in these words; 

The special train arrived at 4 o'clock. A small crowd had gathered... The 
first two prisoners to alight were the two Roblero [sic] boys. One is 14 
years old and the other about 16. The younger boy looked pale and 
walked weakly, and about his neck were the marks of a rope used by the 
ofBcers in an effort to make him reveal secrets of the gang of desperados 
who killed the two brave sheriff. ^ 

This incident occurred almost a decade before border tensions came to a boiling point in 

response to events on the M«dcan side of the border. As the violence grew on the 

Mexican side of the line, and spilled into Texas, anti-Mexican violence grew In the United 

States. A Texas Senate investigation into the situation documents the violence although 

deciphering specific violence against children is di€5cult. Witnesses used the word "boy" 

fi-eely even when referring to adult Mexican men. 

One event which created a reaction among Texas Mexicans was the lynching of a 

Medcan boy. In June of 1911, an editorial in Laredo's La Cronica criticized the 

"cowardly, infamous and inhumane lynching of a young Mexicano in Thomdale, Milam 

County, Texas." In the same article, the editors referred to the exclusion of Mexican 

children fi-om Tecas schools." 

The Daify Express (San Antonio), June 16, 1901. 

Texas Legislature, Joint Committee of the Senate and the House, Proceedings of the 
Joint Committee of the Senate and the House in the Investigation of the Texas State 
Ranger Force, vol. I (1919). 

^ Emilio Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas (College Station; Texas A 
& M University Press, 1993), 238. See La Cronica, June 29,1911. (My translation.) 
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According to what has been labeled the ecological model for understanding 

children's experiences with community violence, the social context of violence is essential 

to the understanding of the impact of that violence on children. The recent literature 

on children and war asserts that the presence of a strong femily shields children from some 

of the damages occasioned by armed conflict. ^ Louise Gates remembered that she and 

her siblings remained calm during the Revolution because her mother and &ther always 

appeared calm. Yet, as Ed Caims and Andy Dawes have pointed out, in "the real 

world, and especially in the world of political violence, famify* is really code for 

'mother.'" ^ As in so many other wars, fathers and brothers left for the fighting, or were 

killed, and the job of protecting the children was left to the mother. ^ Mothers' attempts 

Hope Hill of Howard University describes the following areas of analysis as central to 
an ecological model for understanding the impact of community violence on African 
American children and youth: The history of violence in America, including the impact of 
violence on African Americans during slavery. The social contact, which has been 
influenced by history, social policies, and economic realities which have compromised the 
quality of life for many of these children; and the cultural context, which provides the 
blueprint for living and shapes norms, values, and belief systems. See M. R. Isaacs, 
Violence: The Impact of Community Violence on African American Children and 
Families: Collaborative Approaches to Prevention and Intervention (Arlington, Virginia; 
National Center for Education in Maternal and Child Health, 1992), 22. 

^ Ed Caims and Andy Dawes, "Children; Ethnic and Political Violence— A 
Comsaeoiaxy,'' Child Development, no. 67 (1996), 131. 

Louise Gates, interviewed by Sarah John, December 14, 1978, transcript no. 726. 
Transcript on file at the lOH, UTEP. 

Caims and Dawes, "Children; Ethnic and Political Violence," 131. 

See George L Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American, 33-34. He writes that giris 
were left "to fend for themselves because fathers and older brothers were off fighting in 
the war or working in distant fields, [and] giris could be attacked by rd)el or government 
troops orby local men." 
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to shelter and protect their children, and to ensure their survival is a theme in many stories. 

As a fifteen-year-old in 1913, Porfirio Alarcon Rodriguez recalled that he had run 

to the hiUs for his life, fleeing government troops who had occupied his pueblo. One of 

the first sites he reached was a Arming community. Rodriguez remembered there were 

no men, "only women who were in hiding." ^ These were the communities of women left 

to protect themselves and their children. 

Even in situations where a would-be protector was present, their powerlessness is 

often evidem. Researchers are just beginning to question the "truism that mothers can act 

as a buffer for children exposed to political violence." Women's ability to protect their 

children and children's response to that violence are shaped by myriad social and 

economic factors. The power differences between the protector and the aggressor had 

consequences as significant as those between the victim and the aggressor. 

For example, Marcial Martinez Becerril was just seven years old when his 

Zapatista &ther sent for the family to join him. Despite the dangers, his mother organized 

a caravan of women and children to flee the area under cover of night. After a dangerous 

and painful journey, they finally encountered his &ther. The dangers had not ended, 

however. 

My mother didn't have any food with her and my &ther didn't have any 
either. Among our belongings were to be found just a bit of com and a 
piece of tin that served as a comal [griddle] on which my mother toasted 
the com which we ate... At times we ate plants, sometimes inedible ones, 
and it's a miracle that we didn't get poisoned. We also lacked water; there 
were times when we quenched our thirst with the puddles where horses 

^ Porfirio Alarcon Rodriguez,, "Pequefia cronica de la Revolucion en Huitzuco, 
Guerrero," in A// Pueblo durante la revohtcidn, vol. 2, 217. (My translation.) 

Cairns and Dawes, "Children: Ethnic and Political Violence," 131. 
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drank and urinated. ^ 

With a bit of com, and a piece of tin can upon which to cook, Martinez Becerril's mother 

kept them alive. 

The safety of children, and of young girls, was an ever-present concern for 

mothers and fathers. As Delfino Martinez Garcia, bom in Orizaba in 1910, recalled, 

"Much could be told about the cruelties which were committed against peaceful people; 

the young women were the choice dish for the soul-less rabble. Their parents had to hide 

the young women in order to save them in a safe place." ® Parents found creative ways 

to protect their children, especially their daughters, including sending them to hide in the 

mountains, smearing their faces with mud to make them unattractive, even hiding them 

under baskets. For some, cross-dressing their daughters as boys became their salvation. 

In 1914, for example, a medical examination of Mexican prisoners of war revealed that 

thirty-five "boys" had to be reclassified as girls. ** 

Just as some mothers made heroic efforts to keep their children alive, there are 

cases of mothers whose callousness in the face of war reveals the fiightening side of 

parent-child relations. Wars, like other traumatic events, allow people to act in the most 

of inhumane ways. Such is the case with eight-year old Ignacio Mendez Alonzo's mother. 

Mradez Alonzo remembered when news first came to his town that revolutionaries were 

Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la revohicion. y/oX. 1, 20-21. (My 
translation.) 

Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la revolucidn, vol. 2,209. (My translation.) 

** Elizabeth Salas, Sokladeras in the Mexican Military: Myth and History (^Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1990), 71. For a fictionaUzed account of the sometimes 
tortuous experience of hiding fi'om troops, see Victor Villasefior, Rain of Gold 
(Houston, Texas; Arte Publico Press, 1991), 40-41. 
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headed there. He described the crowds of ashen-faced, half starved villagers from 

neighboring settlement. He recaOed that they yelled, "They're coming! They're killing 

young and old!... The Revolution is coming... and they are such sons of.. .that they don't 

respect women, old people, or children." Decades later he related a horrifying story of 

desperately running towards the mountains, in the company of fifty neighbors, including 

his mother and brother. Because of his age, Alonzo quickly tired. Despite the efibrts of 

his older brother, Candelario, to help him run, eventually the two boys fell to the ground, 

unable to move forward any longer. Alonzo's mother urged her older son to leave his 

brother behind to die. A stranger, part of the growing mob of tired and hungry, 

questioned how a mother could do such a thing. With that, the anonymous woman 

wrapped the eight-year-old boy in her rebozo [shawl], and carried him on her back to 

safety. The horrors of war, especially the loss of innocent lives, were a prominent 

memory for Alonzo. "Those are the horrors of a war, that it takes irmocent life that 

perhaps, with a different fortune, may have been someone for their country." recalled 

Alonzo as he retold his childhood story."^ The horror of war was not simply the 

willingness of a mother to let her child die, and the loss of innocent lives, but the loss of 

possibilities, of what could have been. 

Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante Ux revolucidn, vol. 1, 194-195. (My 
translation.) 

Ibid. (My translation.) 
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The gendered experiences of war 

Recent studies argue that social inequality may "intensify, during time of social 

upheaval." *' In Mexico during the Revolution, this inequality was rooted in class and 

gender difiFerences. The gendered experiences of war were structured by societal 

expectations and roles which differendated in fimdamental ways between men and women, 

and boys and girls. Gender roles have a specific relationship to war&re and violence. 

According to Ana Maria Alonso's study of war^e in nineteenth-century Chihuahua, 

gender "became a primary site for the nulharization of subjects, [and] the production of 

relations of power..." * The meaning of this is apparoit when one examines children's 

stories. For men and boys, militarization took the form of soldiering, regardless of age. 

For women and girls, the threat of rape and Eduction, a chronic threat in times of war, 

governed their behavior and limited their fi-eedom. Both gender roles were deeply-rooted 

in long-held notions of war— men and boys were warriors while women and girls were 

the spoils of war. 

Rape, and the threat of rape, have long been associated with war. ^ Narratives of 

Cairns and Dawes, "Children ; Ethnic and Political Violence— a Commentary," 
Child Development, no. 67(1996), 132. 

Ana Maria Alonso, Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on 
Mmco's Northern Frontier (Tucson; University of Arizona Press, 1995), 100. 

This is not to deny, however, that women and girls participated in the fighting. Even a 
cursory glimpse at the photographic evidence will reveal that they did. See Elizabeth 
Salas, Soldaderas in the Mexican Military: hdyth and History for an ecamination of 
Mexican women's history as warriors. 

See Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will (New Yoric: Simon and Schuster, 1975), 
40- 139. 
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the M&dcan Revolution are replete with stories of rape and the "robbing" of women and 

girls, although the discussion at times becomes euphemistic, clouding the reality of sexual 

violence. Tarties of rebels often came to visit their fiiends in San Jose, either to rescue 

the girls from their virginity, or to feast happily on the delicious local cheeses and meats, 

or to add the fine horses of the region to their own," writes historian Luis Gonzalez. 

He continues. 

The moment any group of armed men was rumored to be in the area, 
villagers hastened to hide their daughters, their horses, and anything else of 
value. Everyone knew that the invaders came with only two things in mind: 
looting and carrying off girls. 

The rape of women and girls during the Revolution occurred within a cultural 

cont^ which, if not advocating it, acknowledged that men could "rob" women from their 

families. From the colonial period into the twentieth century, the concept of robbing 

women allowed men to take possession of women without the approval of the woman or 

her family. The practice of robbing also allowed women to elope with men of whom their 

families did not approve. The practice of robbing and being robbed, then, produced a 

paradoxical situation for girls during the violence of the Revolution. The end result for 

girls and women was a system in which rape could potentially tie than to a man through a 

symbolic, or legalized, marriage. In order to retain some trace of honor, even a young girl 

was compelled, by societal convention, to remain with her rapist if he so chose. In such 

ways, girls became "women." 

Luis Gonzalez, Scat Jose de Gracia: Mexican Village in Trcoisition. trans., John 
Upton (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1974), 125. 

Gonzalez, San Jose de Gracia, 127. 

Ruth Behar, Translated Woman; Crossing the Border with Esperanza's Story (Boston: 
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Rape, and its symbolic meanings, writes Antonia Castaneda, "are rooted in 

patriarchal Western society... In this ideology, rape has historically been defined as a 

crime against property and thus against 'territory.'" ^ Stories abound r^arding the theft 

and rape of giris and women. Maria Cecilia Cardozo remembered the entrance of 

Zapatista soldiers into her town. She recalled the soldiers knocking on doors, often 

breaking into homes forcibly. "When they opened the doors, they would take the women 

and girls, leaving their parents weeping." " The scene is poignam evidence of the 

vulnerability of girls and women during war time. Their vulnerability is evidenced by the 

physical illnesses and emotional distress which remained long after the soldiers had left. 

Maria Cristina Flores de Carios, bom in Gruyo, Jalisco, in 1906 became sick with 

fear after being threatened by a Villista. She recalled her fear at hearing shooting while 

hiding beneath a sack when the indistinguishable groups of revolutionaries came to tovm. 

But the most traumatic event came with the arrival of Villistas to her town; 

Beacon Press, 1993), 282. See anthropologist Behar's discussion of the robbing of 
Esperanza for a contemporary, related, view of this practice. 

" Antonia I. Castaneda, "Sexual Violence m the Politics and Policies of Conquest; 
Amerindian Women and the Spanish Conquest of Aha California," in Building with Our 
Hcmds: New Directions in Chicana Studies, edited by Adela de la Torre and Beatriz M. 
Pesquera (Berkeley. University of California Press, 1993), 15. As discussed later in 
this chapter, the mythology which emerged around Mexican social bandits such as Joaquin 
Murrieta and Pancho Villa both involved their responses to the rape of women in their 
fsunilies. In the mid-nineteenth century, California social bandit Joaquin Murrieta stated 
that the rape of his common-law wife by Anglo American miners had resulted in his 
turning to a life of crime. In the case of Pancho ViUa, according to the author of the 
Cronica Ilustrada de la Revolucion Mexicana writes that at age sixteen \^lla shot the 
hacendado Agustin Lopez Negrete for trying to rape Villa's young sister, Martina. See 
capitulo 6, "Con Madero Hasta Veneer o Morir," in Cronica Ilustraekt de la Revolucion 
Mexicana (M^co, D. F.: Publex, S. A., 1966), 15. 

" Maria Cecilia Cardozo, interviewed by Mary Carmen Garay, transcript, 26 April 1978, 
lOH, UTEP, (My translation.) 
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When I was between 13 and 14 years old, well one time the Villistas gave 
me a great scare... because they wanted to take me with them, and one 
even threatened me with a pistol. He pointed at me because 1 wouldn't go 
with him. To me he looked very tall, surely because of the fear. He told 
me, Tm going to take you with me, giri,..' What horror! And I trembled, 
but I didn't want to show him fear, right? But I got scared and I got sick... 
I was in bed for about a month.^ 

For children like Maria Cristina, the militarization of gender roles entered her 

consciousness and her life, intimately and traumatically, during this encounter. Tellingly, 

there is no evidence of a protector in this story— no mother or father, only the child 

herself Flores de Carlos eventually saved herself by running into and hiding in the house 

of her Other's employer. According to Flores de Carlos, " I ended up so scared, Tm 

scared of eveiyone, especially at night. I'm here at night and I don't go out for anything, 

only by car if some emergency comes up and if they take me and watch over me. But I've 

been very scared since then." ^ 

Maria de la O remembered women taken by the soldiers. "We lived across from 

the house they [Wlistas] took over and used as a fort, so we could see what went on. My 

mother was not taken by the Villistas, but one of my cousins who lived on the comer was 

not so lucky." ^ Women disappeared as various revolutionary Actions went through 

cities and towns in waves. 

" Maria Cristina Flores de Carlos, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, transcript 557, 20 
June 1979, lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) A portion of the oral history is also translated 
in Oscar J. Martinez, Fragments of the Mexican Revolution; Personal Accounts from the 
Border (Albuquerque; University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 259-260. 

Flores de Carios, transcript 557, 20 June 1979. (My translation.) 

Maria de la O, interviewed by Yolanda Flores, Decanber 6, 1977. Transcript 704. 
Transcript on file, lOH, UTEP. 
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The dangers presented serious challenges for &mily members seeking to protect 

girls and women from abduction. Elsie Gonzalez recalled her grandmothers stories of 

caring for her younger siblings during the revolution. "Because her mother was dead, my 

grandmother as a young married woman, was in charge of caring for her younger sisters. .. 

One of my grandmother's sisters was now a young lady of sixteen. It was well known that 

these men [revolutionaries] took everything; food, animals, and young women. The 

latter, they threw on horses and carried off. My grandmother, to protect her sister, thrust 

a chunde [a large wicker basket] over her and sat on it. They could not budge her from tt. 

There she stayed until the revolutionists left and, in that way, probably saved the life of 

her sister." ^ 

Manuel Servin Massieu captured the essence of women's and girl's experiences 

when he afiBrmed that, 'Tor the women, the unruly hordes of soldiers meant fear." ^ 

Servin recalled the enthralling stories which his elderly relative Celedonia often told him 

of her youth in Zacatecas during the Revolution. One day in the fall of 1916, she and 

several other young women were drawing water from a well when a commotion started. 

Soon, several of their parents appeared, "pale and scared," because Villistas were on their 

way to the rancho. To hide the girls, the parents made them climb down the wooden 

ladder which led to the interior of the well. Celedonia remembered that the well was so 

deep that a stone thrown imo the well would take ten minutes to hit water. Afraid of 

filing into the dark depths of the well and afraid to leave because of the Villistas. Their 

Elsie Gonz^ez in Memories for Tomorrow: Mexican-American Recollections of 
Yesteryear. Margaret Beeson, Maijorie Adams, and Rosalie King. (Detroit; Blaine 
Ethridge Books, 1983), 4. 

^ Manuel Servin Massieu, "Las historias de los viqos," inA/i pueblo durante la 
revolucidn, vol. 1, 37. (My translation.) The original Spanish evokes a feeling not 
captured by the English translation; "Para las mujeres, la bola era el miedo." 
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elders had warned the young girls that the Villistas would "steal them and take them by 

force" or "would kill than and throw them to the side of the road." As a consequence, the 

girls hid "with death &cing them below and above." If they climbed out of the well th^ 

could be killed. If they fell into the depths of the well while hiding, they would drown. It 

was indeed a case of "death below and death above." After throwing them some shawls 

and a few tortillas, their parents covered the mouth of the well with boards and dirt. 

Such measures evidence the terror with which parents and girls viewed the coming of "la 

bola." 

The danger could be less fordxKling, however. When in 1915, fourteen year old 

Julia Hinojosa Chinas, met General Alfonso Santiabanez, then a Carrancista in his mid-

thirties, at a dance, she remembered that, 

I was sitting at the window and Santiabanez came to sit with me, there at 
the window... The rebels came to Laollaga in search of the federal troops, 
to fight with them. They didn't take advamage of anyone while they were 
there; they never took advantage of any of the girls. They stole from 
people, they killed cattle in order to eat, that's all. When they liked a girl, 
they talked to her and nothing happened against her will. ^ 

Chinas went on to related the story of how she became the colonel's "woman." 

I never danced with him because I was too young. In those times, no one 
noticed a fourteen year old, nobody noticed a girl of that age... At the time 
that I met him, he wasn't married; he had lovers. I was one of his women. 
He took me with him; I have no reason to hide the things that were true. 
He took me to the countryside. I never had children with him because I 
was too young. He took me to a room...the bed was ready. When my 

" Manuel Servin Massieu, "Las historias de los viqos," 38-39. 

Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. 1,20-21. (My 
translatioa) 
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mother arrived, she greeted Santiabanez, and said, "Excuse me, general, 
you are the head of all the troops. Why don't you set an example for your 
soldiers. Why pay attention to a runny-nosed kid? Why not pay attention 
to an older girl? Santiabanez answered, ^Senora, I love her and she loves 
me. When we win the revolution I will help her in any way that I can. 
Leave, don't worry.' But Santiabanez had a pistol and because of that my 
mother couldn't do anything. Despite everything, she was not afi^d to 
talk to him in the way she did. ^ 

Chinas' story points to several importam issues. Chinas characterized her mother as 

fearless, yet helpless. The Carrancista general had a pistol, therefore her "mother couldnt 

do anything." In turn. Chinas portrayed herself as willing and as making a choice while at 

the same time referencing her young age in several places. She was too young to have 

children, even too young to be noticed at a dance, yet in retelling the story, China 

invested herself with the power to choose her destiny and to give herself away. The 

story is revealing in its many layered meanings. Neither Chinas nor her mother had the 

power, either symbolically or physically, to oppose the actions of the Carrancista general, 

yet Chinas does not frame the story in terms of rape. 

Bovs' participation in the fighting 

For boys, the militarization of gender roles had very different, although no less 

tragic consequences. The draft, la leva, had long been used in the process of state-

building. Poor men and boys, from the colonial period onward, were subject to the draft. 

In the late nineteenth century, Chihuahuenses had actively resisted la leva, resulting in the 

Coleccion Dtvulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la reyobtcion, vol. 1,20-21. 

^ Ruth Behar, Translated Woman, 282-2S3. See the discussion on women's 
consciousness of their status as objeas of exchange. 
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government's inability to fill quotas for the federal army. ^ Jesus Colin Castaneda, a child 

during the Revolution named la leva " a plague of the times." ^ During the Mexican 

Revolution, all factions, revolutionary and f^eral, used compulsory service to fill their 

ranks. 

"There is no system about conscription here," wrote Edith O'Shaughnessy in 1916, 

"the press gang takes any likely looking person. Fathers of families, only sons of 

widows... are enrolled..." ^ A Mexican song lamented "la leva, la odiosa leva* [''the 

draft, the hated draft"] used by Huerta to fill his ranks. The song ends by deploring the 

consequences of such a practice. "Thousands of orphans were left alone forever, their 

parents blindly killed in military campaigns." Ironically, however, many of the orphans 

themselves were victims of la leva as well. In fact, two of the photographs accompanying 

these lyrics clearly demonstrate the youthflilness of some of the soldiers. ® The 

presence of boy soldiers was documented innumerable times by contemporary 

photographers. ® Villiastas 

" Ana Maria Alonso, Thread of Blood, 142. 

" Jesus Colin Castaneda, " Viendo Uover balas: 
durante la revolucion, vol. 1, 31. 

la Revolucion en la capital," in Mi Pueblo 

" Edith O'Shaughnes^, A Diplomat's Wife in Mexico (New York: Harper and Brothers, 
1916; reprint. New York: Arao Press & The New York Times, 1970), 58. 

^ Hector Aguilar Camin and Lorenzo Meyer, Historia Grqfica de Mexico, Siglo XX (I) 
(Mexico: Editorial Patria and Instituto Nadonal de Antropologia e Historia, 1992), 76. 
(My translation.) 

See Enrique Krauze, Madero Vivo (Mexico, D. F.: Clio, 1993), 42, for a photograph 
titled, "Gtiillermo Rojas de nueve afios, soldado rdselde." Also, see the photograph of 
nineteen young boys executed in 1913 by the Carranctsta commander, Lucio Blanco, in 
Frank N. Samponaro and Paul L. Vanderwood, War Scare on the Rio Grande: Robert 
Runyon's Photographs of the Border Cor^ict, 1913-1916 (Austin, Texas: Texas State 
Historical Association, 1992), 60. In the same book, see a photograph of a young boy 
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Boys and adolescents also joined the fighting voluntarily. A combination of 

economic necessity, adolescent wanderlust and the dislocations of war encouraged young 

boys to attach themselves to various military factions. At times conditions were desperate 

as thousands wahed in food lines throughout M^co. In 1915, according to the U. S. 

consulate at Piedras Negras, many were "starving, especially the lower classes... many 

are living offthe carcasses of dead animals..." In Ciudad Ju^ez, Tamura Hilworth, 

Japanese interpreter for the U. S. Immigration service, reported in June 1915 that staples 

like beans, potatoes, com and lard were difficult, if not impossible, to acquire at local 

stores. 

"In short, conditions are rapidly becoming desperate. If things become worse the 

merchants fear that rioting and looting may commence, and are making the best 

preparation they can for such contingencies," Ifflworth explained. He also reported that 

the daily wage for an unskilled laborer in Ju^ez was four pesos, or twelve U. S. cents. 

The cost of the least expensive plate of food, consisting of tortillas, beans, and salsa cost 

with a rifle and a bandoleer, standing on a bale of hay. (64) The Agustin V. Casasola 
archives are filled with similar images. See, for example, Fondo Casasola, Jefes, Heroes y 
CaiMiir//o5 (Mexico; Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1990). Relevant photographs include 
page 63, "Nino f^eral, Mexico, ca. 1915" and page 67, "Niiio, miisico y soldado." 
Finally, see Hector Aguilar Camin and Lorenzo Meyer, Historia Grqfica de M ĉo, Siglo 
XX (I) (Mexico: Editorial Patria and Instituto Nadonal de Antropologia e NBstoria, 
1992). Page 101 shows a young soldier girl, a rebozo wrapped around her shoulders and 
a rifle in her hand. On the i&cing page, there is a striking photograph of a young woman, 
flanked by two children, an apparently new -bom baby in one arm and a gun in the other. 
The presence of boy soldiers in the various Actions of the Revolution foretold their 
participation in the Cristero Rd)ellion of the 1920s. In a sample of the Cristero brigade, 
Jean Meyer found that 18% of the recruits were between the ages of eleven and nineteen. 
See Jean Meyer, The Cristero Rebellion; The Mexican People Between Church and 
5ilia/e. 792^-7929 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 98. 

^ Oscar J. Martinez, Border Boom Town; Ciudad Juarez since 1848 (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1975), 41. 
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one peso. It is no wonder that fClworth noted a "noticeable change for the worse in the 

spirits and demeanor of the lower classes of the Mexicans during the past few weeks... In 

contrast to the usual cheerfulness, they exhibit a surly, suspicious and ill-humored mood 

when they come into the shores to buy." 

For adolescent boys, when food shortages and hunger were rampant attaching 

themselves to soldiers could mean eating or starving. In 1914, for ecample, ofiBcials at 

Fort Bliss, Texas discovered that twenty women and children, interned at the Mexican 

federal detention camp, did not have any male relatives at the camp. Pedro Gonzaleẑ  

for example, joined federal troops as a fourteen year old. "I gave the officers shines and 

ran errands for them whenever they needed something, and they would give me quarter, 

a dime, twenty cents. Then some other people gave me food to eat, and that's 

how I earned my living." Jesus Perez remembered joining the Revolution, "voluntarily, 

for want and hunger, for the need that we had." ''' 

What meanings these boys created from their participation are not always clear. 

The stories reveal motives that are sometimes economic, sometimes youthflil, and 

"Report from Tamura Hilworth, Japanese Interpreter, to Supervising Inspector, U. S. 
Immigration Service, El Paso, Texas," June 10, 1915. \HS, Mexican Immigration, reel 
5. 

 ̂El Paso Herald, February 4, 1914, 3. 

^ Quoted in Martinez, Fragments of the Mexican Revolution, 21. 

Jesus PCTez interviewed by Magdalene Cisneros, May 8, 1976. Transcript no. 249. On 
file at the lOH, UTEP. 

Ladd and Cairns, "Children: Ethnic and Political Violence," 131. Ladd and Cairns 
point out that "even if political violence may appear to be 'mindless' to outside observers, 
children will construct their own meaning out of such experiences." The challenge is to 
undercover these meanings. 
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sometimes less than clear. Jose Rodriguez, bom in Aguascaliemes in 1900, remembered, 

I was in the Revolution from 13 years of age... Yes, we were volunteers... 
From the village where I lived a man left with thirty other men. Well, then 
I was still little, and when they were leaving they told me—Let's go. 
Miracle.—^Th^r called me the Nfiracle because I was still little, I was 
thirteen years old—Let's go with the revolutionaries!... Of all the soldiers, 
no one knew why we were fighting. ® 

Caught up in the excitement, countless adolescent boys fought in the Revolution. Pedro 

Gonz^ez, a fburteen-year-old orphan, joined federal troops on the way to Torreon in 

1913 "just to see what was going on." ~ Tom^ Femradez Ruiz, bom in 1900, entered 

the Revolution in 1914, still a "muchachito" [a boy] under the command of his older 

brother, Tiburcio Fem^dez Ruiz. 

Some boys escaped the fighting for less dangerous positions. Ai^el Miguel 

Tovar, for example, recalled, "It was then that I joined the Revolution. I had just turned 

14 years old; I was never sent to the battle front." IBs sister had recommended him to 

colonel Alberto Cuevas. Cuevas asked if Tovar knew how to use a typewriter to which he 

answered, "Of course," knowing he had only seen one, not used one. The colonel dictated 

a document and Tovar laboriously set to type it, pecking at the keys, one by one, and 

almost "wearing out an eraser" in the process. When he finished, he realized he had put 

the carbon paper in backwards. Undaunted, however, Tovar took the document to his 

sister who typed it in a matter of minutes. When he presented it to the colonel, the ofiBcer 

Jose Rodriguez, interviewed by Olga Lopez, transcript no. 281, 2 November 1976, 
lOH, UTEP. 

^Quoted in Martinez, Fragments of the Mexican Revolution̂  21. 

^ Antonio Garcia de Leon, "Tonm Fenmdez Ruiz," Eĵ cito de Ciegos, 41-55. 
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was pleased with the work and hired him as a sergeant at six pesos per day. The uniform 

he was ^ven was so big that his whole body almost fit through the neck of the uniform. 

Nineteen-year-old Severo M^quez reminisced that the fighting had been simply an 

"adventure" for the boys. 

We young people didn't understand anything, although we knew that it was 
a revolution. As far as I'm concerned, I think we went to fight because we 
liked the idea of an adventure. We went around giving speeches, saying 
that Porfirio Diaz's govemmeot wasn't worth anything, that the landholders 
weren't paying, and so forth. And there we went speaking against Porfirio 
Diaz.*® 

These stories illustrate young people who fought without knowing the reasons for 

the fighting. Yet the Revolution was understood by children at different levels. As 

psychologists Ed Caims and Andy Dawes have argued, what outsiders may assume to be 

"mindless" political violence may hold great meaning for children. The idea of progress 

was a strong thread running throughout the testimonies of many survivors of the 

Revolution. Angela Jimenez, for example, fifteen years old when she joined the fighting, 

recalled one of her commander's words. "He pointed out that the Revolution was for me 

an ideal which symbolized my dreams of pure justice." ^ The idealism of the Revolution 

affected others as well, even when they had not directly experienced it. Bert Corona, a 

long-time labor and immigrant rights activists, bom in El Paso in the final years of the 

^ Angel Miguel Tovar, "El Mexico que yo vivi," in Mi pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. 
1,80-81. (My translation.) 

^ Quoted in Fragments of the Mexican Revolution, A%. 

Caims and Dawes, "Children: Ethnic and Political Violence," 130. 

^ Salas, Soldaderas in the Mexican Military, 71. 
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Revolution, is such a person. His lather fought with the Villistas during the Revolution, 

[n the 1920s, his father was assassinated in Chihuahua, Corona believed, as a result of 

continuing politicai intrigues. Corona directly conv^ed the importance of the Revolution 

in shaping his own political activism when he said, "The memories of my father and of the 

Mexican Revolution had a strong influence on me and my own later politicai and social 

views. The Revolution, my father's role in it, and his martyrdom symbolized the struggle 

for social justice. This would be the same struggle I would later pursue." " 

The resilience of children 

One of the miracles of children in the Revolution was not the level of violence and 

disruption they experienced, but rather, the resilience which so many of them 

demonstrated. Today, child psychologists are beginning to explore the idea that "the more 

children experience political violence, the stronger their ideological commitment and in 

turn the less their suffering." " Understanding the violence as an everyday event in their 

lives may actually have helped the children survive the experience. Their survival made 

them impressive symbols of national pride. 

A biography of General Martin Lopez, a young general in the Mexican 

Revolution, reveals the attraction the Revolution had for some young men. Martin Lopez 

was thirteen years old when the Revolution began. According to his biographer, Alberto 

Calzadi'az Barrera, 

^ Mario T. Garcia, Memories of Chicano History The Life and Narrative of Bert 
Corona (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 36-37. 

** Cairns and Dawes, "Children: Ethnic and Political Violence," 130. 
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When the Revolution broke out in 1910, Martin... learned that the 
Maderistas had akeady taken up arms. He told his parents, ^How beautiful 
the Maderistas look!'...Martin already wanted to join the revolution...His 
parents were deeply troubled because they didn't know where he was and 
they went out to look for him but didn't want him. Later, he returned 
home and begged them to give him their blessing... Ffis parents lamented it 
greatly, but gave him their blessing anyway. Martin Lopez left home. He 
was heading straight into history. ^ 

The Revolution itself has served as an important national symbol in the minds of 

children throughout this century. Ra^l Segovia, a Mexican political scientist, conducted 

a study of the development of children's political consciousness in the fall of 1969, 

interviewing over 3,500 students. Included in the study was a look at heroes/ anti-heroes 

and mythic events as understood by Mexican children. Not surprisingly, the Mexican 

Revolution (along with the war for independence and la Reforma) stood out as one of the 

" one of the most defining acts" in the national history of Mexico. Mexican children 

overwhelmingly viewed the Mexican Revolution as having benefited all Mexicans, 

especially the working class and the rural poor. 

Alberto Calzadiaz Barrera, Anatomia de un guerrero: el General Martin Lopez, hijo 
mililar de Pancho Villa (M^co, D. F.; Editores Mexicanos Unidos, S. A., 1968), 7-8. 
(My translation.) 

^ Rafael S^ovia, La Politicizacidn del Nino Mexicano (Mexico, D. F. : El Colegio de 
Medco, 1975), 94. (My translation.) 

^ S^ovia, La Politicizacidn del Nino Mexicano, 97. The response to the statement "All 
Mexicans have benefited fi'om the Revolution" ranged fi'om a low of 54% (white collar 
workers) to a high of 70% (entrepreneurs). The statements "The Mexican Revolution 
benefited workers and rural poor most of all" received fi'om 72% (white collar) to 80% 
(skilledAmskilled workers) rating. 
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Children as symbols of the Revolution 

Children are potent symbols— of what was and what could be. Just as the 

Revolution transformed the childhood of a generation of Mexican children, so too, did 

their experiences help shape later generations' memories of the great upheaval. From 

these two related themes emerged an image of the child as revolutionaiy. This image took 

various forms: revolutionary leaders often linked their revolutionary awakening and 

action to childhood events; the Revolution stirred a new ideal within the hearts of some 

children across at least two generations. One of the paradoxes of war^e is that, despite 

the harm it does children's mental and physical health, it also appears to create in some 

children an increase in what psychologists label "prosocial behavior". " Children became 

real and symbolic fighters for and beneficiaries of the Revolution. Both American and 

Mexican photographers made &mous the images of child soldiers. 

In a study of the effect of ideology on children in war ^qjeriences, Raija-Leena 

Punamaki specifies the belief that war is a challenge and a way to strengthen the next 

generation There is evidence that Mexican children were strengthened by their 

participation in and understanding of the Revolution. J. Jesus Ramos, bom in Jalisco in 

1901, recalled his earliest experiences with the Revolution. 

In 1909, when I was eight years old, you could notice a desperation 
in the air. It was no longer possible to tolerate the tyranny of 
Porfirio Diaz's government. Around that time the Liberal Party had 
formed in Guadalajara... My &ther was named Margarito Ramos 

** Mona Macksoud and J. Lawrence Aber, "The War Experiences and P^chosocial 
Development of Children in Lebanon," Child Development 67 (1996), 84. 

Raija-Leena Punamaki, "Can Ideological Commitment Protect Children's Psychosocial 
WeU-bemg in Situations of PoUticsd Wiolence?" CfaU/Deve/opmem 67(1996), 65. 
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Bobadilla and he was the secretary of the Office of Vital Records in 
Santa Anita, and he belonged to the Liberal Party. On one occasion 
a man arrived peitaps sent by the Party, and after having spoken 
with my &ther at length in the court house, my father sent him to 
the house to instruct me with the book he brought; the book was 
named "Juan Soldado, Who-e Are You Going?" and it was a 
preparation for the revolution. It contained questions such as, 'Juan 
Soldado, where are you going? I go to fight for social justice.' ^ 

The name "Juan Soldado" itself is imbued with cultural meaning. Translated 

literally as John Soldier, it is a name used in many contexts. In some parts of northern 

M^co, a folk saint named Juan Soldado has emerged, based on the story of an innocent 

man executed for a crime he didn't commit.A corrido [ballad] titled "Juan Soldado" 

sings of "Juan Soldado" who was bom in a jacal [shack] and schooled in the fields where 

he woriced. He fought against the French invasion of MOTCO and in this song, "Juan 

Soldado" represents every Mexican fighting fijr his homeland. 

In deed, the image of boy soldiers fighting for the homeland goes back at least to 

the invasion of the United States in 1846. On September 7, 1847, the bloodiest battle of 

the war between the United States and Mexico took place in Mraco City, resulting in 

over 2,000 Mexican and over 700 American casualties. Sbc days later, on September 13, 

American forces attacked the last fortified position in M^co City— Chapultepec Casde. 

The castle-tumed-military academy was defended by 1000 troops as weU as cadets fi'om 

^ Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. 3, 277. (My 
translation.) 

James S. Griffith, A Shared Space: Folklife in the Arizona- Sonera Borderlands 
(Logan, Utah: Utah State University Press, 1995), 67-86. 

^ "Juan Soldado" corrido in possession of author. For anoth^ corrido using the Juan 
Soldado theme, see "Corrido del desertor o Juan Soldado" in Armando de Maria y 
Campos, La Revolucion Mexicana a troves de los Corridas Populares, tomo I (M^co: 
Instituto Nacional del Estudio Historico de La Revolucion Mexicana, 1962), 87. 
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the military academy. The last to defend the casde came to be known as "los ninos 

heroes." According to historians Michael C. Meyer and )^lliam Sherman, "The Ninos 

Heroes came to symbolize all that was best in the Mexican people, especially the young 

cadet Juan Escutia who reputedly wrapped himself in the Mexican flag and threw himself 

over the batdements rather than surrender to the enemy." In honor of the sacrifice made 

by the youthful Mexican cadets, Mexicans travel each Septembo' 13 to the Nifios 

Heroes monument at Chapuhepec Park. Today, the children martyrs continue to be 

potent national symbols. If one visits the web page created by the Universidad Nacional 

Autonoma de Mexico in memory of the war of 1847, one finds the 1903 poem by Mexican 

poet, Amado Nervo, celebrating the heroic actions of the "ninos martires de 

Chapultepec." ** 

Even more clearly tied to contemporary struggles in Mexico is a statement made 

by the EZNL, the Zaptista National Liberation Army. In part, the statement reads. 

What our people need is an army that will defend the homeland and not 
persecute and murder its poorest children. We, the indigenous people have 
not forgotten the heroic act of the Ninos Heroes and of so many who have 
fought with the people against invading North American and French 
soldiers. Because of this we do not understand why they do not follow the 
example of the Ninos Heroes and set about to protect the nation instead of 
persecuting the indigenous peoples.^ 

A Mexican publication. El Leg^onario, which began publication in 1951, tai^eting 

^ Meyer and Sherman, The Course of Mexican History, 351-352. 

^ Mexican War Web Page. "Los nifios martires de Ch^ultepec, " by Amado Nervo, 
taken firom Amado Nervo, Obras Completas (Madrid: Aguilar, 1972), vol. 2, 1492-1495. 

^ "Mensage del EZLN" to "Hennanos y hermanas de Italia" on World Wide Web, 
November 1997. (http.7/www.ecn.org/pad/ajro/ve8.htm) 

http://www.ecn.org/pad/ajro/ve8.htm
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an audience of veterans of the Mexican Revolution, regularly printed stories about the 

participation of children in the Revolution as well as biographies of the Ninos Heroes. ^ 

The mythology of Mexican child warriors and their defense of their country laid the 

groundwork for yet another mythology— that of revolutionaries as children. Biographies 

of participants in the Mexican Revolution abound. Perhaps the most symbolic of all are 

those which tell the stories of the various icons of the revolution. 

Like the sixteenth century chronicles of saints' lives studied by Cristina Ruiz 

Martinez, these stories of revolutionaries as children teU us more about the political and 

social enviroimient of the times than their true childhood. In her intriguing study, Ruiz 

Martinez analyzes the ways in which saints are portrayed as children. She concludes that 

the stories are meant to edify more than to inform the reader about the saint's childhood. 

She goes on to write that since the biographers do not actuaUy know the facts of each 

saint's childhood, they assume what must have occurred. As Ruiz Martinez writes, 

"Collective memory is built on a foundation of forgetflilness." ^ Even a cursory glance of 

the biographies (and occasionally autobiographies) of the mythic heroes of the Mexican 

Revolution reveals a similar pattern. Important to each telling of the story is the fact that 

the rebels came to their revolutionary consciousness as children. 

The myths which have grown up around Pancho Villa, for example, are filled with 

 ̂ EI Legionario was a government-sponsored publication which was written largely to 
an audience of veterans of the Mexican RevolutioiL During the first years of publication 
in the early 19S0s, the magazine featured articles on former military officers, anecdotes 
which demonstrated the patriotism of the masses during the uprising, and historical 
articles, again reflecting patriotic themes. 

^ Cristina Ruiz Martinez, "Ta memoria sobre la ninez y el estereotipo del nifio santo, 
siglos XVI, XVn y XVIU" in La memoriay el ohndo: Segundo Simposio de Historia de 
las Mentalidades. (Mexico, D. F.: Institute Nadonal de Antropologia e Ifistoria, 1985), 
118. (My translation.) 
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images of his childhood. One story relates an incident which occurred >^en Wla was 

five or six years old. Villa's widowed mother went to see the political chief of the village 

because her older son, and only support, had been arrested. Rather than take pity on 

Villa's mother, the jefe politico "struck her with a whip and .. kicked her in the chest..." It 

was said to be the first time Villa "feh the desire to kill..." * Another often-told story 

recounts the young Villa's attack on an hacendado who tried to rape Villa's sister. ^ 

According to John Reed, a journalist sent by the popular magazine. Metropolitan, to 

report on the events of the Revolution in 1913, it was not an hacendado but a government 

official: 

When he was only a boy of sixteen, delivering milk in the streets of 
Chihuahua, [Villa] killed a govemmern ofBcial and had to take to the 
mountains. The story is that the official had violated his sister, but it seems 
probable that Villa killed him on account of his insufferable insolence. 

In another version of Pancho Villa's life, the land belong to his father, Agustin 

Arango, was given to an hacendado, Don Pablo, by Porfirio Diaz. The same day that the 

pueblo learns of the news, Agustin's wife. Carmen, goes into labor. She gives birth to 

their first child, Doroteo Arango. His fether died when Doroteo is seven and becomes the 

man of the family, taking care of his mother, two brothers and two sisters. 

^ Ellas Torres, Twenty Episodes in the Life of Pancho Villa, trans. Sheila M. Ohlendorf 
(Austin: The Encino Press, 1973), 41-43. 

^ See for ecample, Jean Rouverol, Pancho Villa: A Biogriqthy. (New York: Doubleday 
& Company, Inc., 1972), 6-7. The hacendado in this account is named Don Agustin 
Lopez Negrete. 

Insurgent Mexico (NewYoric International Publishers, 1969), 116-117. 
(Originally published in 1914.) 

Edgcumb Pinchon. Prva Vilkil A Recovery of the Real Pam:ho Villa (New York: 
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In yet another vo^on of Villa's childhood, his fether died when Villa is twelve 

years old. 

What has killed his father isnt important. The 12 year old peasant boy can't 
even pronounce the words which mean slow starvation and the 
consumption of a man's lungs. What does matter is that a man humble, 
honest and God-fearing— a man who never tasted freedom, or genuine 
pleasure, has ceased to east. Eroded like the earth, burned out like a field 
of rotten com. Run to death so that the landed class might ogoy its horses, 
its Spanish wines and its inviolable position... The boy understands none of 
this. But he can feel it. One day he will hate it. And this is the beginning. 
lOZ 

Each story, despite its differences, has a set of striking similarities. In each. Villa leams 

that the poor and oppressed must stand up against the greedy, violent rich. Interestingly, 

many of these stories of hardship and injury revolve around Villa's protection of women. 

The story of the Flores Magon brothers, intellectuals and organizers in the final 

years of Porfirio Diaz's dictatorship, and icons of the Revolution, reveals their own 

mythology of the revolutionary as child. Ricardo Flores Magon, bom in Oaxaca in 

1873, became an important symbol of what one historian calls " intergovernmental 

suppression." The two brothers, Ricardo and Enrique, spent time in prison on both sides 

of the border, imprisoned by both the Mexican and U. S. governments. 

Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1933), 3-12. 

William Douglas Lansford, Poncho Villa (Los Angeles: Sherboume Press, Inc., 
1965), 19-20. 

W. DiiicRaat, Revoltosos: Mexico's Rebels in the United States, 1903-1923 
(College StatioiL Texas A & M Press, 1981), 20. 
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Enrique Flores Magon inaugurates his memoirs with this story; 

I have good reason to remember that unfortunate afternoon in June. It was 
1885 and I was only eight years old. The incident remains so alive and 
clear in my mcnory as if it barely occurred yesterday. Well it initiated a 
series of thought that would develop later into a raging flames when I 
became one of the first to struggle in a fight to the death against the 
in&mous regime of President Porfirio Diaz. 

He then relates that a man, Adolib Gamboa, approached his &ther, Teodoro, as father 

and son were strolling down the street. Adolfo commented that if he had as many fertile 

lands as Teodoro he would live the good life. "Do you or do you not own the land?" 

questioned Adolfo. The lands had been titled to Teodoro by Benito Ju^ez as a reward for 

his participation in the war against the French. He goes on to say that his father stated 

that "The land belongs to those who work it. Their work and their sweat make the land 

produce. The land is communal. Because of this, I do not have a right to even an inch of 

it.. My father inculcated in us boys the love of justice." That evening the young boy's 

father decided to explain the situation to his three sons; Jesus, Ricardo, and Enrique. 

How could it be that he was the owner of three haciendas yet the family lived in "amarga 

pobreza" [bitter poverty]. According to Enrique, this incident initiated the first of many 

talks by his father 

Finally, a story in La Cronica Ilustrada de la Revolucion Mexicana relates the 

politicization of the child Emiliano Zapata in 1887. "Father, why do you cry?" "Because 

th^ are taking our lands." "Who?" "The landowners." "Why don't we fight them?" 

Enrique K^lan, Combatimos la tirania: Un Pionero Revobtcionario Mexicano 
cuenta su Historia a Samuel Kaplan. Jesus Amaya Topete, trans. (Mraco; Instituto 
Nacional de Estudios ICstoricos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 1958), 9-12. 

Kaplan, Combatimos la tirania, 9-\2. (̂ y xxm îâ atL) 
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"Because they are powerful." "When I grow up I will make them return our lands." The 

account continues with the child's promise, "When I grow up I will make them return our 

lands." 

Conclusions 

The Mexican Revolution, with its destructiveness and bitter memories, left a legacy 

rooted in the «q)eriences and images of the nation's children. The generation which 

survived a childhood in wartime embodied many complexities. Children remembered the 

violence and the fear, let them live in them as aduhs. Others remembered the lessons of the 

revolution's ideals and let them lead them and their children towards justice. 

The dangers of the Revolution led other children on other kinds of journeys, as the 

moved from place to place in search for safety. Many arrived at the border and many 

crossed it where they were examined and studied by groups ranging from governmental 

ofiBcials to reformers to employers. Despite their intense scrutiny of Mexican children, 

however, the authorities &iled to recognize an important aspect of their lives. The 

children who came to the border carried with them disturbing experiences and memories. 

If today scholars can write that the study oC and therrfore, our understanding of 

"Nace un Caudillo" in capitulo 8, Sur Revolucionario," in Cronica Ilustrada de la 
Revolucion Mexicana. (Mexico, D. F.: Publex, S. A., 1966), 5. (My translation.) 

In her research on the effects of violence on inner-city American children, Hope Hill, 
professor of psychology at Howard Univer^, asserts that usually the presence of 
violence "is just one of a number of risk Actors in these communities along with poor 
schools, inadequate social services, and high parental unemployment. Therefore, it is 
often difBcult to isolate what the impact of exposure to violence is apart from the maiqr 
other Actors." The same can be said of Mexican children earlier in the century since they 
experienced the same risk &ctors. See M.R. Isaacs, Violence: The Impact of 
Community Violence on African American Children and Families; CollabortOive 
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children and political violence "can still be said to be in its infancy...", how much less then 

did society understand what these Mexican children brought with them? To write that 

war traumatizes children is to state the obvious, yet earlier in this century, even the 

obvious was neglected. How did Mexican children cope with the traumas of war, with the 

relocation and the destructiveness of the fighting? What were the consequences of these 

expenences? And, just as importantly, in what ways did children demonstrate 

resiliency? 

How, indeed, did the war shape Mexican children's world views as they came to 

adulthood? The stories of many refugee children are spiked with disillusionment, with the 

idea that, as Miguel Garibay commented to an interviewer, "Life was very hard. It wasnt 

worth much." In similar manner, Manuel Contreras, who joined the Villistas at age 

ten, remembered, "The war brought an end to everything... Life was very sad." 

Research indicates that children who have experienced war often come out of the 

experience, "vulnerable, cautious of others, pessimistic about the future and burdened by 

Approaches to Prevention and Intervention (Arlington, Virginia: National Center for 
Education in Maternal and Child Health, 1992), 22-23. 

Cairns and Dawes, "Children; Ethnic and Political Violence— a Commentary." Child 
Development ,67 (1996), 129. 

The resiliency vs. trauma d^ate is an on-going one in the psychological literature. 
See issues of Child Development, 67 (1996) and Child Abuse and Neglect 17 (1993) for 
fiirther discussion of these issues. 

Margaret Beeson, Maijorie Adams, and Rosalie King, ed.. Memoriesfor Tomorrow: 
Mexican-American Recollections of Yesteryear (Detroit, Michigan: Blaine Ethridge 
Books, 1983), 3. 

Juan R. Garcia, Mexicans in the Midwest, 1900 -1932 H'ucson: The University of 
Arizona Press, 1996), 26. 
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life." 

Perhaps most haunting of all are the words of Teresa de la Garza Cepeda, bom in 

Coahuilain 1908, 

When I contemplated the thousands and thousands of children on the 
streets, selling gum, cleaning windshields or openly begging for chanty, I 
feel that the ghosts of all those who I saw die ask me with profound 
disillusion, '̂ And this is why I gave my life? For this my bones lay bleached 
on the burning deserts of Coahuila and Chihuahua? For this I spilled my 
blood in each and every battle throughout the loigth and breadth of my 
beloved homeland?""^ 

The generation of Mexican children who survived the war formed the basis for Mexican 

and Mexican American communities in the twenties onward. Their experiences in war 

hurt them, traumatized them, and taught them to see the suffering of others. And it 

pushed them in large numbers to the border where they became the focus of so many 

groups of people. 

"Research looks at how children fere in times of war," Monitor (American 
Psychological Association), January 1996. 

Coleccion Divulgacion, Mi pueblo durante la revolucion, vol. 3, 168. 



118 

CHAPTER IV 

CRUZANDO LA LINEA; THE MIGRATION OF MEXICAN CHILDREN 

Now, how about this 14-year old sister of yours? Has she ever done any 
work at all, either in the theater or around home, or for other people, for 
wages? 

— Immigration Inspector, 1917 

Introduction 

In the summer of 1917, fourteen-year-old Beatriz Orrellana of Mexico City, 

applied for entry into the United States through Nogales, Arizona. Beatriz was 

accompanied by her older sister, Trinidad, and her older brother, Alfonso. Their mother 

and two other sisters, who had moved to EI Paso two to three years earlier, were 

employed at the Star Theater as actresses and singers. * Immigration ofiBcers questioned 

Trinidad and Alfonso over and again about the occupations of their mother and sister. 

They also questioned whether the young sister had worked in theaters previously. "Now, 

how about this 14-year old sister of yours? Has she ever done any work at all, either in 

the theater or around home, or for other people, for wages?" Both stated that she had 

not. The board allowed them to enter, writing that "the little 14-year old girl is clean and 

well dressed, and shows evidence of good care." Two weeks later, however, the Acting 

' "In the Matter of Orrellana, Trinidad et al," U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 
Service. Records, Series A, Part 2 Mexican Immigration, 1906-1930, reel 3. (Hereafter 
referred to as INS, Mexican Immigration.) For a different spin on this case, see Vicki L. 
Ruiz, From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-Century America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 12. 
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Supervising Inspector reprimanded the Inspector in charge, writing, "As you know, the 

Mexican dancers and singers employed in cheap variety shows on the border are, for the 

most part, of an irresponsible, immoral class, and it seems to the writer in this case an 

investigation properly should have been conducted at El Paso to determine, if possible, the 

character of the relatives living here and their mode of living before &vorable action was 

taken upon the application." ^ 

The migration of children across the border became an increasing concern to 

governmental of5cials as the twentieth century went forward. Whether children were bom 

on the border or migrated to the border from Mexico's interior, whether they stayed on 

the border or moved to places in the interior United States, children's contact with the 

border revealed their ambivalent place within both countries. 

Even a cursory glance at the history of the U. S.- Mexico border region reveals 

that it has been a site of conflict and contention throughout its history. The delimitation of 

boundary lines, the protection of citizens, the inequality of economic opportunities, and 

environmental quality have all caused, to varying degrees, conflict at the national, regional, 

and local levels. No one issue, however, has dominated the discussion in the twentieth 

century like the movement of people across the international line. ^ As early as 1895, the 

El Paso Herald warned that "pauper" Mexicans were crossing the border in increasing 

numbers. The newspaper reported that indigoit Mexicans wo-e "crossii^ the Rio Grande 

at Ysleta and filling up the town" near El Paso. * 

^ "In the Matter of Orrellana, Trinidad et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

^ See Oscar J. Martinez, Troublesome Border (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
1988) for a good discussion of the roots of border conflicts in the U. S.- Mexico 
borderlands. 

* El Paso Herald, January 28, 1895:4; April 7, 1895, 1; and September 8, 1892,4. 
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The fronterizo population grew veiy quickly in the early twentieth century as 

economic development in northern Mexico and the southwestern United States drew 

thousands to the border. As evidence of this population growth, the population density of 

the Mexican side of the border grew from 4.7 persons per square mile in 1900 to 6.7 by 

1930. The U. S. side of the border experienced more spectacular growth, from 7.4 

persons per square mile in 1900 to 18.9 in 1930. ' The population growth of border cities 

exploded during the same period. While Ciudad Ju^ez increased from 8^18 in 1900 to 

39,669 in 1930, El Paso grew from 15,906 in 1900 to 102,421 three decades later. 

Nogales, Sonora grew from 2,738 to 14,0611 during the same decades while Nogales, 

Arizona almost doubled its population, from 3,514 in 1910 to 6,006 twenty years later. 

Finally, Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas increased from 6,548 to 21,636 while Laredo, Texas 

more than doubled from 13,429 to 32,618 between 1900 and 1930. ® 

For example, the population of Ciudad Ju^ez almost doubled between 1910 and 

1921, increasing from 10,621 to 19,457. El Paso followed a similar growth pattern, 

swelling from 39,279 in 1910 to 77,560 a decade later. ' As evidenced by school 

censuses, the population of children was exploding. The population of children grew 

rapidly. In 1914, the El Paso school census reported 7,545 Mexican children between 7 

' Peter L. Reich, ed.. Statistical Abstract of the United States-Mexico Borderlands (Los 
Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center Publications, 1984), 6. 

® Reich, Statistical Abstract of tfte United States-Mexico Borderlands ,1. 

^ Oscar J. Martinez, Border Boom Town, 158-159. Perhaps pointing to the shift of 
population to the border, the state of Chihuahua, itself however, appears to have lost 
population during this period, showing a decrease from 405,707 to 401,622 during the 
same period. See Institute Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Informatica Instituto 
Nacional de Estadistica, Geografia e Informatica. Estadisticas Historicas de Mexico, 
tercera edicion, Tomo 1 (Aguascaliemes, Aguascaliemes, Mraco 1994), 33. 
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and 17 years of age in the school district. By 1915, the number had increased to 9,141. 

' This represented a tremendous growth. Only thirty years earlier, the scholastic 

population of El Paso counted 116 Mexican children in its ranks. ' Government o£5cials 

reacted to the growing population of Mexican immigrants and refugees with tremendous 

concern. The border population surged in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

creating new opportunities and new challenges for the emer^gjronterizo population. 

Bolstered by employer demands for cheap labor and governmental policies which 

facilitated the migration to the border, Mexican migration evolved as a "highly organized 

movement" according to historian George J. Sanchez. U. S. recruiters actively 

promoted employment opportunities in the Southwest. The U. S. government passed 

immigration legislation which at times restricted Medcans. For example, the 1917 

immigration law which imposed both a head tax and a literacy test discouraged Mexicans 

from crossing into the United States. In an ironic move. Congress the same year created 

the Temporary Admissions Program which encourz^ed M&dcan workers to enter the 

United States for short periods of time. Throughout the twenties, an emotional debate 

roared over the desirability of Mexican immigrants. Despite this controversy, Mexicans 

were excluded from the quotas imposed by both the 1921 and 1924 National Origins Acts 

and Mexicans crossed the line in increasing numbers throughout 1920s. 

In contrast to the increasing number of "Mexican" children, the number of "American" 
children decreased from 4,732 to 4,022 during the same period. El Paso Herald, June 
22, 1914 and £/Paso Herald, July 1, 1915. 

 ̂ El Paso Herald, August 19, 1883. 

George J. Sanchez, Becomirtg Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 39. 
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The Migration of Mexican chfldren 

This growing migration of Mexicans was the result of conditions on both sides of 

the border. On the U. S. side, economic development based on low-paid labor acted as the 

stimulus. In 1947, a report published by the American Committee for Protection of 

Foreign Bom declared that "slipshod entry (prior to 1924) was largely the result of 

American greed for cheap labor." " In scholarly literature as well as popular culture, this 

''slipshod entry" was largely the entry of adult men. According to S^chez, for example, 

"discussion of immigration from Mexico during [the eariy] years must begin with the 

migration of male laborers. Family migration," "was a very important but secondary 

process." 

Despite historians' view of Mexican migration as largely a movement of adult men, 

statistics point to the youthfulness of migrants. Sanchez's own sample of Mexican 

inmiigrants who came to the United States between 1900 and 1930 gives evidence of this -

- of 2,622 individuals in the sample, 37.7% of the females had crossed as children and 

another 19.2% had crossed as adolescents (between 13 and 18 years of age). Of the males 

in the sample, 30.1% had crossed as children and 22.6% had crossed as adolescents. In 

all, children made up 32% of the sample whfle almost 22% of the sample were 

adolescents. 

Another indication of the youthful age of immigrants arriving in the United States 

between 1880 and 1930 comes from Marcus S. Goldstein's 1943 study of Mexican 

" Quoted in Isabel Gonzalez, Step-Children of a Nation: The Status ofMexican-
Americans (New York; American Committee for Protection of Foreign Bom, 1947), 12. 

S^chez, Becoming Mexican American, 41- 42. 

 ̂ Skacha, Becoming Mexican American, 34. 



123 

umnigrants in Texas. According to Goldstein's survey of three hundred and twenty five 

Mexican mothers and fathers (whose childhood coincided with the time period under 

investigation), almost 37% of the Others and 58 % of the mothers had immigrated to the 

United States as children or adolescents. In &ct, almost 30% of the mothers had come to 

the United States between birth and the age of 15. " 

A 1910 report fi'om Inspector Frank R. Stone to the Commissioner General of 

Immigration in Washington revealed that children represented 28% of the statistical 

Mexican aliens admitted through El Paso between June 1, 1909 and May 31, 1910. The 

migration of children, although excluded fi'om much of the scholariy studies of Mexican 

migration, was substantial. 

Historically, youthfiilness has characterized the M&dcan population on both sides 

of the border. The population of Mexico in the last decades of the nineteenth and early 

decades of the twentieth centuries was extremely young. In fact, during this time period 

more than forty percent of the Mexican people were between the ages of 10 and IS years 

of age. Although the percentages decreased by the 1920s, Mexican children fourteen 

and under continued to represent a significant percentage of the population. 

Along the U. S. side of the border, and throughout the southwestern United 

Marcus S. Goldstein, Demographic cmd Bodily Changes in Descendants of Mexican 
Immigrants (Austin: Institute of Latin-American Studies, 1943), 10. 

These children numbered 1,138 out of a total 4,017 statistical immigrants, representing 
28%. The children constituted a much smaller number of nonstatisdcal immigrants— 
1,089 out of 35,886 (4%). Report fi'om Inspector Frank R. Stone to Commissioner 
General of Immigration, Washington, D. C., June 30,1910, INS, Mexican Immigration̂  
reel 2. 

Instituto Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Infonnatica, Estadisticas Historicas de 
Mexico (vol. 1) (Mexico, D. F., 1985), 39. 
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States, the Mracan population was similaiiy very young. This is illustrated by Susan 

Cotts Watldns' study of the I9I0 federal census. Watkins found that almost 19% of 

Medcan males and 24% of the females listed in 1910 were under the age of fifteen. This 

contrasted significantly with other groups in her study. For ocample, only 9% of the 

males and 10% of the fraiales in the populations with the next highest concentration of 

young people, the Spanish and the Portuguese, were in the under fifteen age bracket. For 

the other national groups in the sample, immigrants fi'om Switzerland, Scotland and 

Wales, the age structure indicated a much older population. For these groups, the 

percentage of males under fifteen averaged S.7% while females averaged S.4%. 

Further evidence of the youthful make-up of the U. S. Mexican population comes 

fi'om Swchez's recent study of Mexicans in Los Angeles. Sanchez estimates that 53% of 

the male and 58% of the female Mexican immigrants to Los Angeles between 1900 and 

1930 were eighteen years and younger. For both young women and men, the majority 

were under the age of 13. ** The evidraice is unavoidable—children crossed the border in 

significant numbers in the early twentieth century. 

Significance of the Mexican Revolution 

During the 1910's, children crossed the border fleeing violence and economic 

necessity just like adults. Like adults, the children often joined the labor force to help 

" Susan Cotts Watkins, ed.. After Ellis Island: Newcomers cmdNatives in tlx 1910 
Census (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1994), 406. Table B.5 presents data on 
immigrants fix>m Mexico as well as immigrants fi'om Switzerland, Scotland, Wales, Spain 
and Portugal. 

Swchez, Becoming Mexican American, 34. 
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support their families. And like adult workers who drew the wrath of those who believed 

they were taking jobs away from "Americans," M&dcan children drew the wrath of those 

who believed th^ were taking school seats away from "American" children. 

The forces which drove children to cross the international border were the same 

which inspired their elders. Economics and politics merged to encourage the movement 

from north to south. One such juncture between economics and politics resuhed in a 

cataclysmic event which prompted the massive movement of Mexican men, women, and 

children to and across the border— the Mexican Revolution of 1910. 

The movement of people northward was perhaps the most visible sign of the war's 

intensity. Both sides of the border found their populations augmented by refugees from 

the war. Whether they stayed on the Mexican side or made the decision to cross into the 

United States depended largely on the most basic of survival issues. If food and shelter 

was available, many chose to stay on the Mexican side. In January 1914, an El Paso 

newspaper reported that 2,000 M«dcan refugees, "including half-starved women and 

children" had crossed the river at Presidio, Texas fleeing a battle on the Mexican side. 

The previous day, the Secretary of War had instructed the commander of the Texas border 

force. Brigadier General Tasker Bliss, to "permit Mexican refugees to cross into Texas 

from Ojinaga, if this is necessary to save their lives." ^ Simply procuring enough food to 

survive chaUenged children and their frimilies. And in at least one instance, a local 

government attempted to dissuade refugees by not providing foods. In June 1915, city 

ofBcials in Laredo, Texas asked the Red Cross not to provide relief to the 6,000 refugees 

in that city, arguing that providing such assistance would make Laredo "a Mecca for the 

El Paso Herald, January 3, 1914. 

^ El Paso Herald, January 2, 1914. 
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refugees.:" On the Mexican side, providing food for the growing number of refugees 

created problems as well. In November of 1916, food was distributed to over 400 

indigents, reportedly from the interior of Mexico, at the Guadalupe Mission in Ju^ez. ^ 

In another example, in June of 1915, E. P. Reynolds, Inspector in Charge, 

reported to the Supervising Inspector at £1 Paso that rumors of Mexicans crossing the 

T&cas border "surreptitiously" may be seemed exaggerated. "One thing is certain, 

however," Reynolds wrote, "large numbers of Mexicans (mostly women and children) are 

arriving in Matamoros and Reynosa, and a very small per cent [sic] of them are applying 

for admission to the United States." The Mexican government had been issuing free com 

and supplies in the two cities and since "many of these refugees have no relatives on the 

American side and as long as they are fed by the Mexican ofiBcials they are coment to 

remain in Mexico in close proximity to the border." ^ Along with what Rejmolds 

characterized as '̂ e intolerable conditions in the interior'' which prompted Mexicans to 

move to the border, ''train service between Monterrey and Matamoros [had made] it 

possible (my emphasis) for them to come to the border." Both circumstances which 

pushed the population to move as well as the means to move allowed the migration to the 

border to occur. 

While many Mexicans preferred to stay on the Mexican side of the border if 

possible, events on the Mexican side— battles, the arrival of troops, food shortages— could 

El Paso Herald, June 23, 1915. 

 ̂El Paso Herald, November 27, 1916. 

^ "Report from E. P. Remolds, Inspector in Charge, to Supervising Inspector, 
Immigration Service, £1 Paso, Texas," June 18,1915. INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 5. 

"Report from E. P. Reynolds, Inspector in Charge, to Supervi^g Inspector, 
Immigration Service, El Paso, T»cas," June 18, 1915. INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 5. 
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quickly change their opinion. For ecample, in December 1913, the El Paso Herald 

reported that approximately 3,000 refugees were en route from Chihuahua to Presidio, 

Texas, traveling at a rate of 15 miles per day.  ̂ Several years later, in 1919, El Paso 

Times reporter Harry Morgan described the scene as refugees crossed the border from 

Ciudad Juarez to El Paso in the &ce of intense batde. 

Genuine pathos maiiced the flight of the Mexicans. Half clad 
women, their hair loose, fear written on their faces, ambled across 
the bridge, holding scantily dressed, crying babies to their breasts. 
Shawls and blankets trailed in the dirt. To them the night of 
terror was just another page in Mexico's lengthy chronicle of 
revolution. To flee from their homes, leaving be^d everything 
they possessed of worldly goods which, meager as it might be, was 
their all, was only a repetition of former experiences. To leave their 
humble homes in the wake of war and at the mercy of their fellow 
countrymen was not a novel thing, but its repetition made it no less 
terrible. Little children old enough to walk but incapable of 
understanding tagged along at their mothers' skirts, their eyes 
tearful, yet fiill of innocent wonderment. They had been bom in the 
throes of revolution, and to them life had been little more than a 
recurring series of bloodshed." ^ 

For these children the war created a life where experiences which should have been 

"extraordinary and temporary" were instead "normal and constant." ^ 

 ̂El Paso Herald, December 6, 1913, 1. 

^ Morgan quoted in Martinez, Frâ ents of the Revolution, 295. 

^ Rosenblatt quoted in Peter S. Jensen, "Children as Victims of War. Current Knowledge 
and Future Research Needs," Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent 
Psychiatry 32, no. 4 (July 1993). 
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Migration to the border 

At times the movement to the border was temporary, for perhaps days, months or 

even years, but at other times, the emigration was permanent, augmenting the abeady-

growing Mexican population on the U. S. side of the border. Pedro Ferret recalled that, 

as a child, it appeared that abnost all of Mexico "poured into the state of Texas." ^ 

Similarly, when Beatriz V. de Riddle's hometown of Piedras Negras became the target of 

troops, she remembered that her school teachers sent the children home, yelling, 

"Children, go to your houses!" She recalled that almost the entire population of Piedras 

Negras was asking to cross to the U. S. side out of fear. ® 

The movement of refugees constituted both internal migration, from one region of 

Mexico to another, and international migration as many people moving north simply kept 

moving, making their way to the U. S.- side of the border. The trends toward both internal 

and international migration already evident during the decade of the Revolution 

continued throughout the twentieth century. 1921 Mexican census figures showed that 

8% of the men and 9% of the women lived in a place other than their place of birth. By 

1930, the Census revealed that this was true for 10% of the men and 12% of the 

women. Along with internal migration, immigration to the United States reshaped 

Mexico demographically. An estimated 890,371 Mexicans inomigrated to the United 

^ Pedro Perret, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez and Sarah E. John, 2 November 1977, 
Transcript no. 727, Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso. (Hereafter 
referred to as lOH, UTEP.) (My translation.) 

^ Beatriz V. de Riddle, interviewed by Sarah E. John and Oscar J. Martinez, 1 November 
1977, Transcript No. 706, lOH, UTEP.) (My translation.) 

^ Institute Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Inform^ca, Estadisticas Historicas de 
Mexico, tercera edicion, Tomo 1 (Aguascaliemes, Aguascali«ites, M&dco 1994), 47. 
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States between 1911 and 1920, representing 6% of the total population of Mexico. 

How many of these refugees were children we can only surmise. George Swchez 

estimates that approximately one-third of Medcans applying for naturalization had crossed 

the border as children under 13. Another twenty percent had crossed as adolescents. 

Certain border cities acted as particularly strong magnets for refugees. Northern 

Mexico, especially Ciudad Ju^ez was one of those cities, playing a critical role in the 

Revolution, both as a site for revolutionary activity and as a refuge from it. As border 

historian Oscar J. Martinez has written, "During Mexico's violent decade of the 1910's, 

Juarez served as a prized target for warring Actions and a portal for politically and 

economically dislocated migrants." Martinez writes that El Paso, Ciudad Ju^ez's sister 

city, "functioned as a haven of refuge, a troop headquarters, and a distribution center." 

The twin cities drew migrants and refugees throughout the 1910s and 1920s. 

The movement of refugees across the international border was not isolated to El 

Paso. One day in October of 1913, over eight thousand refugees crossed the border from 

Piedras Negra, CoahuOa to Eagle Pass, Texas. ^ When local ofiBcials in Eagle Pass 

learned that Mexican Federal troops were to attack Piedras Negras, they promptly made 

plans to deal with the anticipated influx of Mexican refugees. The county commissioners 

declared a quarantine against Piedras Negras, an act which Immigration Inspector W. F. 

Berkshire characterized as a "subterfuge to prevent an influx into the town of Eagle Pass 

Linda B. Hall and Don M. Coerver, Revolution on the Border; The United States and 
Mexico, J9I0-1920, (Albuquerque; University of New Mexico Press, 1988), 127. 

Smchez, Becoming Mexican American, 33-34. 

Martinez, Border Boom Town, 55. 

^ Nfichael C. Mqrer and William L. Sherman, 77» Course of Mexican Historŷ  5th edition 
(Oxford: University of Oxford Press), 553-554. 



130 

of destitute aliens." It was a strategy which Inspector Berkshire stated had been used 

many other times along the border. Berkshire confronted the county commissioners 

because he believed a large loss of life was possible if Mexican refugees, whom he 

described as "panic-stricken" were not allowed to cross the bridge. Already, the 

international bridge was overcrowded with M&dcans "frantic to reach American soil," 

believing they would be killed by federalists if th^ stayed in Ojinaga. The greatest 

danger, according to Berkshire, was not that they would be hit by stray bullets but that 

"women and children [would be] trampled to death in their frantic efforts to flee..." ^ 

Presaging current debates in which U. S. border states argue that costs associated 

with immigrants should be carried by the federal government, the local Eagle Pass 

government contended that the federal government should be responsible for any refugees 

which it allowed to cross the border. Without any higher authorization, Berkshire agreed 

to take personal responsibility for the refugees, believing the federal government would 

back up his decision. At that point, over five thousand M&dcans were packed onto the 

bridge. A plan was eventually carried out by f^eral ofScials, with some assistance from 

the Army and local law enforcement ofiBcers, in which refugees were aUowed to cross the 

For example, see a telegram referenced in "Report of E. P. Reynolds, Inspector in 
Charge to Supervising Inspector, Immigration Service, El Paso, Texas," June 18, 1915. 
The telegram was sent to the Surgeon General of the United States by the Acting 
Assistant Surgeon, G. D. Fairbanks, "Hundreds of Mexicans daily arriving from 
Monterrey and interior by train with free transportation... Mostly low class and lousy. 
Looks bad from quarantine standpoint." In feet, it would be used again when in February 
of 1916, the city of Laredo sent their quarantine officer and dty physician to meet with the 
governor and state health ofBciais to discuss "checking the unlimited incursion of refugees 
from Mexico into Laredo." See El Paso Herald, Fd)ruary 19, 1916. 

^ "Report of Supervising Inspector of El Paso, Tecas to Commissioner General of 
Immigration, Washii^on, D. C.," October 21, 1913. INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 4. 
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bridge to a spot near Eagle Pass. 

The refugees were placed under guard and for three days, fed by the federal 

government. "By the third day, it was apparent that if the aliens in detention were fed they 

would continue on our hands indefinitely," Berkshire wrote. Despite governmental 

efforts to encourage refugees to return to Piedras Negras, few believed it was safe. If 

"they were given arms and ammunition," wrote the inspector, " they would gladly return, 

but in the absence of arms they preferred starvation on American soil rather than return to 

Piedras Negras and be shot." When Arturo Carranza, brother of General Venustiano 

Carranza, intervened, refugees were allowed to remain in the United States although 

providing for them was a responsibility which Carranza then assumed. This arrangement 

lasted two days before funds ran out. The difScult situation continued for several days. 

Some refugees were deported, others remained on U. S. soil. Some, the children of 

Constitutionalist soldiers, for example, were deemed in immediate danger should they 

return to Piedras Negras and were removed fi-om the camp and placed under the care of 

Arturo Carranza. "In the interest of humanity, it seemed to me that, under the 

circumstances, this request was justified," explained Berkshire. 

On both the U. S. and Mexican sides of the border, local, state, and national 

governments struggled with the challenges inherent in absorbing thousands of new 

inhabitants. For example, in June 1915, city ofBcials in Laredo, Texas asked the Red 

Cross not to provide relief to the 6,000 refiigees in that city, arguing that providing such 

assistance "would make Laredo a Mecca for the refugees." 

"Report of Supervising Inspector of El Paso, Texas to Commisaoner General of 
Immigration, Wadungton, D. C.," Octobffl'21, 1913. Mexican Immigration, reel 4. 

Ibid. 

EI Paso Herald, June 23, 1915. 
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The movement of women and children is a significant consequence of the Mexican 

Revolution despite the scholarly neglect it has encountered. Over and over, 

contemporary newspaper articles and first hand accounts used phrases such as "mostly 

women and childroi" in describing the flight of Mexican refugees. For example, in 

October of 1913, the EI Paso Herald reported acting Secretary of State John Bassett 

Moore's ruling that the United States was not obligated under international law to provide 

asylum for "Mexican non-combatant refugees" as thousands of mostly women and 

children sought safety in Eagle Pass, Texas. Within three months the same newspaper 

reported that two thousand "Mexican rdugees, including half-starved women and 

children... rushed across the river to the United States... to seek protection fi-om the battle 

at Ojinaga..." This is not surprising— in contemporary global conflicts, children and 

women continue to represent the great majority of refugees. 

Mexican migration and U.S. Policv 

The history of American immigration demonstrates the unique position of 

Mexicans vis-a-vis other immigrant groups. Laborer contractors both used immigration 

laws to justify bringing Mexican workers into the United States and ignored immigration 

laws in bringing M&dcan laborers across the border. When labor contractors were 

 ̂El Paso Herald, October 9, 1913. 

Ibid, January 8,1914. 

^ In &ct, in the late 1980s, women and children represented approximately 80% of all 
refugees who fled across borders. See Gary W. Ladd and Ed Cairns, "Children; Ethnic 
and Political ViolenceChild Development, no. 67 (1996), 15. 
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confronted with the illegality of their recniiting workers on the Mexican side of the border 

under the Contract Labor Law of 1885, they used the Immigration Act of 1903 which 

allowed "skilled labor" to be imported if no American workers were available to justify 

their actions. As George S^chez states, "Both American officials and entering aliens 

understood that it was the labor needs of the American southwest that defined Mexican 

migration to the United States and not laws drawn up in Washington." ** 

Until the passage of the Immigration Act of 1917, crossing the border from 

Mexico into the United States was very simple. Charies Armijo, who crossed from Ciudad 

Ju^ez to £1 Paso in 1910 remembered that "There were no restrictions then about 

Mexicans coming over. They were free to come in and go out without any passport, 

without anything else. Everybody was allowed to go back and forth whenever they 

wanted..." The same story is retold repeatedly in the testimonies of Mexicans living on 

the border in the early twentieth century. Crossing the U. S.- Mexico border was relatively 

easy in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Enrique Acevedo recalled. 

In that period, until 1912 or 1913—^you can say before the 
Mexican Revolution—^there were no restrictions on 
immigration. Everyone crossed from one side to the other 
without a passport. There were no passports. There were a 
few customs employees to guard against contraband, on the 
Mexican side as well as the American side... Well, there 
were no passports, the people crossed whenever they 
wanted. You paid a small amount [a toll] to cross over the 
bridges, that were made of wood. When the river was 

"*' Mark Reisler, By the Sweat of their Brow: Mexican Immigrant Labor in the United 
States, 1900-1940 (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1976), 9-10. 

** S wchez. Becoming Mexican American, 51. 

Ibid 
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totally dry, the people crossed below on horse carriages in 
order not to pay what th^ charged on the bridge. 

Cecilio Arredondo recalled similar circumstances. "When the river didn't have 

water, the people.. .the people crossed there without paying anything. The immigration 

service already ediisted, but they didn't investigate anything. The people went back and 

forth freely." 

Depending upon the age of the child, the idea of crossing into another country 

could be terrifying. Geronimo L^a recalled that he cried inconsolably as his older 

brother, Ausencio, walked him across the bridge from Ciudad Juarez to El Paso, telling 

him they were going "pa' los Estados Unidos" [to the United States], Leyva remembered, 

I remember well that to try to cheer me up, we went into a 
theater on El Paso street... I remembCT a man with a 
dummy on his leg. And he would say, 
"Stick out your tonuge, Toribio. Stick it out, stick it out at 
the politicians. Then I started to laugh and I was happy... ** 

Motives for children's migration 

An examination of the 1917- 1918 transcripts of immigration hearings provides 

information on a group of children who were coming to the United States without their 

Enrique Acevedo interviewed by Robert H. Novak, May 17, 1974. Transcript no. 130, 
lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 

Cecilio A. Arredondo interviewed by David Salazar, February 20, 1974. Transcript no. 
59, lOH, UTEP. 

** Geronimo Leyva, interviewed by Yolanda Leyva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida 
Que se Acuerda Uno Como Un Suefio; Two Oral Histories," transcript. May 1978, 
Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas. 
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parents. Children unaccompanied by their parems were added to the categories of 

"excluded classes," along with persons with tuberculosis and physical and memal 

disabilities, in the Act of 1907. The 1907 law was a response to the increasingly numbers 

of immigrants to the United States. As a result of this law, children and their aduh 

companions were interviewed extensively by inspectors who, in turn, made 

recommendations regarding thdr entry to the United States. ^ 

Often the children came with relatives— older siblings, aunts, uncles, or 

grandparents. Occasionally th^ were accompanied by legal guardians or even teachers. 

Their reasons for migrating ranged from temporary visits to see relatives and friends or, 

even as in the case of fourteen year old Fernando Cesena, to "buy clothes" to more 

permanent moves as in the case of thirteen-year-old orphan Guadalupe Munoz who 

sought entry into the United States to live with her uncle in El Paso. Some children. 

The Records of the INS represent one of the few contemporary sources which allow us 
a glimpse of the chDdren's words. Most of the interviews, however, are translations of the 
original interviews. In addition, it is certainly possible that the children had been 
somehow coached as to their answers although it seems from many of the adults' 
responses that they knew how to answer the Board of Inquiry's questions. 

This law also created the Dillingham Commission which set out to study the condition 
of immigrants and reported its findings in a 42 volume set published in 1911. William C. 
Van Vleck, The Administrative Control of Aliens: A Stucfy in Administrative Law ami 
iVocecftrre (New York; The Commonwealth Fund, 1932), 10. 

" "In the Matter of Fernando Cesena," and "In the Matter of Munoz, Guadalupe and 
Mufioz, Manuel," Mexican Immigration, Reel 9. Also, in October 1917, 
Immigration Inspectors allowed Justina Diaz, her iniam and her thirteen-year-old sister. 
Carmen Diaz, to emer the United States temporarily. They were on their way to "San 
Antonio to shop." See "In the Matter of Justina Diaz et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, 
reel 8. On the same microfilm reel, see the cases of sbcteen-year-old Mariano Valenzuela 
and six-year-old Epifanio Valenzuela from Cananea, Sonora who were viating a frmoily 
friend in Bisbee, Arizona; fifreen-year-old Presentacion Ahamirano fijom Pilar, Mexico 
who was admitted through Del Rio, Texas to go shopping; five-year-old Carmen Mufios 
who accompanied her grandmotho' from Hermosillo, Sonora to visit her sick uncle in 
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like fifteen-year-old Santos Zaragoza sought admission in order to attend St. Cecilia's 

College in Los Angeles. Zaragoza's father was a merchant in Guaymas, Sonora. Her 

uncle's name, Leonardo Camou, attests to the economic standing of her &unily. 

For middle-class Mexicans, the opportunity to send their children to school was 

often the motive behind the movement of these children across the border. For example, 

in July 1917 Amblard Emanuel applied for admission to the United States, accompanying 

two young men, Odilon Mendoza, age thirteen, and Ignacio Calderon, age twelve. The 

two young men were destined for a Marist coUege in San Antonio, Texas. 

For the poor, the United States also represented opportunity. In May 1917, 

Modesta R. de Barron left Calexico, California for Acaponeta, Tepic to collect her 

husband's three young nieces and a nephew. She testified that she was bringing them to 

the United States because "there are no schools down there, and their parents are very 

poor, and my husband wanted me to go down and get them, so we could put them in 

school and help them and educate them at the same time." According to Barron they 

hoped that once the children received a "start" by getting educated in the United States, 

they would help their parents. ^ The Southwest's promise of work for older teenagers 

Tucson, Arizona; fourteen-year-old Ramiro Martinez fi'om Villaldama, Nuevo Leon who 
crossed over to Laredo to go shopping; and on reel nine, twelve-year-old Refugio Lopez 
who went fi'om Cananea, Sonora to South Bisbee, Arizona to visit a family fiiend whose 
husband had recently died. 

"In the matter of Zaragoza, Santos," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 9. For a histoiy 
of Sonora which makes reference to the influence of the Camou fiunily, see Miguel Tinker 
Salas, Miguel, In the Shadow of the Eagles: Sonora and the Tran̂ ormation of the 
Border during the Porfiriato (Beikeley : University of California Press, 1997). 

"In the Matter of Amblard, Emanuel et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

^ "In the Matter of Barron, Modesta R. de et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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and school for younger children encouraged &nily members to retrieve their young 

relatives from villages and towns throughout Mexico. The chaos of the Revolution 

propelled the migration which had started m earlier decades. For example, Fructoso 

Gomez of San Bernardo, Durango applied for admission to the United States at the port 

of El Paso in 1917. Along with his wife and child, Gomez brought two brothers, including 

eleven year old Antonio, and a teenage niece. His father-in-law lived in Metcalf^ Arizona 

and the extended fentiily hoped to join him. According to Gomez, heimended to put 

his young brother in school. " 

Sienificance of family networics 

The movement of children across the border was both facilitated and encouraged 

by the presence of transnational family networks. At times the movemern of the children to 

the border even preceded that of their parents. Three-year-old Petra Ramirez, for 

example, joined her aunt on a vacation to Nogales, Arizona in 1917, before moving to 

Hermosillo, Sonora. Her mother was to join them later. ^ 

Family reunification proved a strong motive for children's immigration. At times 

families were split, with some living on the Mexican side of the border and others on the 

U. S. side. The interview transcripts give us a glimpse into the complexity of such family 

networks. In the summer of 1917, seventeen-year-old Raymundo Valdez accompanied his 

fourteen-year-old sister Luisa Valdez from San Antonio to Saltillo, Coahuila to visit their 

father and grandfather. Luisa lived in San Antonio with her mother, who ran a rooming 

" "In the Matter of Gomez, Fructoso et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Ramirez, Gr̂ orio et al, " INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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house for Mexican families and also worked in a clothing store. When asked why his 

parents lived apart, Raymundo answered, "Because my mother has 3 brothers and two 

sisters living here; all of her &mily live in the U.S. and also for the purpose of educating 

my little sister." 

The importance of &mily is particularly evident in the stories of the most 

vulnerable groups of children— the poor and the orphaned. As evidenced by the 

transcripts of special boards of inquiry at the border, older siblings and grandmothers 

frequently accompanied children across the border. The financial circumstances of the 

family networks were crucial in determining the &te of the children. 

In October 1917, thirty-three-year-old Matias Adriano passed through the 

Immigration Office at Laredo, Texas. Earlier that month he and his family had left their 

home in Ossawatomie, Kansas in order to visit his &mily in Viesca, Coahuila. He brought 

back his seventeen-year-old sister, Maria, and eleven-year-old brother, Francisco. Matias 

was relatively well off. Employed as a fireman in the railroad shops, and earning $2.50 

daily, he owned his home. His two children were Kansas-bom and he had applied for 

citizenship. He testified that he was bringing his two young siblings to the United States 

because "they don't want to stay in Mexico..." Further, although they had both attended 

school in Mexico, Francisco had "left school on account of the Revolution." Attesting to 

the strength of femily ties, Matias stated that he intended to keep his brother and sister 

with him "until I die." The children were allowed to enter the country with their older 

brother. 

Hearing transcripts provide important clues into the ways families organized to 

" "In the Matter of Valdez, Raymundo et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Adriano, Matias et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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provide for orphaned children. Again and again individuals described their relationship 

with their orphaned relatives in similar terms. Adults spoke of raising the children "as 

their own" while children spoke of their relationship with their female guardians as one of 

mother and daughter. Such relationships were essential to the survival of children whose 

parents were either dead or too poor to care for them, strategy was particularly 

important for &milies who could not depend on governmental assistance or private 

charities to provide support for their young relatives. Furthermore, the practice of taking 

in children, both related and not, as their own had a long history among Mexican 

^milies. " 

The following cases drawn from the records of the Immigration and Naturalization 

Service demonstrate the complex reliance among generations which allowed ^milies to 

survive. In May 1917, Isabel Mariscal accompanied by her sister, Clotilde and 

Guadalupe, entered the United States through El Paso's port of entry. The two older 

sisters, Isabel, aged 30, and Clotilde, aged 25, were returning to their husbands in Ray, 

Arizona. The youngest, Maria Mariscal, aged 13, was an orphan. Isabel testified that 

their mother had died about ten years before and their father four years earlier. Since that 

time, she bad raised Maria. Although Maria had attended school for two years, she could 

neither read nor write. She testified that had "not leam[ed] anything in school." She also 

testified that she had "always been with my sister and she has looked after me as if she 

were my mother." ^ 

Colonial records of the impoverished settlement of New Mexico demonstrate a similar 
survival strategy. Poor and orphaned children depended on relatives to raise them while 
adults depended on grown children to support them. See Yolanda Chavez Leyva, "El 
Amparo de las Viudas: Widows and Land in Colonial New Mexico," Writing the Range: 
Race, Class, and Culture in the Women's West, Elizabeth Jameson and Sue Armitage, 
ed, (Norman: The University of Oklahoma Press, 1997), 85-96. 

"In the Matter of Mariscal, Isabel et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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In June 1917, Encamacion Esquivel applied for entry to the United States. She 

was accompanied by her eight-year-^ld granddaughter, Margarita Colunga. The child's 

parents had died eight years previously and Esquivel had " always lived with [her] as [her] 

child." The two were on their way to Los Angeles, California, to join Esquivel's son, 

Manuel Colunga, who had supported his mother throughout her four years of 

widowhood. 

Arriving in Laredo in the summer of 1917 for a vacation in the United States, 

Margarita Grillo testified that she brought her nine-year-old niece, Margarita Grillo 

because Margarita lived with her. Although the child's parents were alive, the elder 

Margarita testified that her sister "has a great many children and I have no daughter so 

when this child was six months old my sister gave her to me." 

In 1917, Carmen Vd. de Bias testified before a Board of Special Inquiry at 

Nogales that she had taken in her nephew, Eulalio Alvarez in 1912 following the death of 

his mother. His father had already died. The two were supported by Bias's two grown 

sons, one a carpenter, the other a chauffeur. Although Eulalio had relatives in Tucson, she 

testified that his father's side of the &mily didn't "care anything about him." ^ 

In May 1917, Maria C. Vd. de Lastra brought her eight-year-old granddaughter to 

Nogales, Arizona to apply for permission to enter the country. She hoped to join two of 

her grown children in Calexico, California. Although her granddaughter's parents still 

lived, the grandmother testified that "We have always all of us lived together, and the child 

"In the Matter of Esquivel, Encamacion et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Grillo, Margarita et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

® "In the Matter of Bias, Carmen Vd. de et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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has lived with her parents." She had asked if she could take the child with her. Her 

daughter was not only the child's aunt, she was also her godmother. "She will always stay 

with me, as long as I am there, but if anything should happen to me, she would stay with 

my daughter there, who is her godmother." " 

In June of 1918, Dolores G. Vd. de Garcia and her seven-year-old orphaned 

granddaughter. Ana Maria Ramirez, arrived in Nogales, Arizona from Tepic, Nayarit. "I 

have raised [her] as my own daughter," Garda told inspectors. Garcia and her 

granddaughter were en route to Calico, California to join Luisa Sarilla. Garcia had 

worked for Sarilla's family for many years, "raising her ever since she was bom." Garcia 

received room and board for herself and her granddaughter and $10 per month. 

In the fall of 1917, twelve-year-old Juliana Cantu applied for entry into the United 

States through the port of Laredo. She intended to join her prosperous businessman 

uncle, Fidel Cantu, there. She had been cared for by her aunt since her parents died five 

years prior. Her older brother and sister were already living with their uncle. Her brother 

worked in his uncle's store as a clerk while attending night school. Her sister stayed "in 

the house with my wife as one of the femily" and took lessons from her uncle's sister-in-

law. Fidel Cantu testified that she could stay with him as long as she desired. "She has 

no one to take care of her but her uncles," he testified. " 

" "In the Matter of Lastra, Mana C. Vd. de et al," ENS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

" "In the Matter of Garcia, Dolores G. Vd. de et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 9. 

" "In the Matter of Cuellar, Virginia," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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Child labor and immigration 

While the documents give evidence of the creative survival strategies used by poor 

families, another significant theme emerges fi"om the records— children's work, both real 

and imagined. The growing movement of children across the border coincided with a 

rising societal concern—child labor. Debates regarding compulsory education laws and 

child labor legislation had filled the air since the turn of the century. The voices of 

politicians, government ofScials, reformers, teachers' organizations, labor unions, and 

employers added to the controversy. In Texas and other Southwest states, the passage of 

child labor laws had particular implications for Mexican children. The debates illustrate 

the ambivalence with which Mexican children were viewed. In a period of an increasingly 

protective stance towards children, Mexican children were both included and excluded 

from such protection. 

For example, in 1903, the Texas House of Representatives considered the passage 

of a child labor law which would prohibit the employment of children under fourteen in 

mills and &ctories. The San Antonio Express News reported that the "bill is an outgrowth 

of the agitation against child labor which has been going on throughout the South since 

the advent of factories."®' The l^slation would have little ^ect on protecting 

Mexican children fi-om exploitation since it did not cover agricultural work. 

The second related issue, compulsory education laws, also demonstrate the 

ambivalence of American legislators. When El Paso government officials and educators 

debated the passage of a compulsory education law in 1916, there was a strong attitude 

against enforcing compulsory education laws among Mexican children. Hrst, enforcement 

"Child Labor Bill," San Antonio Express News, January 17,1903, p. 3. 
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would require building new Polities and hiring new teachers for the many hundreds of 

Mexican children who would be forced to attend school. Secondly, according to The El 

Paso Herald, "members of the school board are not in &vor of enforcing the law strictly 

in reference to the M&dcan children whose parems are residing here temporarily and who 

move from place to place and who are a charge on the community in many cases." ^ 

It was within this context, the tension between protecting Mexican children from 

child labor and excluding them from schools, that immigration inspectors interviewed 

Mexican children and their frimilies. A review of these interviews reveals that school and 

work were primary concerns for the inspectors. Along with the expected questions of 

whether the child had ever been the object of charity, the child's plans regarding work and 

school appeared to be crucial themes during the questioning. To varying degrees, 

immigration inspectors questioned the aduhs, and often the children, regarding whether 

the child would be put to work. The answer was rarely "yes." Maria Mariscal, aged 13, 

was an exception. When asked what she would do if admitted to the United States, she 

answered "If there is work, I expect to go to work." ^ More common were the answers 

which emphasized the Emily's plans for the child to attend school. Work would be 

unwaged labor at home. Matias Adriano provided a typical answer when he testified 

regarding his young brother and sister. "They will help my wife around the house with 

house work and attend school." ™ When immigration ofScials pressed one grandmother, 

Maria C. Vd. de Lastra, about her intentions to keep her young granddaughter in school if 

" El Paso Herald, September 14, 1916. 

^ "In the Matter of Mariscal, Isabel et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

^ "In the Matter of Adriano, Matias et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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allowed into the United States, the grandmother testified, "I want her to learn a whole 

lot." The only work the eight-year-old had done in Mexico was "taking care of the little 

children at home, outside of school hours." 

The contrast between aduhs' and children's abilities to navigate these questions is 

evident. Unlike the responses of their aduh companions, children were often unsure as to 

what th^ would be doing in the United States. They fi'equently answered "I don't 

know" when asked by the Immigration Inspectors. ^ 

The case of the Chavira sisters demonstrates how one sibling's employment could 

make another sibling's education possible. In May 1917, Pilar Chavira applied for reentry 

to the United States. She was bringing her thirteen year old sister, Maria, to live with her 

in the El Paso home of Dr. Paul Gallagher, her employer. Maria had been living with her 

sister for over a year. Dr. GaUagher provided room and board and supplied the young girl 

with school supplies and books. In return, she helped her sister with housework. ^ 

When Josefa Altamirano and her young sister, Rosario Altamirano, aged 5, 

applied for reentry to the United States after a brief visit to a cousin in Nogales, Sonora, 

inspectors questioned whether Josefa and her parents "appreciate[d] the benefits of a 

good education." She assured them that the child would enter school and would not have 

to work. "We earn enough to maintain ourselves decently," Josefa declared. 

"In the Matter of Lastra, Maria C. Vd. de et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

 ̂See for example the response of eight-year-old Margarita Colunga "In the Matter of 
Esquivel, Encamacion et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

^ "In the Matter of Chavira, Pilar, et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

Although the femily had been living in Tempe, Arizona for about eight years, their five 
year old daughter Rosario had been bom in Nogales, Sonora, a &ct which surprised the 
immigration inspectors. Her older ^er testified that their mother had crossed to the 
Mexican side of the border to have the baby. "In the Matter of Altamirano, Josefa et al," 
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Inspectors asked questions not only r^arding future work plans but also asked 

whether the child had worked in Mexico. When Micaela Quintero, aged 14, applied for 

entry through the port of Naco, Arizona in the summer of 1917, inspectors focused on her 

work experience. Although Quimero testified that she was going to Douglas, Arizona 

simply to visit her aunt, Jose& Ocano Chacon, inspectors asked what kind of work she 

would seek if she decided to stay. She had been working in a ticket ofSce and in the 

confectionery store at Cananea Consolidated Copper Company for three months. She was 

admitted after the testimony of her aunt who afOrmed that Quintero was there temporarily 

and would be under the care of her aunt. " 

Whoi Francisco and Amada Castro appUed to bring thdr fourteen-year-old 

grandson, Leandro Castro, to live with his aunt and uncle in San Diego, California in the 

summer of 1917, the questions of the immigration inspectors revealed their apprehension 

that Leandro was coming to the United States to work in his uncle's store prior to 

finishing his education. When inspectors asked Abran Osuna, who was both Leandro's 

uncle and godfather, "Is it really your intention to keep him in school" four or five more 

years, Osuna answered positively. Osuna supported himself^ his wife, and six children 

through his grocery store and the rental fi'om a property. Osuna eventually testified that 

Leandro would work for him at his store after school each day. When he completed his 

schooling, and learned English, he would work for wages at the store. 

INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Quintero, NCcaela" INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Castro, Leandro et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 
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Conclusions 

The migration of people across borders has been one of the most contentious 

international issues of the twentieth century. In the early twentieth century, the migration 

of thousands of Mexicans to the United Stated, spurred by employer recruitment, higher 

wages and the disruption of the Mexican Revolution, buih Mexican American 

communities and stimulated public ddiates about the consequences of such a movement. 

Children comprised a significant portion of immigrant population, drawn across 

the border for many of the same reasons as their elders; employment, opportunities, or to 

rejoin family members. The presence of binational family netwodcs often made the 

migration possible. Once on the border, children and their femilies faced new challenges. 

For many, simple survival was among these challenges. Local, state, and national 

governments struggled with the challenges inherent in absorbing thousands of new 

inhabitants. Governmental officials, often reluctantly, made plans to both serve and 

control the children. Inadequate housing and sanitation, along with health concerns, 

topped the list of worries. While schools greeted the growing population of Mexican 

children with alarm, employers welcomed them as a new source of low waged labor. 

Mexican children learned to navigate the unknown waters of their new Uves, entering 

school when possible and entering the workforce out of necessity. 
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CHAPTER V 

ON THE STREETS, IN THE FIELDS, AND AT HOME; 
THE LABOR OF MEXICAN CHILDREN 

"Haga que su nino sea unpequeno hombre de negocios..." 
['Turn your child into a little businessman.. 

— EI Continental, February 24, 1927 

Introduction 

In 1927, El Paso's Spanish-language newspaper, EI Continental, ran an 

advertisement in its employment section, titled "C/w Hombrecito de Negocios" or "he 

Little Businessman." Promising to set boys up with capital and training, the ad urged 

parents to contact the newspaper's circulation department so that their sons could join the 

newspaper's organizacion de ninos negociantes [organization of child businessmen]. ' 

The clever advertisement was, of course, for paper boys. Newsboys had been a common 

sight on the streets of urban America for decades. ^ In fact, a 1912 study of children 

working on the streets named newspaper selling as the major occupation for boys in urban 

areas. ^ For urban Mexican boys, it often provided their initiation into the world of 

* El Continental (E\ Paso), February 24, 1926, 5. 

^ Riis's study of New York's tenements, originally published in I90I, illustrates the 
importance of selling newspapers as a source of income for New Yodc's impoverished 
boys. His photographs of boys sleeping in newspaper oflBces, newsbo3rs playing craps, 
and washing for supper in the newsboys' lodging-house depicts the importance of 
newspaper selling to poor boys. See Jacob A. Riis, Haw the Other Half Lives (New 
York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1971). 

' Edward N. Clopper, Child Labor in City Streets (New York: The Macmillan Co., 
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waged woiic. 

For example, Pete Leyva recalled "trying to make some money to take home" as a 

youngster. "I went to selling newspapers for The El Paso News... I sold The Times in the 

morning, I'd finish at about 8 o'clock or 8:30 and run to school. Then after that we'd 

come back and sell The Herald... when I got big,... I got to working as a stufier, stuffing 

the papers." El Continental hoped to increase its circulation by tapping into this 

hardworking pool of nihos negociantes 

On the Mexican side of the border, too, boys found employment in selling 

newspapers. Even extremely young boys turned to street selling as a way to survive. In his 

1905 children's book, Chw Little Mexican Cousin, Edward C. Butler characterized the 

life of Mexican newspaper boys as a "struggle for existence." According to Butler, "Even 

among these children of five to seven years of age, the instinct of self-preservation is well-

grounded, and the passing carriages and street cars have no terrors for him, and no stray 

dog knows better than he the art of getting out of the road." ' The numbers of boys 

selling newspapers on the street was significant enough to be seen as a problem. In 1911, 

a correspondent for El Correo de Chihuahua commented that "the majority of poor 

children in Chihuahua think only of selling their newspapers in order to earn money to buy 

sweets, play 'aguila o soP, rent bicycles, smoke cigarettes... For them, school is an 

annoyance..."® 

1912), 52. 

* Pete Leyva, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, July 22, 1976. Transcript number 312. 
Transcript on file at the Institute of Oral Ifistory, University of Texas at El Paso. 
(Hereafter referred to as lOH, UTEP.) 

' Edward C. Butler, Our Little Mexican Cousin (Boston: L. C. Page & Company, 1905), 
13. 
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Cleariy, EI Continental's advertiseineiit was tied into a long history of newspaper 

selling among Mexican boys. There was little in the lives of most Mexican children to lead 

us to regard them as "small businessmen." ' Rather, the work experiences of Mexican 

children mirrored the limited opportunities, discrimination, and segregation accorded their 

elders. Furthermore, their entry into the world of work was a direct consequence of these 

same conditions which burdened their parents. 

Mexican children's woric experience 

Many children came to the United States with work experience, both in urban and 

rural settings. As historian Asuncion Lavrin points out, "Through several centuries the 

norm was to end childhood as soon as the child was able to help the family." The 

evidence of child labor is abundant although little studied. "Tum-of-the-century 

photographs help to identify children as street and market sellers, and establish a linkage 

with the thousands of children as street and market sellers, and establish a linkage with the 

® Beatriz Alcubierre and Tania Carreno King, Los Nifios Villistas: Una Mirada a la 
Historia de la Infancia en Mexico, 1900-1920 (MOTCO, D. F.: Secretaria de Gobemacion 
and Instituto Nacional de Estudios Ifistoricos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 1996), 71. 

^ One exception is the story of fifteen-year-old Cleo&s Calleros. According to Jessie 
Peterson and Thelma Cox Knowles, C^eros and his Mends created a thriving business 
selling a variety of goods to \^lla and his men. "The Mexican revolutionaries gathering 
there would buy almost anything the local boys carried across the old swinging bridge-
sardines, cookies, candy, pop, cans of fiuit. Calleros and his firiends made five cents a can, 
selling Washington State pii^ salmon to Villa at ten cents a can..." A 1911 photograph 
published in the El Paso Times of May 13,1956, was captioned, "Pancho Villa's 
helpmates." See Jessie Peterson and Thehna Cox Kno\ides, ed. Pamho Villa: Intimate 
Recollections by People Who Knew Him. (New York: Hastings House Publishers, 1977), 
30-31. 
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thousands of children currently so employed in MOTCO " * 

Many examples of working children are found in immigration records and other 

sources as well. In the fell of 1917 fourteen-year-old Fernando Cesena visited his uncle in 

San Diego, California. From Ensenada, Mraco, Cesena was an orphan who had 

"always" been taken care of by another uncle. Cesena had completed only four years of 

school and was working for the government telegraph company as messenger boy. ^ 

Jesus P^ez, bom in Aguascalientes, in 1895, recalled that he had been a miner "since he 

was very young." He began working at the mines at age seven, at the urging of his 

Other's padrino (godfather). He later joined the Revolution, "voluntarily, out of necessity 

because of hunger and want. P^ez had learned to work in the mines from his &ther, an 

herrero (blacksmith) in the same mines. It is clear that M&dcan youth entered the 

United States with a vast experience in the work force. 

Reasons Mexican children entered the labor force 

In his now classic study of Mexican immigrant labor, Mark Reisler writes that the 

"movement of Mexican workers to the United States was inextricably linked to the 

economic development of the American Southwest." Traditionally, the phrase 

* Asuncion Lavrin, "Mexico," in Joseph Hawes and N. Ray ffiner, ed. Children in 
Historical and Comparative Perspective: An International Handbook and Research 
Guide (New York: (jreenwood Press, 1991), 429. 

' "In the Matter of Fernando Cesefia," U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service. 
Records, Series A, Part 2, Mexican Immigration, 1906-1930, reel 9. (Hereafter referred 
to as INS, Mexican Immip-atioru) 

Jesus Perez, interviewed by Magdalene Cisneros, May 8, 1976. Transcript no. 249, 
lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 
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"Mexican labor" elicits images of adult male, often single, workers. More recently 

scholars have started to investigate the ways in which Mexican women added to the 

economic and social development of the Southwest. Scholars have been slow, 

however, to recognize children's contributions. Children's labor, despite its invisibility, 

played an integral part in the economic development of the border region. Children's low-

paid work in both urban and rural occupations increased their employers' profit, making 

the young ones a desirable component of the labor force. Through their waged work, they 

provided income critical to their family's survival. Fuially, Mexican children's work 

experiences both initiated and were shaped by significant social changes. 

Outside observers held conflicting explanations regarding the reasons Mexican 

children entered the work force so quickly. Some writers focused on the character flaws 

of Mexican parents, rather than the limited opportunities which made work imperative. In 

her 1921 study of thirty-five Mexican ^milies living in Los Angeles, Alice Bessie Culp 

concluded that the low financial status of Mexican families stemmed not only fi-om low 

wages but also the "laziness" or desertion of the father, and the tendency for Mexicans to 

have large ^unilies. "As soon as the children are old enough the parents get work permits 

for them, so that they can leave school and start to earn money for the family," she 

argued. " Yet, Evangeline Hymer's M. A. thesis, "A Study of the Social Attitudes of 

' * Mark Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow: Mexican Immigrant Labor in the United 
States, 1900-1940 (Westport, Coimecticut: Greenwood Press, 1976), 3. 

See Lillian Castillo Speed, The Chicana Studies Index: Twenty Years of Gender 
Research, 1971-1991 (Berkeley. Chicano Studies Library PubUcations Unit, University of 
California at Berkel̂ , 1991) and V ĉki L. Ruiz, From Out of the Sfmdows: Mexican 
Women in Twentieth-Cenmry America (Oxford; University of Oxford Press, 1998). 

Alice Bessie Culp, "A case study of the living conditions of thirty-five M&dcan families 
in Los Angeles with special reference to Mexican children" (Thesis, University of 
Souths California, 1921), 43. 
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Adult Mexican Immigrants in Los Angeles and Vicinity," (1923) found that only one 

respondent preferred to put his children to work versus twenty-seven who preferred to 

keep them in school. Six favored their children doing both. 

The choice between labor and school was often a difficult one on both sides of the 

border. The following story illustrates this. In May 1917, Modest R. de Barron testiJGed 

that she was bringing her husband's three nieces and nephew to Calico, California to live 

with them. Although the oldest, sixteen-year-old Nasario Jimraez, was denied entry 

because of his trachoma, an eye disease, the two younger girls were admitted. Eight-

year-old Eufirocina Jimenez had "been to school a little while." Thirteen-year-old 

Consuela Jimenez had never attended school. According to her aunt, Consuela had "been 

working for her parents at home. They are very poor, and they have had to put her to 

work." Barron went on to testify that she and her husband had come to the United States 

"to educate the children." 

The labor of Mexican children was essential to the survival of working-class 

Mexican families for a number of reasons, the most glaring of which were the low earnings 

of their parents. As Catalina Aranda recalled, she could not continue her schooling in 

Evangeline Hymer. "A Study of the Social Attitudes of Adult Mexican Immigrants in 
Los Angeles and Vicinity" (Thesis, University of Southern California, 1923), 61. 

" "In the Matter of Barron, Modesta R. de et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, Reel 8. 

This is a point well made by Elliot West in his monograph. Growing Up with the 
Country: Childhood on the Far Western Frontier (Albuquerque: University of New 
M«dco Press, 1989), 73. "Tens of thousands of children... spent countless hours doing 
much of the essential work of western settlement. Although thdr Others' labors have long 
beCT celd)rated, and their mothers' more recently recognized, the part played by these 
boys and girls has been virtually ignored. As long as that is the case, we caimot hope to 
give a &ir account of how ord^iary people struggle, succeeded, or merely endured on the 
frontier." 
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Mexico because her ^mily iimnigrated to EI Paso, "because we came over here, we had 

to work wherever we could to help the femily" represented a common situation for 

Mexican immigrant children. Charles Armijo, long-time resident of EI Paso, attested to 

the lack of other resources. "There was [sic] no charity organizations at that time to feed 

anybody that didn't have food. You had to look out for yourself and do the best you 

could." Rodolfo Candelaria, bom in EI Paso's segundo barrio in 1904 remembered his 

job at thirteen; "I used to work as a delivery boy. I had an uncle who was a butcher, he 

got me a job at the old City Market... we all had to. Since I leil school I had to do it. For 

instance, my cousins, they used to work after school and Saturdays and half-days." 

According to Candelaria, his father withdrew him from "grammar school, 'cause he was 

sick with asthma. So I had to work for a while." Unlike many other children, however, 

Candelaria returned to school when his father's health improved. 

The circumstances in which parents found themselves determined whether and 

when children would enter the work force. In October of 1917, fourteen-year-old Dolores 

Alcaras testified before a Board of Special Inquiry in El Paso that she had been told that if 

her adopted &ther "didn't get work I would have to help support the family." Her 

adopted father, Jesus Ybarra, stated that he expected her to find a job washing, ironing 

or sewing. "I have learned that they employ girls in working in fi^t in California; if she 

can get that kind of work, it will be all right," he testified. ^ 

Catalina Aranda, interviewed by Maria del Carmen Gonzalez, November 30, 1976, 
Transcript no. 269, lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 

" Charles Armijo, interviewed by Leon C. Metz, January 30, 1973, Transcript no. 106, 
IOH,UTEP. 

Rodolfo Candelaria, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, August 5, 1975, Interview No. 
414A, lOH, UTEP. 
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Children in railrnari work 

In her thesis, Culp reported that ahnost a quarter of the Mexican children she 

surveyed worked for wages. Some were hired by the County Charities and some worked 

in &ctories and ranches; others drove trucks, and some shined shoes. Their earnings 

compared very fevorably with those of their parents, especially their mothers. While 

fathers in the study typically received a weekly wage of $20, mothers received anywhere 

from $5 a week for part-time domestic service to $14 for fectory work. In comparison, 

the older children in Gulp's study earned anywhere from $12 to $15 weekly. ^ The 

income brought in by a child could conceivably double a family's income. ^ In 1911, the 

Dillingham Commission had pointed to the earning potential of immigrant children berry 

pickers. "The family unit is the most profitable working organization. All who can pick 

do so; the little children, too small to pick, run back and forth bringing empty boxes to the 

pickers and carrying the filled trays to the berry shed. In this way the young children earn 

as much, often, when the berry house is distant, as many of the older ones." 

^ "In the Matter of Ybarra, Jesus et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

Culp, "A case study," 44-45. This is a point also made by George J. S^chez in his 
study of Mexican American &milies in Los Angeles, Becoming Mexican American: 
Ethnicity, Culture and Identity tn Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945 fNewYork: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), 202-203. 

^ Culp, "A case study," 44-45. 

^ Other ethnic and immigrant groups in the United States have experienced similar 
situations. For example, in the 19th century Irish children in Philadelphia contributed 
65% of the &mily income. For a discussion of immigrant children's labor see Selma 
Cantor Berrol, Growing Up American: Immigrant Children in America Then and Now 
(New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995), 60-71. 
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M&dcan children found willing employers in a diverse range of occupations, both 

urban and rural. The 1880 El Paso census hints at some of the possibilities. For 

example, twelve-year-old Leandro Garcia was listed as a servant in the Hart household. 

Providing domestic service led the list of occupations which also included an apprentice 

carperter, a cook, and a general laborer. ^ Twenty years later, the 1900 census again 

registered several youthful servants although by the turn of the century, increasing 

numbers of Mexican children were listed as students, pointing to the influence of the 

newly created school district. Another change which had occurred in the twenty-year span 

between the 1880 and 1900 censuses was the appearance of a new employer of Mexican 

workers— the railroads. ^ 

The coming of the railroads to northern Mexico and the southwestern United 

States in the early 1880s transformed the economy of the border region and stimulated 

the migration of Mexicans to the area. Until the arrival of the railroads in the 1880s, El 

Paso had been littie more than an "isolated Mexican village." " Labor contractors, who 

recruited thousands of M&dcan workers for the railroads, made El Paso their base. In 

fact, the Ciudad Juarez- El Paso region was of particular importance since U. S. and 

Dillingham Commission, "Immigrants in Industries," Part 24: Recent Immigrants in 
Agriculture, vol. 2, Senate Document 633,61st Congress, 2d Session: 528 (1911). 

^ U.S. Department of the Interior. Census Office. Manuscript Census, 1880, El Paso 
County. 

 ̂ Ibid., Manuscript Census, 1900, El Paso County. 

^ Between 1881 and 1883, four railroads had reached El Paso: the Southern Pacific and 
the Santa Fe- Atchison Topeka in 1881; the Texas and Pacific and the Galveston, 
Harrisburg, and San Antonio in 1883. William Holden quoted in David Montejano. 
Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University of Tecas 
Press, 1987), 94. 



156 

Medcan rail lines met there. ^ The history of El Paso- Ciudad Juarez and of Mexican 

labor became unquestionably linked with the development of railway lines. 

In August of 1901, the El Paso /fera/c/reported that raihroads had recruited 2,000 

workers the previous month who were brought into El Paso to work for the various U.S. 

rail lines which met there. They were characterized as "the lower class of peon... not 

greatly desired as citizens." ® 

Railroad companies sought out large pools of Mexican workers, particularly after 

the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, and they turned to labor contractors to 

fill this demand. Although the 1885 contract labor law made illegal the recruiting of 

foreign workers before they reached the United States, contractors recruited illegally on 

the Mexican side of the border and equally aggressively on the U. S. side, successfully 

enticing Mexicans to cross the border with the promise of higher wages and bonuses such 

as fi'ee or reduced transportation for the worker and his family. Until the 

implementation of the Immigration Act of 1917, the movement of Mexicans across the 

border was largely unimpeded. 

Children were drawn to the railroads in several ways. In the early decades of the 

twentieth century railroad companies faced constant pressures to retain their workers. 

Mexican workers frequently left their employment with the raihoads for other, higher 

^ Mario Garcia, Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of El Paso, 1880-1920 (New Haveit* 
Yale University Press, 1981), 14-32; Oscar J. Martinez, Border Boom Town: Ciudad 
Juarez since 1848 (Austin: University of Texas press, 1978); Michael C. Meyer and 
William L. Sherman, The Course of Mexican History^ 4th ed. (New Yoric Oxford 
University Press, 1991), 442-448. 

 ̂El Paso Herald, August 15, 1901, 7. 

Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow, 9-12. See also Cleo&s Calleros, interviewed by 
Oscar J. Martinez, September 14, 1972, Transcript no. 157, lOH, UTEP. 
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paying employment in agriculture or industry. And as the United States entered Worid 

War 1, Midwest employers emerged as a new competitor for Mexican laborers. As a 

consequence of railroad companies' constant appetite for low-paid Mexican workers, 

companies sought various means to retain their labor force. One practice involved 

recruiting men with families, assuming that the presence of a family would create a more 

stable labor force, thereby "tying" the men to their jobs. Cleo&s Calleros, long-time 

resident of El Paso, began worldng with the Santa Fe Railroad in 1912 at the age of 

seventeen. He remembered that after a period of employment, typically six to twelve 

months, the track laborer "was permitted to bring his femily, and [they were] given 

transportation from El Paso to the section wherever the husband was working." 

According to Calleros, "after 1912 those femilies that went along with their 

husbands were given old boxcars, which were converted as living quarters," called bunk 

houses. Ten to twenty bunk houses were set up, one per family, "in isolated whistle 

stops." In some places, these collections of boxcars eventually developed into 

communities. Calleros also recollected that schools or recreational facilities for the 

children were non-existent. Mexican &milies traveled the rails, often transforming box 

cars into homes. ^ In these box car dwellings, Mexican children were bom and raised. 

Fragmentary evidence gleaned from the records of the National Catholic Welfare 

Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow, 96-104. 

Calleros, transcript no. 157, lOH, UTEP. 

Calleros, transcript no. 157, lOH, UTEP. 

^ Rodolfo Acuna, Occupied America: The Chicano's Struggle Toward Liberation. (New 
York: Canfield Press, 1972), 93. See also, Joseph Paik "The tBstory of Mexican 
American Labor in Arizona during the Territorial Period" (Ph. D. dissertation. University 
of Arizona, 1961), chapter 6. 
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Conference, a border social services agency headquartered in El Paso, points to this 

hidden story. The agency, established in El Paso-Ciudad Ju^ez in 1923, was at times 

overwhelmed by the numbers of individuals seeking to establish proof of their American 

citizenship. Baptismal certificates were at times the only proof of a child's birth and by 

church policy had to reflect where the child was bom. This led to unusual notations at 

times when children were bom on the boxcars themselves as they traveled between 

cities. 

Mexican youth were more than simply passengers as the rail lines made their way 

across the Southwest, however. In 1902, the El Paso Times reported that "Mexicans of 

every age have been pouring over the border" and that labor contractors were transporting 

boys to railroad grading camps. ^ A 1911 report analyzing the shipmern of track laborers 

into the United States, for example, indicated that approximately five percent of the total 

individuals, both male and females, were under the age of sixteen. Of the eleven states 

highlighted in the report, Arizona, California and New Mexico received the highest 

number of young employees. 

Between 1881 and 1883, four railroads had reached £1 Paso; the Southern Pacific and 
the Santa Fe- Atchison Topeka in 1881; the Tocas and Pacific and the Galveston, 
Harrisburg, and San Antonio in 1883. Records of the National Catholic Welfare 
Conference. Special Collections, University Library, University of Texas at El Paso, Box 
1. During the eaily 1930s, as the Great Depression deepened, Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans confi-onted strong pressures to leave the United States. Several cities, for 
example, passed laws barring the employment of immigrants. As a result, U. S- bom 
Mexicans increasingly sought documentation of their births, leading one New Mexico 
priest to complain in 1933 that the church had received over 200 requests for baptismal 
certificates the previous year. 

 ̂El Paso Times, May 17, 1902, p. 2 quoted in Garcia, Desert Immigrants, 38. 

The five percent figure was arrived at by adding the total number of males under sbcteen 
and females under ^een and dividing this number by the total number shipped. 
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When in April of 1910, Cirilio Curiel testified before a Board of Special Inquiry, he 

reported having worked on the railroads b^ore, including more than a year in Kansas in 

1908. He had since returned to Mmco and was seeking readmission to the United States 

with his two teenaged sons, eighteen-year-old Pedro and sixteen-year-old Daniel. The 

three had previously worked for the railroads and hoped to work again for the Santa Fe. 

In &ct, Cirilio af5rmed that he would put his sons to "work on the railroad with the pick 

and shovel." He had been promised $1.50 a day. The wage was relatively generous. 

The Dillingham Commission had reported that the previous year only 5.3 percent of 

Mexican railroad workers earned that amount. The great majority, the Commission 

found, earned less than $1.25 per day. Cleo&s Calleros remembered his days as a 

teenage messenger boy with the Santa Fe Railroad. "I worked seven days a week, fi-om 7 

a. m. to 8 p.m. every day. No coffee break, no vacation, no time and a half None of that 

nonsense. And I got paid $30 a month, which was dam good pay. Thirty dollars in 1912 

was very, very good money." 

Children in agricultural emplovment 

As the railroads expanded, so did agriculture. Better transportation linked 

agricultural producers with potential maiicets. On both sides of the border, conmiercial 

agricultural grew in importance. Between 1900 and 1930, the number of persons 

"Statement of Track Laborers by Labor Agents, Shipments to States, By months. By 
sexes, under and over 16 for June, July, August, September and October, 1911 , INS, 
Mexican Immigration, reel 2. 

"Meeting of the Board of Special Inquiry in the OfiSce of the Supervising Inspector, El 
Paso, Texas," April 26,1910, INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 2. 

GaidsL, Desert Immigrants, 91. 

^ Calleros, transcript no. 157, lOH, UTEP. 
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working in agricuhure in the Ju^ez valley tripled as government policies encouraged the 

creation of ejidos (communal lands), and facilitated loans to fanners for machinery and 

buildings. Enrique Acevedo recaUed "sembrados de alial&, de uva, de trigo, de maiz" 

C*fields of al£d^ grape, wheat, and com") in his reminiscences of Cd. Juvez in the early 

years of the twentieth century. On the U. S. side of the border, the passage of the 

Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902 brought irrigation projects to the Southwest desert 

which encouraged the growth of labor intensive agriculture such as grape and orange 

production in California and cotton in Texas. As the following statistics show, 

vegetable production increased substantially in Texas and California between 1900 and 

1930. 

Table 2: U. S. vegetable production ** 

Tecas 1900 177,405 acres $ 7,677,249 value 

1930 275,928 acres $21,878,500 value 

California 1900 117,426 acres $ 7,186,578 value 
1930 398,196 acres $70,392,771 value 

Martinez, Border Boom Town, 61. 

Enrique Acevedo, interviewed by Robert H. Novak, 17, 1974, Transcript no. 
130, IOH,UTEP. 

^ Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow, 4-5. 

** David E. Lorey, ed. United States-Mexico Border Statistics Since 1900 (Los Angeles: 
UCLA Latin American Centa* Publications, 1990), 259. 
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As occurred with the advance of railroads, the acceleration of agricultural 

production and the subsequent jobs which it created acted as magnets, drawing Mexican 

workers to the fields. Like railroad companies, agricultural employers recruited men with 

^milies, hoping to make "woricers less mobile... [and] less prone to move in search of 

better wages and working conditions on others &rms and in nearby towns or cities." 

More so than with railroad work, however, agricultural employers sought out M&dcan 

children as extremely valuable workers. A Texas newspaper reported in 1910 that "Many 

of those [recruited Mexican workers] going into the cotton fields of Texas are 

accompanied by their entire &milies. This is to the liking of the planters, for it is 

maintained that children as a rule will pick as much cotton as the grown-ups." ^ The 

agricultural development which occurred in the Texas-Mexican border region, and the 

Southwest as a whole, with its reliance on low-paid fbnily labor, set the pattern for the 

following decades. 

For Mexicans and Mexican Americans, the definition of agricultural work as both a 

"Mexican" occupation and a "family" affair had wide-ranging and long-lasting 

implications. As late as 1965, the two major El Paso newspapers found it necessary to 

prim warnings directed at local &iners that children under 16 could not work on farms 

during school hours. One article quoted U. S. Department of Labor field ofiBce 

supervisor, John A. Lakeman; "The place for children is in school, not in the fields." 

Emilio Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas. (College Station: Texas 
A & M University Press, 1993), 26. 

Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow, 11. 

El Paso Times, August 22, 1965; EI Paso Times, August 5, \965\ El Paso Herald 
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Historically, however, the reverse was true. Mexican children were more likely to be 

found in the fields than in the classroom. 

Throughout the Southwest, M&dcan children planted, culti'/ated and harvested 

crops to help their femilies survive. Pedro Garda, bom in Arroyo Hondo, New Mexico in 

1903, recalled. 

From the time I was a child I worked at a ranch in Taos, New Mexico... I 
would enter school in October or November and in the spring I would go 
with my parents to work plantii^ beets and potatoes. I was paid seven 
cents a sack. I never attended a whole school year because my whole 
^mily had to go to work. ^ 

Garcia's story was lived and relived by generations of Mexican children on both sides of 

the border. 

Mexican children were drawn not only into the fields with their parents, but onto 

the road where they became part of a seasonal migrant stream. In 1941, Selden C. 

Menefee, a government researcher, could write that the "problem of migratory agricultural 

labor., is by no means new." Thirty years earlier, the Dillingham Conmiission had 

pointed out both the motivation behind and the problems assodated with using children as 

laborers on farms. 

To sodety, this body of children, leaving school a month before the year 
closes and coming back after school opens, presents a problematical aspect. 

Post, August 5, 1965. Located in El Paso Public Library, El Paso Vertical File, "Children-
Employment." 

^ Eutimio Topete and Jerry Gonz^ez, Recordar es Vivir (Berkel^ Editorial Justa 
Publications, Inc., 1978), 31. 

Selden C. Menef^ Mexican Migratory Wm-kers of South Texas (Washington, D. C.: 
United States Government Printii^ Office, 1941), be. 
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Certainly much intellectual ground is lost, and whether the country air, the 
free life, the good food, and the summer outing add more piQ^sically than 
they retard intellectually and perhaps morally, is a question... To the parent 
this &niily migration is a real economic necessity. As has been pointed out, 
the berry picking itinerary is even more a part of his vocation than his odd 
jobs as a day laborer in the city. To make the migration profitable the 
family must go with him, sometimes without him; but the family party 
makes the excursion worth while." ^ 

The Dillingham Commission's conclusions poimed to the importance of agricultural work 

to families. 

Menefee's study, conducted under the auspices of the Federal Works Agency and 

the Works Project Administration, points to the price paid by children who by economic 

necessity entered the labor force. The study investigated the living and working conditions 

of Mexican migratory workers in South Texas. Menefee's findings, especially those 

related to the educational progress of Mexican children in Crystal City, Texas illustrate 

the hardships which Mexican children &ced because of their economic circumstances. 

Menefee discovered a distressingly high illiteracy rate in Zavala county in 1930. In 

his sample of265 Mexican agricultural workers who had come of school age during the 

1920s, eighty four percent had never attended school. Sbc percent had attended part-

time while only ten percent had attended school fiiU-time. This occurred despite the fact 

that compulsory education laws had been enacted years eaiiier. The need to work in 

the fields trapped the children— unable to attend school because their families needed the 

income, the children received little or no education. With no education, as adults in the 

1930sthey were confined to remain in agricultural work. 

^ Dillingham Commission, "Immigrants in Industries," Part 24: Recent Immigrants in 
Agriculture, vol. 2, Senate Document 633,61st Congress, 2d Session: 530 (1911). 

Menefee, Mexican Migratory Workers, 44. 

The average number of school years completed for the cohort who came of school age 
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In turn, succeeding generations of Mexican American children entered agricultural 

work as their parents had before them and the cycle reproduced itself. "Early in April 

each year the first of the beet workers pack their cars with blankets, dishes, clothes, and 

children and head for the beet fields. From that time until late in May a continual stream 

of workers flows northward." 

A 1943 study by the Department of Labor Children's Bureau of the children of 

agricultural workers in Hidalgo County, Texas, an area in the lower Rio Grande Valley of 

Texas bordering Tamaulipas, attests to the durability of this arrangement. The Bureau 

chose the lower Rio Grande Valley border region precisely because "large numbers of 

children were known to be employed as farm laborers." ^ In the 1930s economist Paul 

Taylor reported that "Many of those going into the cotton fields of Texas are 

accompanied by their entire families. This is to the liking of the planters for it is 

maintained that the children, as a rule, will pick as much cotton as the grownups." 

Crystal City, located just fifty miles fi'om the border, in Zavala county, illustrates 

the growth of commercial agriculture in Texas and the Southwest. The town was 

in the 1920s was slightly under three years. See Menefee, Mexican Migratory Workers, 
Tables, 57. 

Mexican Migratory Workers, 19. 

" Amber Warburton, Helen Wood, and Marian M. Crane, The Work and Welfare of 
Children of Agricultural Laborers in Hidalgo County, Texas (Washington, D. C.; U. S. 
Department of Labor Children's Bureau Publication, 1943), 3. This publication is 
particularly intriguing in its endorsement of child labor as "vitally important" because of 
the war-induced labor shortage. The problem, according to the study, was not that 
children were woridng in agriculture but rather that the work was not supervised with the 
children's best interests at heart. Rather, the "conditions [were] determined by customary 
employment practices, without regard to their needs as children." (1) 

" Paul Taylor quoted in Ronald B. Taylor, Sweatshops in the Sun: Child Labor on the 
Farm (Boston; Beacon Press, 1973), 12. 
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comprised of "only a few houses and tents" until 1914 when extensive irrigation made 

spinach and vegetable growing highly profitable. Over the course of a decade and a half^ 

growers recruited Mexican workers fi'om across the border in large numbers. By 1926, 

the Mexican origin population of Crystal City was sufBciently large enough that growers 

no longer needed to bring workers fi'om across the border. Rather, they could now 

depend on a stable labor supply of Medcan families who returned each winter fi-om their 

migratory travels to woric in Texas' Wnter Garden region. ^ 

The labor of children within this system of ^mflywork varied by crop. By the 

late 1930s, more than one in ten spinach workers was a child under the age of 14. While 

this represented a higher percentage than in beets, a larger number of children worked the 

cotton fields. " Earlier on, child labor had been a common sight in the sugar-beet fields. 

"In 1920, among Michigan beet workers, over two thirds of all children aged 6 to 16 

worked in the fields. Most of them had started doing field labor before they were 10. In 

1922, 800 beet workers out of2,247 studied, or 36 percent, were under 16. By 1933 

only 13 percem of the country's beet woricers were under 16." Beet growers, like 

other &rmers, found it profitable to feed and house families. The work of children more 

than ofiset the increased cost. ^ The presence of children in the fields remained a constant 

despite the variance in numbers and the changing crops. It is telling that when the Texas 

House of Representatives considered the passage of a child labor law in 1903, a bill which 

was supported by the Texas Federation of Labor and the State Teacher's Association, the 

^ Menefee, Mexican Migratory Workers, 3. 

Ibid., 19. 

^^Ibid., 26. 

Ibid., 26. 
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bill did not protect children working in agriculture. ^ 

Children in urban labor 

Although agricultural work represented the dominant form of employment for 

M&dcan children, urban areas also provided an array of possibilities. City children found 

survival required them to be creative. Geronimo Lejrva recalled a variety of jobs he held 

after his mother withdrew him from school. " "You have to work to help the family 

support itself" she had told him. At age seven, he began working at a dairy, helping 

deliver milk. He was not paid with money but with milk. When the Spanish flu epidemic 

hit in 1918, he stopped working until he recovered from the influenza. He then began 

work at a bakery where he was paid a dollar a week and aU the bread he wanted. He 

eventually returned to working at a dairy until the family moved to California where they 

followed the crops. In California, he continued to work at a variety of urban and rural 

jobs, including selling lunches and cleaning a pool hall. " 

In contrast, Enrique Acevedo, who found work after crossing the border with his 

&mily in 1913, maintained a long-time relationship with one employer. His fether, a 

"white collar man" in Mexico, was forced to obtain whatever employment was available to 

support the &mily. Fifteen-year-old Enrique, too, found work. He learned English and 

rose through the company, eventually becoming a buyer and manager of one of the store's 

"Child Labor Bill," San Antonio Express, January 17, 1903, 3. 

Geronimo Leyva, interviewed by Yolanda Leyva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida 
Que se Acuerda Uno Como Un Suefio: Two Oral Ifistories," transcript. May 1978, 
Nettie Lee Benson Ladn American Collection, University of Texas. (My translation.) 
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floors. Acevedo recalled El Paso's "wild" side. 

Recommended by a femily here, I began to work as a delivery boy for the 
White House [a local department store] where I have remained for 61 
years...When I came to El Paso, although I was a child, I began to leam 
thii^, more so because of my work at the White House. The red-light 
district, for ecample, the zone of tolerance it could be called.. There were 
hundreds and hundreds of little houses, one little room n^ to another, 
where there were hundreds of women who sold their affections; they must 
have been the girls who had broken away from the virtuous path. 

As a delivery boy, Acevedo came to know the owners of the city's most elegant brothels. 

Gendered work experiences 

While working to help support their &nilies remained a norm in the early decades 

of the twentieth century, boys and girls found that their work differed in significant ways. 

Although some boys were expected to help with some household chores, a large part of 

housework fell to their sisters. Rodolfo Candelaria recalled. 

I had to come home from school and chop wood, help my mother clean the 
stove, get the ashes out and get ready for supper. I had to run errands...If I 
played, I'd play after doing my homework... A kid used to work in those 
days. ^ 

" Enrique Acevedo, interviewed by Robert H. Novak, May 17, 1974, Transcript no. 130, 
lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) See also Caspar Cordero, interviewed by Richard 
Estrada, July 3, 1975, Transcript no. 195 and Mauricio Cordero, interviewed by Oscar J. 
Martinez, Fd)ruary 15, 1974, Transcript no. 142, lOH, UTEP. 

® Rodolfo Candelaria, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, August 5, 1975, Transcript no. 
414A, lOH, UTEP. 
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The chores which gjris were «q)ected to perform at home were both more varied and 

more time-consuming. Evangeline Hymer found in 1923 that both boys and giiis 

contributed to the family income but, in addition, giris were expected to "to share the 

burden of washing and housewoiic which the mother with her large family finds too great." 

Because of their household obligations, girls attended school less firequently than boys, 

particularly on wash day. ^ Indeed, researcher, Ruth Lucretia Martinez, found in the 

1940s that laundry continued to be a time>consuming tedium. "Wash day in the Mexican 

home is a day of drudgery. For most families it means the lighting of a fire in the yard, the 

heating of water in the old-^hioned galvanized tub, the use of a rubbing board, and 

clouds of steam followed by back-aches fi'om the labor expended on dirty overalls and the 

play clothes of the children." " 

In her 1921 sample of thirty-five Mexican families in Los Angeles, Alice Culp 

found that almost two-thirds of the children worked in the home, doing housework and 

caring for younger children. "The treatment of the children by their parents is shown also 

by the work the children have to do about the house." ^ She reported that children as 

young as five worked in the home. She also reported that older children taking care of 

younger siblings, "take them to school with them where there is a nursery for them." " 

Such heavy family responsibilities had serious consequences. Culp worried that 

children forced to work at home, particularly daughters who were obligated to do 

housework before and after school, would miss out on the benefits of "wholesome 

" Hymer, "A Study of the Social Attitudes," 37. 

" Ruth Lucretia Martinez, "The Unusual Mexican: A Study in Acculturation," (Thesis, 
Claremont Collies, 1942), 37. 

" Culp, "A case study," 38. 

"Ibid, 38. 
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recreation." ^ 

Girl's work, despite its significance, was largely invisible work. Carried out within 

the confines of the home and considered "fi'ee" labor, girls' work was less visible than that 

of their brothers. Furthermore, their work allowed their brothers to attend school more 

frequently. But younger girls also worked in the home in order to allow their older sisters 

to work outside the home. In their 1943 study of the children of agricultural woiicers, the 

Children's Bureau of the Department of Labor found that the '̂ ys in the study were 

employed more frequently than the girls, owing, no doubt, to the &ct that giris were often 

assigned to care for the home and younger children in order to release others in the family 

for work." While girls as a whole were employed outside the home in fewer numbers than 

boys, the difiference was greatest among girls under fourteen. "That the younger girls were 

often assigned to household chores, in order to permit their older sisters with greater 

earning power to work in the fields, perhaps accounts for this difference." ® 

On both sides of the border, Mexican girls found that doing domestic work was 

a daily experience for them. A 1933 biography of Pancho Villa points to the bleak fimire 

of Villa's sister. 

Soon Mariana, his sister, adolescent at twelve— as are the girls of her race-
- also perforce becomes indentured a servant at the hacienda ... The price 
of her young life is a peso a week, and occasionally a cast-off frock kicked 
from the smart feet of the hacendado's daughter. ^ 

^Ibid, 50. 

^ Amber Warburton, Helen Wood, and Marian M. Crane. The Work and Welfare of 
Children of Afficultural Laborers in Hidalgo County. Texas. (Washington, D. C.: U. S. 
E>epartment of Labor Children's Bureau Publication, 1943), 21. 

Edgcumb Pinchon. Viva Villa! A Recovery of the Real Pancho Villa. (New Yoiic 
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1933), 13. Villa is bom on July 7, 1878 outside of an 
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The situation was not exaggerated. Epifanio Garcia Antonio recalled that at age ten 

ctdldren went to work for hacendados. Only the children of the rich attended school. 

Yet, the poor were happy, he remembered. "They are happy because they have never 

known another kind of life; th^ are poor because their parents were poor, and the 

parents of their parents never knew anything but poverty." " 

The transcripts of the Immigration and Naturalization Service provide a glimpse of 

the conditions among chfld domestics on the Mexican side of the border. In August of 

1917, Albertina Velasquez applied for temporary admittance to the United States. 

Accompanying her were her fourteen-year-old brother, Luis, who was destined for school 

in Baja California, and her fourteen-year-old servant, Altagracia Olvera. Olvera was an 

orphan (three years) who had worked for Velasquez for over a year. In return, she 

received monthly wages of $3, clothing, soap "to keep clean with," and room. Olvera, 

whom immigration inspectors described as "of the better class of Mexicans," was on her 

way to join her husband in Ensenada, Mexico. He owned a ranch and a mine. When 

inspectors asked Olvera about her employment, she related that after her parems' death, 

she had lived with a family friend who eventually took her to a woman who placed her as a 

servant with Velasquez. Olvera testified that Velasquez "has taken charge of me forever, I 

expect to remain with her. •* ^ 

hacienda in Durango. fSs &ther died either in 1885 or 1890. 

Epifanio Garcia Antonio, "Remembranza de mi pueblo," in A//pueblo durante la 
revolucidn^ vol. 2; 169. (My translation.) 



171 

Similarly, in July 1917, eleven-year-old Constancia Castillo applied for admission 

to the United States before a Board of Special Inquiry at Laredo. She testified that she 

was the servant of Lucinda Saunders who had been admitted the previous day. 

Constancia declared that she had been turned back at that time "because my head was not 

clean." Constancia was an orphan. "I only have grandparents," she told inspectors. Both 

the girl and Saunders stated that Constancia had worked as a servant for six years. 

Lucinda Saunders declared that "This child's parents died when she was about 4 years old. 

There were several in the &mily. The grandparents left this child with me and the others 

in different femilies." She did not receive wages. "No, I just take care of her— give her 

clothes and meals and I send her to school." Saunders told inspectors that they were 

entering the United States to go to San Antonio on a pleasure tiip. "I look upon her as 

an adopted child, and wherever I go this child goes with me." ^ 

Young people sometimes turned to domestic work in order to purchase goods for 

themselves. Esther Leyva recalled that as a child in El Paso in the 1920s, she worked 

washing dishes for her neighbors in order to buy cloth to make her clothes. The middle-

class femily had fled Chihuahua during the Revolution and her fether would not allow his 

daughters to work outside the home. With the approval of her oldest sister, she woiiced 

for twenty cents a day, coming home just before her &ther returned firom woric. 

^ "In the Matter of Velasquez, Albertina et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Castillo, Constancia," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

Esther L^rva, interviewed by Yolanda Leyva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida 
Que se Acuerda Uno Como Un Suefio: Two Oral IBstories," transcript. May 1978, 
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American fears 

Americans both feared that Mexican children would work and that they would 

become charges of the state. They both feared that children would not attend school and 

that they would. The contradictory fears manifested themselves in many ways. They are 

evident in the questions asked by Immigration inspectors. In the 1910s Immigration 

Inspectors consistently asked three kinds of questions of the children who asked to come 

to the United States and to the adults who accompanied them. Who would support the 

child? Had the child ever worked for wages and would the child work for wages in the 

United States? Had the child ever been to school and would the child go to school as 

required by American law? 

One case, that of nine-year-old Carolina Figueroa, whom immigration inspectors 

interviewed in 1917 in Nogales, Arizona, crystallized the issues which lay at the core of 

American attitudes towards and fears ova* Mexican children. Figueroa had been living 

with an uncle and aunt, the Ruibales, in Nogales, Arizona for several months, attending 

school. After a week and a half visit to Mexico, she applied for readmission to the United 

States. Figueroa's father was dead and her mother was a widow who lived with her own 

mother in Mraco. According to the girl's uncle, Figueroa's mother "has nothing coming 

to her, and just lives with her folks there." She could not contribute to the giri's 

upbringing. The girl's brother, Carlos, lived with his paternal grandparents in Los Angeles. 

Immigration ofBcials cleariy worried that the girl might become a public charge. Several 

times inmiigration inspectors asked uncle Teofilo Ruibal whether he had the means and 

Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, Univer^ of Texas. 
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desire to support the child. They questioned whether he was a "man of sufficient means to 

be able to take care of this little girl." Ruibal answered that he was. 

As the interrogaticn continued, immigration inspectors asked how long Ruibal 

intended to send Carolina to school. He answered that he hoped his niece would become 

a teacher. "Would you be willing to put up a bond that you will keep this child in school 

until she is sixteen years of age and provide for her and clothe her?" He answered yes, he 

would "do whatever is necessary, just to treat the girl as if she is my own daughter." 

Ruibal had testified that, although Carolina was his wife's niece, he enjoyed providing for 

her. "She calls me 'papa'," he testified. He would not consider adopting her, however, 

since her mother still lived. 

One of the concerns which comes across most clearly in the interrogation is 

Carolina's work experirace. "Does this girl do any woric at all for anybody else, outside of 

your home, as a nurse girl, taking care of children, or any work for w^es?" immigration 

inspectors asked her uncle. "Will it be necessary for her to go out and work while she is 

going to school?" The answer to both questions was "no". In the end, Carolina was 

readmitted to the United States, the inspectors noting that her uncle and aunt were "well 

known to this office," and that Ruibal "is a veiy well educated man of the better class, 

holding a good position." " 

Another case illustrates the importance of networks of ^mily and fiiends in the 

lives of children. In the ^ of 1917, a prosperous American civil engineer, Edward 

Parsons, brought Rufina Molar, aged fisurteen, fi-om Mexico City to Laredo, Texas. The 

" "In the Matter of Figueroa, Carolina," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 9. 

™ Ibid. 

" Ibid 
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two were on their way to New York City. According to Parsons, "his object in taking the 

child... to New Yoric... [was] to educate her, put her in school on arrival there, the same as 

the rest of the children." Rufina's story is compelling. She had lived with the Parson's 

family for ten years, "helping [Mrs. Parsons] do the house work." Her mother had died 

when Rufina was very small and her fether had remarried. Her stepmother, according to 

the testimony of Rufina, Parsons, and other witnesses had mistreated the girl. Rufina 

testified that her stepmother had treated her "very badly and she was mean... aU the time." 

As a sickly four-year-old, Rufina had been given to the Parsons by her own &ther, a long

time employee of the family. In feet, her fether had not been heard fi-om for over four 

years. Parsons declared that Rufina had not worked as a servant. Rather, he stated, she 

had done "nothing more than a own child of mine. Not in the sense as a house servant, 

but as she was the oldest, she would naturally look out for the others." The document is 

fiill of contradictions regarding the exact status of th# young girl. The immigration 

inspectors listed her as a "servant', yet Parsons' testimony as weU as that of others stated 

that she was "a member of the family." ™ 

Finally, the story of the Salazar brothers demonstrates the extent to which Mexican 

youth internalized the heavy responsibilities which had been placed on their shoulders 

because of economic need. In October of 1917, seventeen-year-old Francisco Salazar and 

his ten-year-old brother, Antonio, crossed from Nogales, Sonora to Nogales, Arizona. 

They were returning from a short visit to Mazatlan where Francisco had gone to seek 

work. He found that he could get work in Mexico which paid from $1 to $ 1.50 per day. 

According to Salazar, a room would cost fifty cents, the price «f one meal. He soon 

decided that he was better off in the United States. Francisco had lived in the United 

" "In the Matter of Molar, Rufina," INS, Mexican Immigration reel 9. 
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States since 1910, his young brother since 1915. Both lived with their aunt and uncle in 

Fresno, California. The two were orphans. He had brought his young brother with him 

"Because he had nobody over there, and I was the only brother, so it is just as well that I 

take care of him, for there is nobody else to do it in Mexico." The two had lived with 

their aunt and uncle, the Ambrosialis. Arriving in the United States again, the Salazars 

had no money. Francisco, however, had made arrangements to travel with a crew of 

laborers to the Spreckles Sugar Company, where he would work. "It won't cost me 

anything to get there, and they will feed me and my little brother on the road, and then I 

am going to work for this company... until I get enough money to go to Fresno, where I 

know I can get a job again with the same company that I worked for before." Francisco 

had been working in an ice-plant and packing house and "in the street, in the sewer" where 

he earned $2.75 for eight hours work. When inspectors asked why he didn't simply ask his 

aunt to send money, he replied; 

Listen, now, I want to tell you something. She has already sent down 
there and brought me up with the aum that time. Then she sent down and 
brought my brother up, and then she helped me and taught me a whole 
lot, educated me and done a whole lot for me, and I don't feel as if I would 
like to ask anything more of her now, especially since I have learned 
enough to take care of myself^ and since I have gotten older and bigger and 
able to support myself. I would really be ashamed of myself to ask 
anything more of her. She has done more for me than even parents do for 
their children sometimes. " 

Conclusions 

The labor of Mexican children was a significant, although largely invisible, part of 

the economic development of the Southwest. As Mexican children immigrated to the 

^ "In the Matter of Salazar, Francisco et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 9. 
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Southwest, they brought Avith them both work experience and the need to work for wages. 

Their work, both urban and rural, made economic development possible by increasing 

profits for their employers and supplementing &mily income. Employers willingly 

accepted them as a new group of workers. Employers recruited family work groups in 

agriculture and encouraged men to travel with their families in railroad work. 

Schools, meanwhile, sought ways to reconcile the new idea that education was for 

everyone with the idea that Mexicans were valuable only as workers. As school systems 

sought to work out the solution to this contradiction, they tailored education to teaching 

Mexican children how to be better, more efiGcient workers. Children's experiences in 

school and in the work place redefined each other continually. Often absent from school 

because of work obligations, children grew into adults with very limited education. With 

limited education, their opportunities and wage potential were limited. This in turn often 

created a situation where their children had to work as well. This cycle continued well 

into the twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER VI 

INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION: MEXICAN CHILDREN AND SOCIAL SERVICES 
ALONG THE BORDER 

The griiming crowd.. .dull[ed] her finer sensibilities far more 
seriously than her little body suffered. 

~ El Paso Herald, August 18, 1916 

Introduction 

In August of 1916, a twelve-year-old Mexican girl appeared in an El Paso court 

room. The girl, "with short skirts, hair in 'pigtails' and big, brown, fiightened eyes," was 

to testify against a "nervous youth" who had sexually assaulted her. Accordmg to the 

newspaper account, the young man had promised the child new dolls, a trip to the movies, 

and a job where she would earn $40 a month. After gaining her trust, the young man 

took her to a house where the attack occurred. The child was visibly apprehensive. She 

knew no English and the crowd in the courtroom did not appear sympathetic. The 

newspaper concluded that having to testify to the details of her attack, in fi'ont of who the 

newspaper characterized as a "grinnii^ crowd" had "dull[ed] her finer sensibilities ^ 

more seriously than her little body suffered." ' This painiiil glimpse into one day in the life 

' El Paso Herald, August 18, 1916, 14. 
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of an unfortunate child represents the harsh reality of many Mexican children who were 

forced to interact with public institutions along the border. 

In times of need, Mexican children often found themselves less than welcomed by 

social service agencies, courts, and other institutions. Although many institutions, 

particularly those which were church-aflBliated, became more receptive to the needs of 

Mexican children as the twentieth century wore on, progress was sporadic. Mexican 

children often found themselves excluded, viewed as "unworthy" of assistance or blamed 

for their situations. Whether they were assisted or not, Mexicans and Mexican American 

children became important in the way social services defined themselves along the border. 

As the nineteenth century ended and the twentieth century began, both Mexico and 

the United States turned their eyes towards the welfare of their children. Although 

agencies and organizations dealing with the well-being of children had long histories in 

both nations, the new century brought with it an unprecedented understanding of the 

importance of nurturing and protecting society's most vuberable people. ^ Mexican 

children, however, rarely benefited from this new-found understanding. On the Mexican 

side, insufiScient resources limited the growth of social service agencies. On the American 

side, racial prejudices and stereotypes closed the door to many Mexican children in need. 

^ For a histoiy of Mexican charitable organizations and institutions focusing on chOdren 
see the 1935 report to the Seventh Pan-American Congress of the Child. Romulo 
Velasco Ceballos, El nifio mexicano cmte la caridady el estado (Mraco: 193S). 
Ceballos, who wrote the study under his title as presidente de Ux junta cbrectiva de kt 
ben^cencia publico en el D. /^.[president of the board of directors of public welfare in 
Mraco City], began by examining briefly the Aztec view of children, carrying his study 
forward to the Restored Republic and into the twentieth century. 



179 

Sodal welfare in Mexico 

Mexico traces its history of child welfare institutions back to the colonial period. 

When Emperor Carlos V ordered, in 1503, the establishment of hospitals for both 

indigenous and Spanish peoples in the Americas, he initiated a process which resulted in 

the creation of various institutions geared at subjecting indigenous peoples to Spanish 

control, inclu(&ig schools for Indian children. Within the first decade of the conquest, a 

cuna or orphanage had been established in Medco City by D. Vasco de Quiroga, an Oidor 

de la Audiencia, after he learned that many Indian children were found drowned in the 

acequias or canals of the city. Mothers, driven by the extreme poverty and desperation 

emerging in the eariy years of the Spanish conquest, preferred to save their children fi-om 

sufifering by killing them. These institutions also served the population of mestizos which 

was already growing. ^ With this b^inning, social services ^encies were concentrated in 

central Modco throughout the colonial and early national periods. 

During the Porfiriato, northern M^co began to see its first charitable institutions. 

In Chihuahua, for example, Juan Terrazas initiated the founding of an asylum for 

homeless children. The home believed that these children could be saved from lives of 

degradation and crime through education. * Mirroring the progressive belief on the 

' CAdSHos, El nifio mexicanô  18-19. 

Daniel Cosio Vill^;as and Mois^ Gonz^ez Navarro, Historia Modema de Mexico (El 
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American side in education, Mexican institutions also looked to education as the salvation 

of potentially dangerous children. A lack of governmental resources greatly limited the 

growth of such institutions and, on the Mexican side, children and families were left 

largely to fend for themselves. On the American side of the border, a similar situation 

existed. The lack of a Mexican middle-class on the U.S. side meant that Mexican children 

were often excluded because of anti-Mexican sentiments. 

Important issues in the development of social services 

In exploring the relationships between Mexican children and various public 

institutions, several players become key to the story. The local charitable community, 

often comprised of members of local business and political elite circles, were often the 

initial organizers of social ser>aces programs on the American side of the border. In 

addition, professional social workers began to move to the border in the early twentieth 

century, often coming from the north and bringing with them eq)erience with European 

immigrants. By the 1920s, the nascent Mexican middle class began organizing on behalf 

of children as well. Finally, schools and churches were important bases for social services 

as well, although their participation in assisting Mexican children varied. 

In exploring the relationship between these diverse groups and Mexican children, it 

becomes clear that underiying each effort to help children was the issue of control. 

Porfiriato): La Vida Social (Mexico; Editorial Hermes, 1970- 2nd. ed.), 522 



181 

Mexican children were particularly suspect and perceived as particularly in need of 

control. They were, aiter all, children, who were not yet shaped into responsible beings. 

Secondly they were Mexican, and therefore, not totally trustworthy. Thirdly, they were 

on the border, a r^on which made them appear more dangerous because it was a 

dangerous region. Added to the perception of increased danger were the assumptions 

underlying the creation of welfare agencies. According to historian Linda Gordon, the 

survival of democracy required children to become "educated, self-controlled, 

disciplined."' If Medcan parents could not or would not take the responsibility for 

teaching their children self-control and discipline, social welfare agencies often claimed 

that authority. In addition, the connection between social services and low-paid work was 

often clear. ® A "good" workforce was a disciplined work force. Since Mexicans were 

welcomed for their potential as workers, discipline became doubly important. And no 

where did social workers, churches, charities, and law enforcement agencies see a greater 

need than in the most populated Mexican neighborhood along the border. El Paso's 

Chihuahuita 

' Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled: Single Mothers and the History of Welfare 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts; Harvard University Press, 1994), 85. 

® Frances Fox Piven, Regulating the Poor; The Functions of Public Welfare (New Yoik, 
Pantheon Books, 1971), 128. 
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Living conditions in Chihuahuita 

Living conditions in Chihuahuita reflected the poverty and limited opportunities 

available to the Mexican population on the U.S. side of the border. The neighboriiood 

grew up along the Rio Grande river, literally on the border, in the late nineteenth century. 

Mexicanos lived in overcrowded tenements with no indoor plumbing. The streets lacked 

paving and city sanitation services. And the neighborhood could claim the highest in&nt 

mortality rate in the United States. ^ As a consequence of these conditions, Chihuahuita 

was frequently the focus of public attention, although not always the beneficiary of public 

action. In El Paso's City Plan of 1925, the south El Paso neighborhood of Chihuahuita 

was described as "an eyesore, unhealthflil and a disgrace to the city..." The report called 

for the building of community centers and vocational schools in the area. * Chihuahuita, 

and all of south El Paso, had been a matter of concern to the city since the 1910s. The 

area along the Rio Grande was first inhabited in the 1840s when jacales and adobe homes 

were built by Chihuahuenses seeking safety from Caches. As early as the 1880s, an El 

Paso newspaper. The Lonestar, complained that the area was a danger to the health of El 

' See Mario T. Garcia, Desert Immigrants: The Mexicans of El Paso, 1880-1920 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1981) for a fuller description of living conditions in 
Chihuahuita. 

* El Paso Mayor and City Council, The City Plan of EJ Paso, Texas (1925), 14. 
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Pasoans. In 1910, refugees from the M&dcan Revolution swelled the barrio's population 

and tenements were built to house to growing Mexican population. ^ As the population 

grew and tenements were built with little or no regulation, the physical infrastructure 

began to deteriorate. In 1913 the city condemned several homes in Chihuahuita. The 

following year the city condemned twenty houses with a total of 100 rooms. 

The neighborhood was the most densely populated area in town and inhabited 

almost entirely by Mexicans and Mexican Americans. The report wem as &r to say that 

Chihuahuita should be provided "every modem facility of city life" while conserving "the 

foreign spirit, the exotic charm of un&miliar customs, and some distinction of aspect." 

The city commission conjectured that this section of the city might, some day in the future, 

provide a model for towns south of the border, in the interior of Mexico. " 

In 1915, as the city studied living conditions in the area, one of the investigators. 

Dr. B. L. Arms was quoted as saying, "Your first big problem is the Mexican condition 

and the unsanitary tenement houses that abound throughout the southern part of the 

city." By then the area had been an area of concern for years. Two years earlier, the 

' El Paso Times, February 21, 1993, 6A. Fred Morales, "Dates and Events in 
Chihuahuita History," located in the El Paso Public Library, EI Paso Vertical Files, 
"Chihuahuita." 

El Paso Department of Planning. "Working Notes for a History of South El Paso After 
1900" (March 1966) , 28. 

" El Paso Mayor and City Council, The City PUm of El Paso. Texas ^925), 48-50. 

Paso//era/</, September 23, 1915, 6. 
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same newspaper reported that EI Paso's board of health was "continuing [its work] on 

unsanitary houses in the southern portion of the city." The city council had condemned 

several houses in the area but alderman W. S. Clayton reported that the residents were too 

poor to leave their condemned homes. It was because of these conditions that 

reformers, social workers, and others turned their view to this south El Paso 

neighborhood, and particularly, to the children grovnng up in Chihuahuita. 

Progressive reformers alone the border 

As the twentieth century began. El Paso began to view itself as a modem city, 

concerned with the welfare of its citizens. El Paso's charitable conmnmity was inhabited 

by both Anglo men and women who were tied to El Paso's professional and business class. 

They were overwhehningly Protestant. When the Associated Charities report of 1927 

asserted that charitable work was a "mandatory obligation of citizenship" it reflected the 

world view of El Paso's local reformers. El Paso's reformers perceived their work 

among the "less fortunate" was an obligation, and they constantly sought out the most 

"modem methods" to carry out this work. Olga Kohlberg described the Charity Union, 

founded in 1903 as a "chanty clearing-house," employing "modem methods of social 

work." Beginning in the first decade of the century. El Paso's charities began employing 

El Paso Herald, September 18, 1913, 5. 
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professional social workers, mostiy from northern urban areas to carry out the work. 

Significantly, the social workers often came with very different attitudes than the local 

Anglo community regarding the Mexican community. " 

In 1909, Francis H. McLean of the Russell Sage Foundation arrived in El Paso to 

meet with members of the Woman's Charity Association. The Association had been 

founded in 1902 to provide non-church relief to El Paso's "worthy." The 1909 meeting 

focused on the situation of El Paso. Of particular interest was its proximity to M&dco and 

its Mexican population who were characterized as living in extremely poor conditions but 

willing to work to improve their lives. " Ironically, the social workers who arrived in El 

Paso from distant cities were often more open to the Mexican population than the local 

reformers. 

Like the reformers in Gordon's 1994 study of "welfere" in the United States, El 

Paso's reformers were largely white women from prosperous &milies. And like Gordon's 

Associated Charities newsletter, 1927. Located in the El Paso Vertical Files, 
"Associated Charities," El Paso Central Public Library. 

Mrs. Olga Kohlberg, "History of Charity Organizations in El Paso, Texas." Typewritten 
manuscript located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso Vertical Files, "Charities--
(£stoiy to 1933," 1. The Russell Sage Foundation was estabh'shed by Margaret Olivia 
Sage in 1907 for "the improvement of social and living conditions in the United States." 

Kohlberg, "Mstory of Charity Organizations in El Paso, Tocas," 1. 

" Helen Rainey, "A Kstory of Organized Welfare in EI Paso, 1892-1948" (M-A. thesis, 
Tecas Western College of the University of Texas, 1949), 30. 
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reformers they often "expressed a consciousness that the United States was in a social 

crisis created in large part by the new immigration. The survival of the democratic 

republic seemed to depend on turning the new immigrants into democratic citizens-

educated, self-controlled, disciplined." In northern cities, European immigrants were 

the focus for these reformers and social workers. The social woilcers who arrived on the 

border carried with them their experiences with European immigrants. 

In her 1925 "History of Charity Organizations in El Paso, Texas," Olga Kohlberg 

traces the development of non-denominational charitable organizations beginning with the 

creation of the Ladies' Benevolent Association in 1892. According to Kohlberg, in "the 

year 1908... the Community awoke to a realization of the danger to the City of the 

tuberculosis situation." El Paso drewmanytuberculars because of its dry climate. 

Interestingly, Kohlberg mentions a "Miss Valdez" who worked among El Paso's Mexican 

population, following up on their appointments with the Health League's Clinic and 

"educating them to live in a more sanitary way." Her monthly salary of $30 was paid by 

Felix Martinez "and a group of Mexicans." 

In her study of social services in El Paso, Kohlberg mentions only one other 

Mexican woman, Mrs. Jacobo Blanco, who became the second president of the Woman's 

Charity Association. The Association was "the center and main object of her life. Gentle, 

wise, tolerant— she guided it, always helped by General Blanco with advice and generous 

Linda Gordon, Pitied But Not Entitled, 85. 

Kohlberg, "History of Charity Organizations in EI Paso, Texas," 2-3. 
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gifts and by their charming daughter. Rose." ^ 

Charitable organizations along the border were ^ctremely race conscious. The 

Woman's Charity Association (which later became the Associated Chanties) was credited 

with ""saving" the County Hospital from its "imspeakable condition." According to 

Kohlberg, the "worst finding" was that "White women patients were nursed and ill-treated 

by a male Negro employee." 

Charitahle nrtraniyatinn*; alnng the border 

In March 1908 a group of representatives from religious and charitable 

organizations and local government officials met to discuss the possibility of creating a 

United Charity as existed in other American cities. County Conmiissioner S. J. 

Freudenthal asserted that "twenty years before all the M&dcans took care of themselves." 

Approximately 100 Mexicans were receiving aid from the County when the organizational 

meeting took place. The various agencies scrabbled over funds, and the United Charity 

never got underway. ^ 

The following year, 1909, Grace Franklin, a graduate of the New York Training 

School of Nursing, arrived in El Paso in order to head the Health League. In many ways, 

^ Kohlberg, "History of Charity Organizations in EI Paso, Texas," 3. 

IbicL, 4-5. 
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Franklin represented a "typical" reformer. Uimiarried and educated, she was assisted by a 

"Miss Bearhope" with whom she later lived in a South side settlement house. Describing 

their life at the settlement house. Franklin wrote. 

We had to forego a few comforts but in their place we have the satisfaction 
of knowing that we are ever within call. The poor, distressed mother, with 
her dying baby, knows that she can find us at any hour of the day and night 
and she avails herself of the privilege... They feel I have become one of 
them and they are more firiencfiy. I had rather have a little hand waved at 
me and hear them call "My Americano' than be greeted by the most 
prominem person in the world. To live among the poor is as privilege to 
be envied. ^ 

Franklin's tenure at the Health League was short-lived. By April of 1910, she had 

resigned and soon after the work of the Health League was turned over to the County. 

Within a week of her resignation, however. Franklin addressed the Woman's Charity 

Association regarding the need to instruct mothers, Mexican mothers in particular, in the 

proper care of their in&nts. This goal reflected a harsh reality. El Paso's Mexican 

population had the highest infant mortality rate in the United States. After assuming the 

directorship of the Woman's Charity Association, Franklin opened the School for Mothers 

in the basement of a County building. There mothers were taught how to care for babies, 

provided with milk, and also placed in a sewing class. ^ Although both Franklin and 

^ Rainey, "A Ifistoiy of Organized Welfere in El Paso, 1892-1948," 26. 

^ Ibid., 33-34. (See original article in El Paso Times, September 7, 1911.) 

Ibid., 22-23. 

Ibid, 32. 
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Bearhope resigned in November of 1911, they had set a precedent. ^ Mexican mothers, 

and fixture mothers, would be an on-going focus of philanthropic efiforts. 

By the 1920s Aoy School was lauded by the El Paso Herald as "the only school in 

Texas that has a class for little mothers'..." According to the article, 33 young girls were 

taught how to care for babies in the hopes that they would take this training home with 

them. "What a idling off in in^t mortality there would be if this instruction could find 

lodging in every household in El Paso, especially in the thickly congested sections where 

foreign population predominates," wrote the paper. " 

The Associated Charities 

In 1914, the Woman's Charity Association emerged as the Associated Charities. 

In November of 1915, the board of directors hired J. B. Gwin to head the work of the 

Association. Gwin had worked in Paterson, New Jersey where his clients were both urban 

and largely immigrant. He urged that social workers try to understand the Mexican 

"viewpoint" in order to woric successfiiUy with them. ^ Despite this beginning, the agency 

was to spend the next several decades disassociating itself fi-om the Mexican community. 

^ Quoted in RainQr, "A History of Organized Welfare in El Paso," 36. 

" El Paso Herald, April 28, 1923, 27. 

^ Rain^, "A History of Organized Welfere in El Paso," 43. 
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Throughout the 1920s, the Associated Charities portrayed itself as an agency 

which provided services for "American" femilies. In their 1926 and 1929 reports, for 

ecample, the agency continued to report that the majority of their requests came from 

"American" femilies. ® The 1925 report responded to the "accusation" that they were an 

agency for Mexicans—pointing out that such an opinion was a lack of information. In 

1926 the agency reported that it was interested in the "American question" rather than the 

"Mexican question." By the late 1920s and early 1930s, the number of Mexican families 

receiving aid from Associated Charities declined in relation to Anglo American families. 

Church-affiliated agencies 

From the late nineteenth century onward, various Protestant denominations 

demonstrated interest in the living conditions of border Mexicanos. Methodists were 

among the pioneers of this movement. In 1898 the Southwest Department of the 

Woman's Home Mission Society in Cincinnati, Ohio sent Mary Tripp to work in South El 

Paso. Tripp's goal was to teach Methodist belief to recently-immigrated Mexican 

immigrants while assisting them in their transition to the United States. Rose Gregory, a 

teacher from Pontiac, \fichigan, was so impressed with the woric when she visited the 

border that she donated $1,000 towards the construction of a permanent &cility. In 1912, 

a brick building was completed with additional financing from the Methodist Mission 

^ Rain^, "A I£stoiy of Organized Welfare in El Paso," 56. 
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Board. The settlement house provided heahh care as well as homemaking classes for 

girls, manual training classes for boys, and kindergarten for the younger children. By the 

late 1920s the medical staff was providing classes on infant care to South side Mexican 

mothers. By the 1930s, Mexican women were entering the clinic to deliver their babies. ^ 

The Medcan Community House in South El Paso included a kindergarten, 

cooking and sewing classes. Boy Scout troops and boy's clubs. The settlement house, 

according to its long-time director, Florence Blackwell, "tries to do work which no one 

else is doing." Unlike previous agencies, whose relationships with the Mexican 

conmiunity were inconsistent at best, the program organized by the Methodist church 

remained focused on the Mexican community, particulariy on &milies. It was precisely 

the children without families, or whose families could not control them, that most 

challenged the situation of Mexican children along the border. 

Juvenile delinquency alone the border 

In 1911 the Dillingham Commission reported that 90.6 percent of white juveniles 

in the country were U.S.-bom while 9.4 were immigrants. Although nationally the 

^ Eddie Lou VGller, "The Ifistory of Private Welfiire Agencies in El Paso, 1886-1930" 
(M.A. Thesis, University of Texas at El Paso, 1969), 78-79, 84. 

El Paso Times, June 8, 1941, 12. In 1941 Florence Blackwell retired as director of the 
Mexican Community House after 35 years work with the Methodist Church. 



192 

percentage of foreign-bom juvenile delinquents was quite along the border and in 

the Southwest, juvenile delinquency was associated in the public mind with Mexican 

children. By the time that the El Paso Herald reported in 1906 that two juveniles, Jose de 

la Luz Martinez, and "his [twelve-year-old] companion, Gutimez," were scheduled for a 

hearing before the juvenile court after a watchman had discovered the two behind the 

Popular Dry Goods Stores with stolen merchandise, Mexican youth were becoming firmly 

connected to juvenile delinquency in the public mind. 

That preoccupation continued for years, punctuated periodically by sensationalist 

incidents. Forecample, in May 1921, the £/Paso/fero/c/reported a shoot out between 

police and three Mexican boys. The three had held up a street car conductor and stolen 

$16 in change. When police detectives arrived, they saw the three boys "near a street 

lamp about two blocks fi'om the hold up." The boys opened fire and an ofiBcer fired back. 

Two were eventually arrested—Ascencion Ruacho and Cosmo Galvan. ^ "Ascencion" 

was actually Ausencio Ruacho, a teenaged Mexican immigrant who had come to the 

United States in 1913 with his family, escaping the Revolution. He had fi'equent contaa 

with law enforcement agencies and institutions, eventually ending up in prison and finally 

Tecas is not included in this figure although Arizona and California are. Dillingham 
Commission, "Immigration and Crime," Senate Document 750, 61st Congress, 3rd 
Session, 259. 

El Paso Herald, X>ecieaA)ecly\901, 8. Seefor example, March 13, 
1914; August 14,1914; September 16,1913, for reports of juvenile delinquency among 
Mexicans durii^ the 1910s. 

^/3/d,May6, 1921, 16. 
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being deported in the 1930s. Ruacho was precisely the type of young Mexican whom 

Americans feared. Although a minority among Mexican youth, such young criminals 

became a stereotype of Mexican children. 

The ability of Mexican children to cross the border from Ciudad Ju^ez to El Paso 

to commit crimes was a particularly strong fear. In 1913, the El Paso Herald reported 

that Benito Balderrama had testified before Justice of the Peace E. B. McCIintock that 

there existed in Ciudad Jwez a "school for thieves, where the art of stealing in all its 

branches is taught..." The article reported that Balderrama and his companions, 

fourteen-year-old Celso Castro and Ernesto Perez, were sent across the border into El 

Paso by the school's "principal" in order to snatch purses. In return for the lessons, the 

boys turned the money over to their teacher. They received a small amount of what they 

stole. ^ In July 1924, the El Paso Times reported that juvenile delinquents in both EI 

Paso and Ciudad Juarez were disguising themselves as shoe shine boys "to give themselves 

an appearance of respectability." 

It was not only Anglo Americans who kept an eye on crime and misbehavior 

among Mexican youth, however. In Tucson, in May of 1915, the Spanish-language 

Geronimo Leyva, interviewed by Yolanda Leyva, in "Son Cosas Que Pasan en la Vida 
Que se Acuerda Uno Como Un Suefio: Two Oral Ifistories," transcript. May 1978, 
Nettie Lee Benson Ladn American Collection, University of Texas. 

 ̂El Paso Herald, September 16, I9I3, 1;3. 

Ibid.,, July 18, 1924, 2. 
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newspaper EI Tucsonense reported that five or six youth were loitering on the streets, 

smoking cigarettes and spitting. The newspaper conchided that rather than dallying on the 

street comers, the youths should instead be studying a profession or a vocation in order 

to be "useful to their nation and their society." EI Tucsonense also reported that their 

names were being kept confidential because they came from respectable fiimilies. The 

paper warned, however, that any further problems would result in the publication of their 

names. 

Creation of the juvenile justice system 

The Texas state legislature created the juvenile court system in 1907, preceding the 

move to compulsory education by almost a decade. According to the EI Paso Herald, 

"the delinquent child... belongs to an easily recognized type." This "type" included "those 

who wander about the streets at night without being in any business or occupation; those 

who hang about railroad yards and tracks, jumping on and off trains..." Both 

circumstances could fit many poor Mexican children. In July of 1907 the county Judge, 

Eyiar announced that El Paso county was seeking volunteer juvenile probation officers 

who would be appointed by the court in order to cany out the woric of the juvenile court. 

The newspaper characterized the work as "benevolent" and reported that the county was 

seeking the opportunity to discuss the creation of a juvenile court with "any persons, or 

EI Tucsonense (Tucson, Arizona) May 19, 1915. (My translation.) 
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charitable, retigious, or social organizations, that may feel the question of reforming the 

youth, one worthy of their time and attention." By November of that year, the EI Paso 

Herald reported that the "work of El Paso's juvenile court is being got under way with 

dispatch." 

As the 1910s wore on. El Paso govenmient officials and reformers kept the work 

of the juvenile court in the public eye. In the fall of 1916, Mary W. Edwards addressed 

the El Paso Equal Franchise League, describing the workings of the juvenile court system 

in California. According to Edwards, women voters had been particularly successful in 

getting legislation passed "for the protection of giri juvenile delinquents.""" 

In August of 1914, the EI Paso Herald reported a fifty percent decline in the 

crime rate among youth because of the work of juvenile probation oflBcer Emma Webster. 

Delinquents were described as orphans or neglected children, mostly Mexican, and the 

children of refugees. "Motherly care is having a highly ameliorating effect," reported the 

newspaper. Public institutions had taken the place of Mexican mothers in caring for 

potential or actual juvenile delinquents. 

El Paso Herald, July 30, 1907, 1. 

Ibid,, November 30, 1907. 

November 24, 1916, 9. 

*^Ibid, August 14, 1914, 12. 
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Taking "bovs off the street" 

EI Paso's residents made efibrts to prevent juvenile delinquency as well as to 

control it. For example, in December of 1914, the Mexican YMCA opened at the Lydia 

Patterson Institute. A decade and a half later Lydia Patterson would provide the home 

base for another organization, the El Paso Boys' Club, whose goal was to "take boys off 

the streets." In March 1919, an El Paso Spanish-language newspaper. La Patria, reported 

a recruiting campaign whose goal was to increase the number of Medcan/ Mexican 

American members to five hundred. P. H. Portillo wrote that. 

The body-destroying amusements found in saloons are gone, never to 
return; the character-destroying amusements found in public pool halls are 
in their last days. The youth of El Paso should hurry to a recreation center 
which will build body and character. ** 

No longer would saloons and billiard halls destroy youth. Instead, El Paso's youth were 

urged to go to the YMCA, where their bodies and energy would be rejuvenated rather 

than destroyed. 

In the spring of 1929 the Boys' Club began under its original name, the Good Will 

Boys' Club with eight students fi-om Aoy School. By July of 1930, the El Paso Post 

 ̂El Paso Herald, December 14, 1915. 

** La Patria, (El Paso), March 14, 1919. 

"El Paso Boys Club Annual Reports 1960," located in the El Paso PubKc Library, El 
Paso Vertical Files, "Chibs— Boys' Club". 
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reported that 350 boys gathered nightly at the club's playground. ^ "The whole plan, 

summarized in a few words by Mr. [H.E.] Williams [the ececutive director] is to decrease 

juvenile delinquency among boys by giving them the responsibility of managing their own 

affairs." In 1929, the club had "taken" 26 youths from jails and had "given them an 

opportunity to 'straighten up.*" According to the POST, twenty four were working a year 

later and visiting the club regularly. 

The Good Will Boys' Club was originally founded to assist youth released from the 

state training school. H. E. Williams, one of its founders, remembered, 

I found so much [delinquency] among the Mexican boys that I decided to 
change the club's policy... Instead of limiting membership to boys released 
from the training school, we permitted local delinquent boys on parole to 
join. The membership immediately jumped to 150. 

When the club's membership was opened to "all underprivileged boys," the membership 

quickly rose to 400.Williams concluded that. 

 ̂El Paso Post, July 24, 1930, located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso Vertical 
FUes, "Clubs~F, G" folder. 

El Paso Times, June 19, 1929. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso 
Vertical Files, "Clubs—F, G" folder. 

** El Paso Post, July 24,1930. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso 
Vertical Files, "Clubs—F, G" folder. 

El Paso Herald Post, December 23, 1933. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, 
EI Paso Vertical Rles, "Clubs-F, G" folder. 

Ibid., December 23, 1933. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso 
Vertical FUes, "Clubs-F, G" folder. 
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It has done more than all the probation ofBcers the city and county have 
hired to reduce child delinquency. It has done more than all the sessions of 
the juvenile courts in El Paso to break up petty burglaries, reduce court 
costs in cases of that character and cut down expenses of sending juvenile 
offenders to Gatesville... In short, it is making better citizens of the under
privileged boys of El Paso. 

The focus of the Boys' Club was not only wholesome entertainment but also the 

creation of good woikers. In the early 1930s the club boasted of its success in finding 

work for the boys. "Many of the boys are good carpenters and cabinet makers and would 

be glad to get the chance to do a littie work," stated Williams in a 1932 interview. " The 

following year the El Paso Herald Post wrote that many of "the boys are skilled wood 

workers, carpenters, sign painters, shoemakers and artists." But, the newspaper 

editorialized, the "most worthy opportunity given the boys is that of working on their own 

characters, remaking themselves." 

The plan to turn potential juvenile delinquents into good workers fit in well with 

the perception that South El Paso contained a pool of young, low waged workers. The 

El Paso Herald Post, December 23, 1933. Article located in the EI Paso Public Library, 
El Paso Vertical Files, "Clubs—F, G" folder. 

" Ibid, July 28, 1932. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso Vertical Files, 
"Chibs--F,G" folder. 

" Ibid. December 25, 1933. Article located in the El Paso Public Library, El Paso 
Vertical Files, "Clubs—F, G" folder. In its third annual report, the Housing Authority of 
the City of EI Paso, Tecas showcases the "supervised playgrounds with planned games..." 
The playgrounds "keep children so busy that they will not want to be in the streets or 
doing those things that might lead to delinquency." See "Meeting Our Housing Problems," 
Housing Authority of the City of El Paso, third Annual Report, 1940. The report includes 
numerous photographs of Mexican American children pl^^g on Housmg Authority 
playgrounds. 



199 

1925 City Rqx}rt noted that Chihuahuita and other Mexican neighboilioods were 

reservoirs of labor and therefore "essential in the city's economy.. The people naturally 

have a facility to learn the technic [sic] of many industries with special ease and rapidity. 

Given right training and industrial opportunity, they quickly surpass the production 

records of many other races in like woric." " 

Schools and juvenile delinquents 

El Paso's Southside public schools also became involved in the efforts to prevent 

juvenile delinquency among Mexican youth. In 1929, the EI Paso Times reported the 

efforts of A. L. Carlton, the principal of Bowie High School, El Paso's "Mexican" high 

school. Carlton had created a recreation center at the high school in his first year as 

principal. "One evening in October I took a ride through the neighborhood and in the 

distance of only a few blocks I counted 17 camp fires. Around each camp fire there was a 

gang of boys," the newspaper quoted him as saying. 

Going to first one and then the other of these various gangs were a few 
older men. On approaching one of the gang leaders, these men generally 
started a conversation something like this: 'You the leader of this gang? 
Think you're pretty hard, don't you? Well, here's a cigaret [sic]. Let's see 
you smoke it.' The boy generally did, and in a short time another 

^ El Paso Mayor and City Council, The City Plan of El Paso, Texas (1925), 51. 
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marihuana addict had been made. 

Churches, private schools, and public schools along the border have a long history of 

attending to potential juvenile delinquents. Despite this history, however, in the 1930s, El 

Paso was criticized for its lack of progress. 

Mexican ngphans 

While juvenile delinquents could not be controlled, orphans had no one to control 

them. Both groups were '̂ out of control" in a sense. The attitudes towards the two 

groups were quite divergent, however. While increasing attention was paid to juvenile 

delinquents, Mexican orphans found little institutional support because of ethnic prejudice. 

In the 1910s, as the number of Mexican orphans was growing as a consequence of the 

Revolution in M&dco, children coming to El Paso found that there was little help for 

them. There was little help for them despite their tragic circumstances. 

A Mexican song, "Triste Lamento de un Huerfano que Dirige a Sus Queridos 

Padres," laments "He who is an orphan, sirs, suffers afS'onts everywhere, sufifering harshly 

because he has no parents." The conclusion declares, "The son who honors his parents, 

God gives happy fortune to since infiincy, in the cradle this child is pleasant; but I lost my 

fortune with the death of my mother." ^ For children who found themselves orphaned. 

El Paso Times, February 17, 1929. El Paso Vertical Rles, "Public Schools," El Paso 
Central Library. 

^ See this song as wdl as "Llaoto Triste y l^amentable de Una Pobre Huer&nita" and 
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they did indeed suffer harshly. One can only catch glimpses of their sorrowful 

circumstances through the public records which record their predicaments. 

The El Paso County Probate records provide a momentary view into the situation 

of orphans with inheritances. In 1908, J. A. Smith applied for the guardianship of the 

Apodaca children who ranged in age from ten to sixteen. Both parents were deceased and 

the children had inherited an estate consisting of $375 in cash. Smith asked for $ 15 per 

month per child for their support. Instead he received $25 monthly for aU three. In 

another case, Leonor M. de Maese, applied for the guardianship of her five children, 

ranging in age from 7 to 16. Their father, Crecensio Maese, had died six years prior, 

leaving an estate valued at $255. When their mother applied for guardianship in 1905 she 

stated that the real estate left by her deceased husband had been sold "for the education 

and maintenance" of the children. The children were now "in destitute circumstances." 

In 1922, Frank G. Alderete who was the guardian of the estate of Francisco Garcia, asked 

the court for $25 per month because the boy was in ill health and needed funds to support 

himself and pay his medical bills. The estate was valued at $200, which was divided 

"Ayes del dolor profundo que da un Huer&no Afligido." These broadsides may be found 
in MSS 425 BC, Box 1, Folder 4, Special Collections, General Library, the University of 
New Mexico. (My translation.) 

Lorenzo Apodaca, case 1187, El Paso Coimty Probate Records, Special Collections, 
University of Tecas at El Paso. 

Adela Maese, case 804, El Paso County Probate Records, Special Collections, 
University of Texas at El Paso. 
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evenly between Francisco and his mother. The financial vulnerability of the children is 

evident. 

Another group of records which provide us with images of Mexican orphans are 

the Immigration and Naturalization Records for children crossing into the United States 

unaccompanied by their parents. These records point to the reliance on &niily networks 

which allowed orphaned children to survive the loss of their parents. Orphans and their 

families redefined their relationships. Older brothers became "Others," and grandmothers 

became "mothers" as families stepped in to help children who had lost one or both of their 

parents. In October of 1917, Jesus Ybarra applied for admission to the United States 

through the port at El Paso. Accompanying him were his wife, their two young children, 

and their fourteen year old niece, Dolores Alcaras. Her father had died before she was 

bom and her mother had died when Dolores was three months old. She had lived with her 

aunt and uncle since the death of her mother. "I have never known any parents other than 

those who are with me now" she told immigration inspectors. 

Occasionally, children were orphaned not by the death of their parents but because 

their parents gave them away. The records contain numerous cases of parents "giving" 

their children to relatives because they could not a£ford to raise them. For example, in 

June of 1916, Refugio Ortiz testified that she had cared for her ten-year-old niece (also 

^ Francisco Garcia, case 1924, El Paso County Probate Records, Special Collections, 
University of Texas at El Paso. 

"In the Matter of Ybarra, Jesus et al," Records of tfw Immigration and Naturalization 
Service, Series A, Part 2 (Mexican Immigration, 1906-1930), reel 8. (Hereafter referred 
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her goddaughter) since the girl was one year old. She testified that the girl had been 

"given" to her. Her "parents were very poor, and I was the godmother of the little girl, 

and I was alone, and they gave her to me. I wanted her to live with me." The girl's 

younger brother had joined them several months earlier. "Well, they loaned him to me to 

keep him and send him to school," stated Refiigio Ortiz. 

The evidence of siblings stepping in to take care of younger brothers and sisters, 

in a variety of situations, abounds. Death and family break ups exacerbated already 

precarious living situations for children. With little in the way of institutional support, 

children turned to their older brothers and sisters to raise them. In July 1917, Inez 

Jumilla, aged seventeen, testified that her thirteen year old sister. Carmen, had lived with 

Inez and another sister since she was small. "Our mother died when she was a little girl, 

and father got married again to another woman, and my little sister has lived with myself 

and my sister ever since that." 

For &cample, early in 1917 involves thirteen-year-old Guadalupe Mufioz, who 

applied for entry into the United States. She and her twenty-four year old brother, 

to as INS, Mexican Immigration.) 

"In the Matter of Grijalva, Concepcion et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Jumilla, Inez et al," INS, A/errcaw/nim/gm/row, reel 8. See in the 
same reel, the case of thirteen-year-old Nicolosa Solis fi'om Santa Maria de los Angeles, 
Jalisco who was admitted to the United States to join her brother in Morraci Arizona. 
She was an orphan vdio had been cared for by her cousins for years. Also, see the case of 
fifteen-year-old Eraclio Avelar fi-om Mesticacan, Jalisco who entered through El Paso in 
19l7onhis way to Marshall, Nfinnesota. He was to join his brothers. He was orphaned 
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Manuel, bad ridden the railway from Chihuahua to Ciudad Juvez and then to El Paso. 

Their &ther had died before she was bom and their mother had died two years prior. Her 

brother began woiidng at fifteen to help support his sister. The two siblings had lived with 

their cousin since the death of their mother. Manuel testified that he had been "the only 

one that [had] contributed to her support" and he answered "yes" to the question asked 

him whether he regarded her "as if she were [his] daughter." Manuel anticipated that 

Guadalupe would complete her schooling in El Paso without the need to go to work. He 

had woiiced for the Mexican National Railways for five years and believed he would have 

little trouble obtaining work in El Paso. I£s relatives were employed for railroads on the 

U. S. side. 

A final example is that of teenager Pedro Vargas. In June of 1918, Pedro Vargas 

arrived in El Paso from Puerto de San Juan, Guanajuato. Accompanying Pedro were four 

younger brothers and sisters: Patricio, age 12; Jesus, age 8; Manuela, age 6; and Carmen, 

age 2. Their mother, Natividad, had died April 2, their father, Cecilio, had died a month 

later on May 5, perhaps the Spanish flu. They were destined for Albuquerque, New 

Mexico. Pedro planned to raise his young siblings with his own children, along with the 

help of two adult brothers. The three brothers worked as street workers, earning $4 daily. 

The four children were admitted, the inspector concluding that they were "accompanied by 

of both parents and had been living with his sister. 

® "In the Matter of Munoz, Guadalupe et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 9. 
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an older brother, who appears to treat them as his own children." " 

Occasionally the records provide examples of more complex situations. Such is 

the case of thirteen-year-old Maria Ortiz. In January of 1917, Maria stood in the offices of 

the Immigration Services at Laredo, Texas. Accompanying the orphan was the wife of 

her recently-appointed guardian, Mrs. L. B. Salmans. According to the testimony, Maria 

had recently been orphaned of her adoptive mother. After a year-and-a-half of being 

passed from one guardian to another, the court decided to appoint Dr. Levi. B. Salman's 

as her guardian or tutor. Mrs. Salmans and Maria were on their way to Tempe, Arizona 

were Maria was to live with the Salmans' daughter, a teacher at the Arizona State Normal 

School. Mrs. Salmans stated that Maria would remain in school until age 21.^^ Maria's 

story points to the vuhierability of the young. Although her adopted mother had left her 

well taken care of— the child had inherited twelve rental properties as weU as a $5,000 life 

insurance policy— she had started out life on much shakier ground. Mrs. Salman's testified 

that her birth mother had "sold the child for SIO when she was a tiny baby, to her adopted 

mother."" 

" "In the Matter of Vargas, Pedro et al, INS," Mexican Immigration, reel 9. 

Under Mexican law, a guardian was appointed until age 21. 

^ "In the Matter of Ortiz, Maria," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 9. 
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Orphanapes along the border 

Despite the apparent needs of Mexican orphans on the U.S. side of the border, 

there was little institutional support for them. In 1903, a group of prominent El Paso 

citizens met to organize the Charity Union in order to regulate the administration of 

welfare agencies. The organization believed that "its duty was to care for its own 

deserving poor and unfortunate first..." Orphaned children in particular were deemed 

"worthy" of permanent relief. Yet EI Paso did not have an orphanage until 1914 when 

the Salvation Army accepted an abandoned child to their home for "&llen" girls. With this 

one child, the Salvation Army Rescue Home became a center for orphaned children rather 

than unwed mothers. ® In 1919, businessman Joseph E. Morgan provided the funding for 

a Catholic orphanage for "white, English speaking. Catholic children." The Sisters of 

Charity of the Incarnate Word of San Antonio agreed to take charge of this orphanage. It 

became St. Margaret's Home for Children. ™ Mexican children were not allowed at either 

orphanage. When the Methodist Church opened the Hogg Orphanage it too accepted 

only white American, in this case Protestant, children. " 

" Rainey, "A History of Organized Welfare in EI Paso, 1892-1948," 6. 

^ Ibid., 7. 

Miller, "The History of Private Wdfare Agencies in El Paso," 93-94. 

™ Ibid., 100-101. 

Miller. "The ffistory of Private Welfere Agencies in El Paso," 103. 
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It was not until the second decade of the twentieth century that M&dcan children 

in EI Paso could rely on an orphanage of their own. In February of 1920, the Sisters of 

the Society of the Servants of the Sacred Heart and of the Poor, whose motherhouse was 

located in Puebla, Mexico, opened an orphanage for Mexican girls. Lacking the support 

of El Paso's Anglo Americans and with a poor Mracan community, the orphanage 

depended on the work of the sisters and the orphans for survival. The Sisters sold flowers 

and taught the older girls how to embroider. Through the sale of flowers and their 

embroidery, the Sisters and the girls earned over $3,000 per year. To make ends meet, 

they also grew their own vegetables and provided milk to the children through the use of 

their two cows. ^ 

As late as 1939, Sacred Heart Orphanage, with 73 girls between the ages of 3 and 

1S, depended on the sale of sewing by the sisters and the orphans in order to support the 

children despite their membership in the Community Chest. ^ Eddie Lou Miller writes 

that the work of the children helped to support the orphanage and their chores "were 

more necessary than in the other two orphanages because the Sisters had little hired staff 

to assist thenL** At the orphanage, children were provided with food, shelter, an 

 ̂Ibid., 101-102. 

^ "Sacred Heart Orphanage," The Password (Bulletin of the Central Council of Social 
Agencies) 1, no. 7 (June 1939), 7-8. 

\filler, "The IDstoiy of Private Wel&re Agencies in El Paso," 112. See also El Paso 
Times^ "Orphanages Give 'Homelike' Atmosphere to Children." October 7, 1946. El 
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education, and the opportunity to help support themselves. The children were schooled 

four and a half hours a day from Mexican tectbooks throughout grammar school. They 

could then attend Guardian Angel school or a vocational school if they so chose. 

Conclusions 

Poverty and limited opportunities created desperate circumstances for many 

Mexican children. On both sides of the border, Mexican chfldren were likely to live in 

impoverished neighborhoods such as Chihuahuita in El Paso. As the population of border 

cities grew, such neighborhoods became more congested and more hazardous to children. 

Health and crime prevention were important concerns of social workers on the American 

side of the border. 

As civic, church and political leaders tried to build "modern" cities on the U.S. side 

of the border, they turned to a variety of organizations to help them. Two groups of 

Mexican children, juvenile delinquents and orphans, both characterized as "out of 

control," demonstrate the ways in which stereotypes and prqudices shaped institutional 

support for children. Juvenile delinquents, both real and presumed, received a great deal 

of attention from private and public institutions, but orphans received little assistance. 

M&dcan children were viewed as threats to law and order because of their poverty and 

their proximity to the border. As a consequence, much efifort was put into controlling 

Paso Public Library, El Paso Vertical File, "St. Margaret's Home." 
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them. Orphaned children were deemed "worthy" of assistance only if they were Anglo 

American. Orphans or other needy children often had to turn to their extended &mily in 

the face of few institutional resources. As a consequence of the race- and class-based 

images of Mexican children as threats, Mexican childrrai often did without services they 

needed and received instead unwanted attention. 

Miller, "Private Welfare Agencies," 110. 



210 

CHAPTER Vn 

IN THE CLASSROOM AND AT HOME; SCHOOLS, PARENTS, AND 

MEXICAN CHILDREN 

E/ amor a los rriiios es el mas alto ideal del amor a la Humanidad. 
[Love towards children is the highest ideal of love for humanity.] 

— La Cronica (Laredo), March 16, 1911 

Introduction 

In March of 1911, the Laredo newspaper la Cronica published an editorial, "̂ iQue 

son los ninos? " [What are children?], in which children were described in the most 

glowing of terms. Children were "rays of light that traveled across life's storm clouds... 

coloring them with innocent happiness." Children were "pimpollos carinosos, " 

affectionate, tender buds. Along with the flowery descriptions, the writer, Gamaliel 

Arenas, urged adults to treat children tenderly, to distance them from "discord " and other 

bad examples. Children must be taught well from the very beginning since their futures, 

their triumphs and failures, were the resuhs of their early teaching. Arenas concluded with 

the statement that "e/ amor a los ninos es el mas alto ideal del amor a la Humanidad " ' 

The editorial reflected a view of M^can children which was reiterated repeatedly in other 

Spanish- language newspapers. ^ Mexican parents owed a tremendous responsibility to 

' Arenas, ""iQue son los ninos?, " La Cronicâ  6. (My translation.) 

^ For ecample, in 1905 the Laredo newspaper El Democrata Fronterizo published a series 
of articles on the proper care of children ('%! \fiedo en los Niilos," July 1,1905 and 
"Diarrea en los Ninos," August 5, 1905). In 1927 and 1928, EI Paso's Spanish language 
newspaper. El Contirmttal, began publishing a series of articles titled "Nuestros Hijos" 
which gave advice to parents on health matters as weU as general lessons on teaching 
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their children. Mexican parents were continually urged by the growing Spanish- language 

press to take care of their children in the proper way. 

A decade and a half later, in the summer of 1927, EI Continental published an 

editorial titled "Alabanzas a la Juventud" ("Praising Youth"). In the essay, Jose Rocamora 

wrote that the recent "litany ofpraise for the youth...has not always ©dsted." The 

comparison between youth and old age had frequently &vored the wisdom and maturity 

of old age over the enthusiasm and energy of youth. Rocamora concluded, 

"Gerontocracy (rule by the old) ... pushes life backwards and life demands movement 

forward." ffis conclusion reflected a new-found attitude towards youth. While the 

supremacy of the old held back the living, life demanded to move forward. ^ A new 

focus on youth, as reflected in the Spanish-language press, mirrored changes in U.S. 

society. As the twentieth century moved forward, children and their proper care became 

an increasing focus of attention. * 

While Mexican parents were presented as caring, responsible, and tender in the 

Spanish-language press, Mexican children and parenting were presented quite dififerently 

in the English language press and in the works of Anglo American social workers and 

educators. Typical of this "outsider's" description of M&dcan parenting was that of Alice 

responsibility, honesty to children. See, for example, the daily issues of El Continental in 
February 1927 for representative articles. 

' Jose Rocamora, "Alabanzas a la Juventud," El Continental (El Paso), June 28, 1927. 
(My translation.) 

* According to Harvey Graf^ "Children and Juveniles, at once the hope of tomorrow and 
the fear of today, symbolize the resurgence of reform. Movements to educate and assist 
mothers and &milies, to compel and extend schooling, to promote proper play and peer 
groups, to restrict work and enhance health all portrayed the young as victims to be 
'saved.'"Harvey J. Graff^ Growing Up in America (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts; Harvard University Press, 1995), 303. 
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Bessie Culp. In her 1921 thesis she wrote. 

As a whole, Mexican parents do not properly discipline their children 
inasmuch as they are either too harsh or else too lenient with them. Both 
of these methods might lead to criminality; the first because it makes the 
children eager to get away fi'om parental control and when they do break 
away they are Ukely to go to the other ectreme, and the second because 
when a child has its own way too much it leams no self-control. ^ 

This view was a characteristic "outsider's" perspective. It is similar to the views 

expressed about the parenting skills of other immigrant groups. What makes this 

particular story distinct is that while other ethnic groups are no longer the targets of such 

judgments, Mexican and Mexican American parents continue to be assessed, usuaUy in 

pejorative ways, as inadequate parents. The question of who should "control" Mexican 

children, a question raised loudly in the early twentieth century, continues to influence 

public policy and debate. Mexican children continue to be viewed as "dangerous" just as 

th^ were almost a hundred years ago. 

Mexican children and their parents 

In 1926, Eugenia Chandley wrote an article for the publication of Sul Ross 

Teachers College. Titled, 'Planners and Customs of the Border Mexicans," Chandley 

focused her short piece on child raising and wedding customs. She described Mexicem 

Others as "indulgent with their children." She also described the way in which "a baby 

girl.. .is taught, by her mother, to sigh for her father in his absence. When his name is 

' Alice Besae Culp, "A Study of the Livii^ conditions of Thirty-five Mexican Families of 
Los Angeles with special Reference to Mexican Children," (M. A. Thesis, University of 
Southern California, 1921), 37. 
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called she will look all around for him and, if she does not see him, she will heave a real 

sigh as if from a most loving heart, just as her mother does.'̂  ^ Such romanticized 

descriptions of the relationship between Mexican children and parems were rare. As 

Mexican families were drawn into the new economic order along the border, the 

relationship between Mexican parents and their children came increasingly under attack, 

by schools intent on shaping and controlling the children, and by the Medcan government 

itself who sought to control the Americanization of Mexican children. Mexican parents 

were deemed unfit, or inept, parents needing the advice and guidance of a multitude of 

institutions. 

Mexican &mily life was shaped by changing expectations. Richard Griswold del 

Castillo has argued that prior to 1848 and the U.S. take-over of what was to become the 

American southwest, Mexican families on the frontier ''tended to be cohesive and self-

reliant, depending on small vill^es and kinship links." ^ Control was maintained through 

a Catholic-Mediterranean tradition of''authoritarian external control... shame in the 

community's control of behavior, and the socialization of guilt through Catholic ritual." * 

After 1848, as Mexican &milies encountered the American middle-class family, 

they found some common ground although the "new economic order.. .vitiated the older 

generation's patrimony and authority." ^ As the decades wore on Mexican parents would 

^ Eugenia Chandley, "Manners and Customs of the Border Mexicans," Sul Ross State 
Teachers Colleges at Alpine, Bulletin 21, no. I (December 1, 1962), 27. Center for 
American Kstory, University of Texas at Austin. 

^ Richard Griswold del Castillo, La Familia: Chicano Families in the Urban Southwest, 
1848 to the Present (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984), 74. 

' Ibid, 12. 

^ Griswold del Castillo, La Familia, 74. 
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become involved in a struggle over their right to control, and to parent their children. 

They would also find themselves the subject of a great deal of public attention, both 

negative and positive. 

The Spanish-language press and parenting 

The eariy twentieth century Spanish-language press in the Southwest often focused 

on ^milies and children, covering relevant events. These events were typically important, 

yet intimate, incidents in the lives of Mexican femilies. For example, on November 1, 

1917, the Spanish-language newspaper in Laredo, Evohtcidn, reported on the baptism of 

Ninfa Hem^dez, Carmen Ramos and Evangelina Urunuel. It also recounted the deaths 

of the children Policarpio Maravilla and Natividad Hinojosa, as well as the illness of 

Bernardo Perez. 

At times, such modest articles could yield a glimpse into often precarious family 

relationships. For example, in 1917, the father of eleven- year- old Enrique Villanueva 

published a notice in Evolucion, asking for help in locating his son. The boy, who 

understood little English, had disappeared on his way to school three days earlier. The 

father believed that Enrique could have headed towards Monterrey, Medco. The boy was 

indeed found near Monterrey and the newspaper congratulated Mr. Villanueva, with the 

wish that he never ©qjerience another "such fright." " 

In addition to such reports, however, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, the Spanish-language press in the Southwest became an increasingly vocal 

proponent of proper parenting. In the nineteenth century, sevoal Spanish-language child-

"Notas cortas," Evolucion (Laredo), November 1,1917, 4. 

" (Laredo) £vo/Mc/d/i, July 26, 1917, 4. (My translation.) 
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bearing manuals were published in Spain, Mexico, and the U. S. Southwest. Catecismo 

[Catechism] and Los protectores de la juventud [The Protectors of Youth], published by 

the Catholic Church in New Mexico are two examples. La Revista Ccadlica [The Catholic 

Review], also out of New Mexico, occasionally published essays on child rearing as well. 

Good mothoing was a particular interest in these early articles. Mothers were advised 

that their role was critical, particulariy since they were raising future generations of 

mothers and wives. In 1882, Ignacio Bonillas, editor of EI Fronterizo (Tucson), put it in 

these terms, 'The mother is the priestess, the mother has a great mission to fulfill on earth, 

to form souls through her virtue." Likewise, Carlos TuUy, the editor of another 

Arizona newspap«-, urged parents to take their responsibility seriously. As Griswold del 

Castillo has written, **C)ne of the worst accusations that could be made of a child was that 

he or she was malcriadb, or badly brought up, for this reflected on the family and in 

particular on the virtuous example of the mother. " 

As the twentieth century moved forward, newspapers increased their focus on 

parenting. As newspaper circulation increased, more and more Mexican parents were 

exposed to the professional parenting advice offered them. By the 1920s, however, it 

was not just mothers who received advice, but fathers as well. In the late 1920s, El Paso's 

El Continental published a column titled "Nuestros tCjos" ["Our Children"] which gave 

advice to parents on child-raising. Themes ranged fi'om childhood lies to keeping the 

Griswold del Castillo, La Familia, 76. 

"  Q u o t e d  i n 8 1 .  

'*IbicL, 82. 

Ibid. 
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peace at meal time to a critique of the educational system which graduated students yet 

prepared them solely for manual labor. 

Other columns focused on the more philosophical issues of raising and educating 

children. For example, 'Trabajos Manuales" [Manual Labor] urged educators to develop 

the whole child. "It would be an incomparable benefit to the young all over the world if 

their days were divided into two parts, one dedicated exclusively to academic study, the 

other dedicated to manual work. The intelligence of their bands should be developed in 

order to reinforce their intelligence. Both are part of one whole and should not be 

divided."^ In his column, *'Vocaciones Distintas" ["Different Vocations"] Patri argued 

that not all children were bom to be academic, regardless of economic class. 

The fact that his parents and brothers and sisters may have found 
themselves in school and may have received honors does not guarantee 
that the student has the same mental capacity. His intelligence is distinct 
from the others and one must guide him into other activities. The school of 

See El Continental (El Paso), "Hora de Comida," ["Lunch Time"] Fdjruary 2, 1927; 
"Mentiras Infantiles," ["Childhood Lies"] February 1, 1927; "Ahorros de los Ninos," 
["Children's Savings"] February 17, 1927; "ManosLimpias," ["Clean Hands"] March 3, 
1927, "Ha Llegado el Tiempo de Sembrar," ["The Time Has Come to Plant"] March 30, 
1927, and "Aprendiendo a Leer," ["Learning to Read"] March 2, 1927 for examples of 
columns by author Angelo Patri which provide parents more practical advice. 
Interestingly, the column's subtitle at one point was '̂ 1 nino es el que paga" ["The child 
is the one that pays"]. Occasionally, the newspaper published other colimms, advising 
parents. "Como se Viste a los Ninos Pequenos," ["How to Dress Small Children"] for 
example explained the consequences of dressing children either extravagantly or 
inadequately. El Continental, Fd)ruary 6, 1927. In an article authored by Ruth Brittain in 
the June 1, 1928 El Continental, titled "No Haga un Juguete de Su Niilo," ["Don't Make 
Your Child into a Toy"] parents were counseled not to overly excite their children by 
playing with them too much. The article was a thinly disguised advertisement for 
Castoria. 

Patri, "Trabajos Manuales," ["Manual Labor^ El Conthnental (El Paso), February 2, 
1927. (My translation.) 
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life has innumerable educational departments, at least one for every living 
being and it is the child's right to choose which department, or to put it 
more clearly, which training he should receive/^ 

In '̂ El Goce del Trabajo," Patri related the story of Juan and Pablo, two young 

boys who built a toy boat of scrap lumber. Their pride in having completed their task is 

evident as they launch their smaU boat. Other columns of "Nuestros Hijos " focused 

on the classroom itself. In "Hay Que Cambiar de Tactica" ["You Have to Change 

Tactics"], Patri advised teachers to avoid using '̂ overly afiectionate words with children 

because they might mistake them for taunts." ® In "No Culpan al Profesor" ["Don't 

Blame the Teacher"], Patri urged parents to teach their children responsibility for their 

own actions. Patri also cautioned parents that, "In no way should children be allowed to 

blame others for their &ilures." Furthermore, studems should be taught to respect and 

value their teachers. "During their lifetime, children may find fiiends who are more or less 

sincere, but certainly it can be said that none will have the patience, the kindness or the 

affection that a teacher will have.. 

Some articles were written fi"om the poim of view of the parents themselves. For 

example an article published in El Paso's El Continental stated. 

" Patri, "Vocaciones Distintas," El Continental (El Paso), June 18, 1927. (My 
translation.) 

Patri, "El Goce del Trabajo," El Contmental (EI Paso), February 2, 1927. 

^ Patri," Hay Que Cambiar de Tactica," El Continental (El Paso), Fd)ruary 16, 1927. 
(My translation.) 

Patri, "No Culpan al Profesor," El Continental (El Paso), Fd)ruary 25, 1927. (My 
translatioiL) 
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I never knew what dif5culties were until I had children. Now I have 
learned many things that I never even imagined... There is not better lesson 
for us than the lives of our children. In their lives we see reflected our 
&ilures. And we attempt to correct them but also under the need to set a 
good example for our children. Of course, we will remember the work, the 
injustices we may have suffered, the opportunities that we let slip by. It is 
natural that we attempt to shape a life for our little one in which th^ will 
be a success in their lives. ^ 

In "Hay Que Comprenderios" ["We Must Understand Them"], Patri urged 

mothers and fathers to educate themselves about health issues, including contagious 

diseases and mental health. "Typically, men know everything related to their business and 

how to carry out their duties in whatever trade they have chosen. Women know their 

obligations as housewives." ^ Parents were also urged not to overindulge their children. 

In "Deseos Infantiles," Mariquita asked her mother to make her a dress like the one worn 

by a classmate. Although her mother "regularly gave in to the child's whims.. .by making 

a thousand sacrifices," giving in was not reconmiended. Mariquita would not appreciate 

her mother's efforts. 

The Spanish-langiiape press and vouny readers 

Just as the Spanish-language press increased its attention on Mexican parents, it also 

b^an to increasingly address Mexican children. Local newspapers began printing articles 

^ Patri, "Nuestras Respon^ilidades " ["Our Respon^ilities"] El Continental (El Paso), 
F^niary 9, 1927. (My translation.) 

^ Patri, "Hay Que ComprenderiosEl Continental (EI Paso), Fd)ruary 15, 1927. (My 
translation.) 

Patri, 'TDeseos In&ntiles " ["Juvenile Desires"], El Continental (El Paso), February 8, 
1927. (My translation.) 
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for the children themselves, reflecting perhaps the increasing awareness of the power of 

the press and the growing literacy among Mexican children. ^ For example, in 1930, 

Edinburg, Texas newspaper El Defensor published an on-going series titled ""Para los 

ninos. " The column addressed such youthfiil concerns as school attendance and bullies. 

On August 8, 1930, "Para los ninos" ["For the Children"] discussed the case of Miguel, 

a cruel and perverse boy, who delighted in torturing his little sister. Ailer an incident in 

which Miguel tormented his sister's cat, pulling one of its eyes out of the socket, he 

became feverish and delirious. "Today Miguel is a crazy and sick child... He doesn't play, 

he doesn't laugh." He spent his life haunted by the vision of the cat's eye staring at him. 

The article, "La mirada del castigo " ["The Look of the Punishmem"], concludes with 

the warning, "Remember, little readers, that the bad deeds which we do are like the eye of 

that cat that stares at us from inside our conscience." ^ El Defensor also tried to instill 

patriotism in the children. In March of 1931, for ^cample, their ""Para los Ninos " section 

published a small piece titled 'Tatria," or homeland. The article featured a conversation 

between Luis, a Mexican child, and Pedro, a French child. Both argued the superiority of 

their homelands. In the end, the teacher taught the two that they must respect each 

" In the nineteenth century there existed in M^co a thriving press aimed at children. 
The holdings of the Hemeroteca Nacional contain many exanq>les. See Irma Lombardo 
Garcia and Maria Teresa Camarillo Caibajal, La Prensa Irrfantil de Mexico (1839-1984) 
(MOTCO, D.F.; Universidad Nacional Autonoma de MRACO, 1984). 

 ̂"ha. \firada del Castigo," El Defensor (Edinburg, Texas), August 8, 1930. El Defensor 
also published other stories or cuentos in order to teach Mexican youth valuable lessons, 
including its September 5, 1930 article, a German story about a plant which gave people 
back their youth. 
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Other's love of their homeland. " 

As increasing numbers of Mexican children entered school, schools became a 

source of advice as weU. For example, on October 17, 1930, Edinburg's El Defensor 

published a short piece, "La Escuela," "The School," in its Seccion para losMuchachos 

["Section for Children"]. The article emphasized the value of education. Reflecting the 

binational character of Mexican life on the border, however, the value of schooling was 

described in very nationalistic Mexican terms. "Every day, in the morning and the 

afternoon, you go to school, sometimes joyfully, others times less so; more often, bad 

tempered." Why was this so? According to the writer, because the studem didn't 

understand the benefits of an education. "You don't know the l)enefits of schooling!" 

The author described that in the past education was meant only for the rich. The poor, he 

wrote, were "condemned to live in ignorance." In the past, one could only aspire to 

follow his father's occupation. The writer then went on to list the men who had benefited 

from education; Hidalgo, Morelos, Zaragoza, Ju^ez, Lerdo de Tegeda. ^ 

^ Maria Enriqueta, "Patria" ["Fatherland"], (Edinburg, Texas) El Defensor, March 13, 
1931. 

^ Luis de la Brena, "La Escuela" ["School"], El D ênsor (Edinburg), October 17, 1930, 
6. (My translation.) 
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Schools in MKdco 

Mexican children crossing into the United States often had experience in Mexican 

schools. Although in the late nineteenth century the Mexican government had spent 

increasing resources on building schools in Mexico, there was stiO a serious dearth of 

educational institutions. This scarcity was exacerbated by the destruction and chaos of the 

Mexican Revolution. 

Enrique Acevedo, bom in 1898, began school in Ciudad Juarez in 1908. He 

remembered that, "There were few schools, two or three churches (the old Guadalupe 

church and others), but very few schools. There was one for boys, a few co-ed 

schools . .^  Margari ta  J^uez de Alcala,  a  member of  one of  the pioneer famil ies  of  

Juarez remembered that, 

there was a school for girls there. I tell you, you didn't see 
suffering in the period before the Revolution. There were no 
shabby persons, no people from the south. Although not everyone 
in Ju^ez was rich, some had more, some had less, th^ were all 
good people, decent people, who dressed well, who lived a certain 
way. It was not the great city it is now, but there was a very 
beautiiiil way of life there. The schools for children were 
segregated, boys and girls. ^ 

The Mexican Revolution of 1910 changed everything, however. Schools were 

® Enrique Acevedo interviewed by Robert H. Novak, May 17, 1974, Transcript no. 139, 
on file at the Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso. (Hereafter referred 
to as lOH, UTEP.) 

Margarita J^uez de Alcala interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, Fdimary 16, 1974. 
Transcript no. 141, lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 
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closed or destroyed and teachers fled their classrooms. When immigration inspectors 

asked eleven year old Antonio Gomez, "Why did they take you out of school in Mexico?," 

he answered, "Because the teacher went away." Similarly, Pedro Chause, bom around 

the turn of the century, left his school because it "was closed on account of the 

Revolution." He joined the Revolution, fighting on behalf of Carranza, in his third year of 

preparatory school. Such was the case for many poor boys. 

Families with means, however, continued to educate their children when possible. 

Louise Gates, the daughter of an American &ther and a Mexican mother, remembered that 

when the family returned to their home at Sierra Mojada, Coahuila, 

There [was] no school, because of course, there was no civilian 
government, no municipal government, and probably no pay, and probably 
the teachers would've been afraid anyway. So the schools were closed. So 
Papa sent for a teacher from Torreon for us, Jesusita Cuellar, very nice lady 
and very religious, and she promptly organized these catechism classes, 
because of course, there was no school for anybody. 

Even poorer children sought out an education, however limited, where they could. 

Sotero H. Sofia, a child during the Revolution, recalled. 

In those times there were no schools. Nevertheless, on the hacienda 
where I grew up, I had the great opportunity of learning to read and write 

Interview with Antonio Gomez, age 11. U.S. Immigration Service. Records of the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, Series A, Part 2, Mexican Immigration, 1906-
1930, reel 8. (Hereafter refmed to as INS, Mexican Immigration,) 

Qaaao, The Mexican Immigrant: His Life Story (Chicago; University of 
Chicago Press, 1931), 187. 

Louise Gates, imerviewed by Sarah John, December 14, 1978, Transcript no. 726, 
IOH,UTEP. 
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my name. A fine person who was somewhat educated, helped those of us 
who wanted to learn. The payment that he received was about ten cents a 
week. Even now when I am sixty-seven years old I have no words to show 
my gratitude to that splendid man Teaching me to sign my name was for 
me a great achievement. ^ 

Home teaching was often a necessity, given the lack of schools. For example, in 

October of 1917, Jesus Ybarra testified before a Board of Special Inquiry that his adopted 

daughter, fourteen-year-old Dolores Alcaras, had never attended school. "I have acted as 

her teacher," he said. Similarly, that same year, Refiigio Ortiz, testified before a sinular 

board in Nogales, Arizona that her ten-year-old niece, Concepcion Grijalva, was only 

then beginning school in Phoenix, Arizona because Ortiz had been teaching the girl at 

home. "I was teaching her at home in Spanish, and then after I got through with that I 

sent her to school to learn English," she told investigators. ^Such stories challenge the 

widespread stereotype which Mexicans encountered when they entered the United States. 

Education was important to Mexican parents and children. It was often inaccessible, 

however. 

A lack of schools on the Mexican side often motivated Mexican families to migrate 

to the U.S. side. In the summer of 1917, Luisa Gomez applied for permission to bring her 

eleven-year-old nephew, Dagoberto Manjarres, fi'om Mexico City to San Antonio to live 

^ Sotero H. Soria in Memories for Tomorrow: Mexican-American Recollections of 
Yesteryear, Margaret Beeson, Maijorie Adams, and Rosalie King (Detroit: Blaine 
Ethridge Books:, 1983), 1-2. 

"In the Matter of Jesus Ybarra et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

^ "In the Matter of Grijjalva, Concepcion et al,", 1906-1930, reel 8. 
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with her. According to Gomez, she was bringing her nephew to attend school in San 

Antonio at the request of his father, testifying that "he thinks he will get a better 

education." The records of the Immigration and Naturalization Service for that period 

are filled with requests by family members to bring their young relatives to the United 

States in order to receive an education. 

For example, in the summer of 1917, seventy-six year old Francisco Castro and his 

fifty-nine year old wife, Amada de Castro applied to enter the United States. 

Accompanying them was their fourteen-year-old grandson, Leandro Castro. Leandro's 

mother had died, his father was living in Cocorit, Sonora. He had lived with his 

grandparents since his mother's death, eleven years earlier. Although he had attended 

school in Mexico since the age of seven, his grandmother testified that he was moving in 

with his aunt and uncle in San Diego because "the schools are no good down there." 

Similarly, also in 1917, twelve year old Miguel Peraza applied for admission to the United 

States through Naco, Arizona. His &ther had been dead for seven years and N/Cguel was 

joining his aunt and uncle in Calico, California to go to school to learn English. 

"In the Matter of Gomez, Luisa et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Castro, Leandro et al," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Peraza, Nfiguel," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. See on the same 
reel of microfilm, the cases of thirteen-year-old Aurora Gamboa firom Mazatlan, Sinaloa 
who was on her way to Tucson to attend school; thirteen year old Odilon Mendoza fi'om 
Churinzio, Michoacan who was on his way to San Antonio to attend school; fourteen-
year-old Mario Vasquez who applied for entry in ord«^ to attend school in Laredo; tm-
year old Rosa Ernesto who applied for entry in order to attend school in San Antonio; 
twelve-year-old Oscar Vasquez fi'om Monterr^, Mexico v^o was admitted in order to 
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Nfiddle-class Mexicans frequently sent their children to schools in the United 

States. For example, in 1917, thirteen-year-old Esiquel Sancen of Salvatierra, 

Guanajuato applied for entry to the United States. He was on his way to attend school in 

San Antonio. Fiileen-year-oid Raul Gutierrez applied for permission to enter the United 

States. His destination was a school in El Paso, Texas. ^ Twelve-year-old Pascual 

Amoros Swchez was admitted through the port of Laredo on his way to San Antonio to 

attend school. *" 

The Mexican government even took note of the move to the U. S. side of the 

border. In 1929, Alfonso F^ila described the way in which Mexican students crossed 

from Ju^ez to El Paso each day in order to attend school. He described Juarez as 

offering little to the children. Their country offered them little more than "the degraded 

spectacle of.. drunk tourists and American prostitutes who crossed the border to live 

libertine lives." 

attend school in Laredo; eight-year-old Luis Nava and seven-year-old Enrique Nava from 
La Paz, Baja California who entered the United States to join an aunt in San Pedro, 
California and go to school. 

"In the Matter of Sancen, Esiquel" and "In the Matter of Gutierrez, Raul," INS, 
Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

"In the Matter of Sanchez, Pascual Amoros," INS, Mexican Immigration, reel 8. 

Alfonso F^ila, El Problema de la EmigrcKion de Obrerosy Campesinos Mexicanos 
(Mraco, DF; Talleres Graficos de la Nacion, 1929), 31. (My translatiotL) 
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Mexican children and American schools 

The history of Mexican children in American schools is a complex one. Despite 

the evidence that Mexican parents and their children valued school, economic conditions 

often prohibited their attendance. While Medcan parents and the Spanish-language press 

urged the children to take advantage of the educational opportunities available to them in 

the United States, the school systems, teachers, and other children were often less than 

welcoming. The story of the segregation of Mexican children, and the efforts of the 

Mexican conmiunity to end that segregation has been well-documented. The decline in 

school attendance in the higher grades is also weU known. 

In 1911, the Dillingham Commission issued a report, "The Children of Immigrants 

in Schools." The investigators gathered information on over 2,000,000 children from 

twenty cities across the United States. Although the report is largely devoid of 

Mexican immigrant children, we can glean some information from it. Based on 

information gathered on slightly more than 33,000 students attending both public and 

parochial schools, the Los Angeles section captures information on students who attended 

school on one day in December 1908. Almost 2 percent of the children were of Mexican-

bom fathers while another 2.6 percent were defined as having "Spanish American" 

parentage. The report revealed that Mexican students made up a small percentage of 

^ See Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. "Let All of Them Take Heed": Mexican Americans and 
the Campaign for Educational Equality in Texas, 1910-1981 (Austin; University of 
Texas Press, 1987.) 

** Reports of the Immigration Commission. The Children of Immigrants in Schools. 
"Senate Document 749,61st Congress, 3d Session, vol. 1; 3. 

Reports of the Immigration Commission. The Children of Immigrants in Schools. 
"Senate Document 749,61st Congress, 3d Sesaon. vol. 3: 552. According to the 
Dictionary of Races or Peoples, a report of the Dillingham Commission, a Mexican was 
"any native of M&dco who is neither of N^o nor of Indian descent... The Mexican 
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students attending Los Angles schools but perhaps most striking is the disappearance of 

M&dcan-origin students between eighth grade and high school. Mexican children are 

clustered in the lower grades. Scholars have studied the lack of educational opportunities, 

and the decreasing numbers of Mexican students in higher grades. What has received less 

attention, however, is the symbolic values which accrued to the issue of Mexican children 

attending American Schools. 

Table 3 Mexican-origin students in Los Angeles schools 
December 1908"** 

Grade Males Females Total 
Kindergarten 19 32 51 
First 158 137 295 
Second 45 41 86 
Third 59 40 99 
Fourth 33 15 48 
Fifth 19 7 26 
Sixth 6 1 7 
Seventh 5 1 6 
Eighth 2 2 4 
Hieh School 0 0 0 

Total 346 276 622 

Mexican children were perceived as threats to the American way of liie. As the 

population... is mainly of Indian or mixed origin and is therefore largely excluded from this 
definition." In turn, "Spanish American" was defined as "the people of Central and South 
American of Spanish descent." See Dillingham Commission, Dictionary of Races or 
Peoples. Senate Document 662, 61st Congress, 3d Session. 1911. pp. 96, 137. 

^ Based on Reports of the Immigration Commission. The Children of Immigrarrts in 
Schools. "Senate Document 749,61st Congress, 3d Session, vol. 3: 566. 
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Mracan population increased, the effect on their growing numbers became even more 

sensational news. In 1925, E. E. Davis of Nacogdoches, Texas described the situation in 

Caldwell County, Texas, 

A thing of much deeper concern than the labor value of the Mexican 
immigrant, is his influence upon the institutional life of the agricultural 
communities where he takes up domicile. Wherever the fbreign-bom 
Mexican immigrant goes, the standards of home life and education are 
distinctly lowered. These people are poor. Some of them are under fed, ill-
clad and penniless. .. In many instances the Mexican disrupts the course of 
the community's educational activities as much as he lowers its standards 
of farm home life. For example, a flood of Mexican farm tenants have 
swept over Caldwell County: I^dreds of white tenants have been 
displaced by Mexican tenants. Some white American school communities 
have been depleted of most of their white scholastic population. Some 
white American rural schools that formerly ran with three or four teachers 
now have so few white scholastics that one or two teachers are all that are 
necessaiy... The once well-kept school houses are suffering for paint and 
the replacement of window panes; while the entire premises present a 
tumble-down and neglected spectacle. They are the crumbling monuments 
of vanishing white communities.'*' 

Such an analysis of the "crumbling monuments of vanishing white communities" avoids 

the obvious. Once Mexican children entered schools, school boards often neglected the 

facilities, relegating Mexican children to a second-class education. For many Anglo 

Americans educators and parents, the answer to the "flood" of Mexican students became 

the creation of separate schools. 

Although Mexican students were generally regarded simply as "Mexican," 

r^ardless of their citizenship, some Anglo Americans conflated the term "Mexican" with 

E. E. Davis, "King Cotton Leads Mexicans into Texas," 3%e Texas Outlook (Fort 
Worth: The Texas State Teachers Association, April 1925), 1-2. 
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low economic class. Again, quoting Davis, some Mexican children deserved equal 

educational opportunities, while others did not. 

The most thoughtful representatives of the M&dcan race are opposed to 
any general policy of separate schools for the Mexican children. They see 
the line of social cleavage and the wall of cast distinction that would most 
assuredly result to the detriment of the Spanish-American stock as a whole 
in Texas. The Mexicans are legally classed as white. Many of those of the 
better classes are white, both in body and in spirit, and have come to Texas 
to live permanently as American citizens. They should be accorded full 
rights to the free-school system of the State. ^ 

Separate schools, according to Davis, were desired by "white" Mexicans as well as Anglo 

Americans. 

In many instances, separate schools have been established for the Mexican 
children. This is, no doubt, the best plan for handling many of the ill-clad, 
unclean, poverty-stricken children of peon extractioa The American 
children and the clean, high-minded Mexican children do not like to go to 
school with the dirty 'greaser' type of Mexican child. The better thing is to 
put the 'dirty' ones into separate schools till they learn to 'clean up' and 
become eligible to better society. 

There were voices in the wilderness, however, who caUed for equal education for Mexican 

children. One such voice was Dr. Herschel T. Manuel, a scholar who had extensively 

studied the educational system in Texas. In a 1931 speech to LULAC (the League of 

United Latin American Citizens), Manuel argued that 

Public education is not a charity. It is not a privil^e which parents are 
supposed to buy by taxes or otherwise, or for that matter even to merit. A 
parent may be poor, shiftless, or even dead. From the standpoint of 
education, the state is interested in the child—not in the parent. It is the 

^ Davis, "King Cotton," 8. 

Ibid. 
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chad who owes the state for the education which he has received. The 
argument that children whose parents pay little or no taxes are entitled to 
only such facilities as may be furnished in the spirit of giving to the poor 
has lived a century beyond its time. Education is a child's birthright, I 
repeat, not be taken away by any accidents of position. If for no other 
reason, the state educates him because his education is a necessary step in 
furthering the welfare of the state itself. ^ 

The Spanish-language press and demands for education 

The Spanish-language press was an important voice demanding that Mexican 

children receive an equal education and that Mexican parents ensure school attendance. In 

1915, £/ Tucsoneme published an editorial reaflBrming the value of education for Mexican 

children. The education of Mexican students was important because it passed on 

"morality and education."'' Today's students would become tomorrow adults. Education 

was an essential step in preparing them. 

When, in 1919, the El Paso school district began enforcement of the state's 

compulsory education law. La Patria became a public vehicle admonishing parents to 

ensure their children's school attendance. Pressure for the law's enforcement had come 

from World War I veterans. Because returning soldiers needed jobs, Mexican children 

and teenagers were urged to give up their employment and return to school. 

In an article titled "Work in undertaken on behalf of Mexican children," La Patria 

exhorted its readers to comply with the compulsory education law. During "school 

^ Speech delivered by Dr. Herschel T. Manuel at a LULAC convention held in Edinburg. 
Reprinted in El Defensor, May 29, 1931. 

El Tucsoneme (Tucson, Arizona), April 17, 1915. (My translation.) 
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week," speakers, inciuding the editor of La Patria, had given short speeches in movie 

theaters. La Patria outlined the compulsory education law which applied to children 

between 7 and 14 years of age, and warned parents that they would be financially liable if 

their children did not attend school. 

Children between 7 and 14 should not be hired by any workshop, factory, 
establishment of store. Instead they should dedicate their time to education 
in the public schools, private or parochial schools, whether these be 
Catholic or Protestant... The heads of Mexican ^mailies or those in charge 
of school-aged children should rush to send their children to educational 
institutions if they do not want the law to intervene. Those who break the 
law will be charged a fine of $S to $25 for the first offense, and sentenced 
to jafl for six months to a year for additional offenses." 

Even County Judge E. B. MacClintock, whose jurisdiction included matters dealing with 

minors, urged school-aged children to attend school. Describing the problems faced by 

soldiers returning fi'om France, he concluded that no one wanted to make matters worse 

for the veterans. Children should not be allowed to continue playing the role of men. 

Through January of 1919, Za Patria ran articles urging Mexican parents to send 

their children back to school. In an article titled, 'They will justiiy their failure to attend 

public school; The Police will pursue all children who do not attend school." The 

newspaper warned that school attendance was in the decline. ^ Several days earlier there 

had been a meeting at Sunset School, attended by local authorities, principals, and school 

La Patria (El Paso), Fdsruary 10, 1919. (My translation.) 

" Ibid., January 9, 1919. 

 ̂Ibid., January 17, 1919. (My translation.) 
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employees in which compulsory school attendance was discussed. On January 14, 

1919, Desiderio Morales, 14 years old, was arrested by "ageme escolar^ [truancy ofBcer] 

J. M. Ceballos for not attending school. He was taken to the county jail and his father was 

fined $25. " 

Schools as institutions of control 

Although school districts and Anglo American parents often resisted these calls for 

equal educational opportunities for Mexican children, schools were often looked upon as 

the major controlling agent of "uncontrollable" Mexican children. In his 1942 thesis, 

"Problems of Mexican Boys," Charles Dinnijes Withers wrote that "the school is the one 

public agency that touches the lives of nearly all young men at the time when delinquent 

traits are crystallizing..." " According to Withers, schools should "take chief 

responsibility in helping today's students avoid those patterns of living which will bring 

them imo conflict with organized society" because schools were the one institution which 

touched the lives of most boys. 

Wither's study of over 200 "Mexican" high school boys is significant—^through 

the use of surveys and interviews, \Wther's gathered the views of the boys themselves 

Ibid, January 15, 1919. (My translation.) 

 ̂ Ibid, January 14, 1919. 

" Charles Dinnijes \^^ers, "Problems of Mexican Boys" (M. A. Thesis: University of 
Southern CaUfomia, 1942), 1. 

Withers, "Problems of Mexican Boys," I. 
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regarding their social and economic status. ^ It is also important that the study centers on 

Mexican American boys in Los Angeles. In the 1940s, especially in Los Angeles, Mexican 

American youth were under close scrutiny in the 1940s during the Zoot Suit Riots of 

1943, an FBI investigation carried out between 1943 and 1945 which explored various 

issues, including juvenile delinquency, the Sleepy Lagoon case, and constant media reports 

of 'Mexican," "pachuco," or "zoot suiter^ crime waves made Modcan American 

youth. 

The notion that schools could "controF Mexican children was not new in the 

1940s. As early as the 1920s, Paul S. Taylor found evidence of the ways in which 

schools, and school segregation in particular, were used to maintain the social order in 

which Mexicans were relegated an inferior status. Mexican students rarely encountered a 

Mexican or Mexican American teacher. Caspar Cordero, bom in El Paso's el Segundo 

Barrio in 1908, began kindergarten at Alamo School. He remembered that all the 

students were Mexican American. AH the teachers, however, were Anglo American. ** 

The experience could be very alienating for Mexican students. It reinforced the social 

status whereby Mexicans were under the control of Anglo Americans, in the work place 

and in the schools. 

Withers refers to the students as "Mexican" or "American" throughout his thesis 
although the labels refer to ethnicity rather than nationality. According to the boys, almost 
half of the parents were American citizens. 

" See Mauricio Mazon, The ZootSuit Riots: The Psychology of Symbolic Annihilation 
(Austin; University of Texas Press, 1984); and Carey McWilliams, North from Mexico: 
The Spanish-Speaking People of the United Slates New edition, updated by Matt S. 
Meier. (New York: Greenwood Press, 1990.) 

Interview with Caspar Cordero by Richard Estrada, July 3, 1975. Transcript no. 195, 
IOH,UTEP. 
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Further adding to the alienation was the discomfort experienced by Mexican 

students who entered school at older ages. Josefina Galvan emigrated from Chihuahua in 

1913, at the age of eight. She had attended four years of school in M^co. When she 

began school in El Paso, however, she was worried because she did not speak English. 

She remembered, "a ten-year-old g^l who was put in kindergarten with the 'babies.' And I 

told the teacher that I did not know English but I would not want to be with the 'babies." 

Because so many older refugee children were being placed in the lower grades, a school 

ofBcial made an inspection of the children, allowing those with some English to be placed 

in higher grades. The experiences of Mexican children in schools often reinforced the 

social system and imdermined their confidence. 

The relationships among Mexican and Anglo American students also reinforced the 

unequal social relations which ^sted outside of the schools. In his 1925 article, E. E. 

Davis argued that in areas where "the Mexicans and the whites have lived side by side for 

so many years that they imderstand each other and get along agreeably. The Mexican 

children and the white children often attend the same schools without difficulty." In El 

Paso this was the case in some instances but not in others. Rodolfo Candelaria, bom 

in 1904 in el Segundo Barrio, attended a Catholic School, St. Mary's. "That's where you 

learned to obey your parents Yes, sir, we were brought up straight Catholics; and [they 

taught] obedience to your parents, allegiance to your country. We used to raise the 

American flag every morning, raise it up and salute." He went on to say that, although 

there were few Mexican children at the school, the two groups got along. "Oh, once in a 

^ Josefina Galv^ interviewed by Cathy B. Gr^eda, November 31, 1977. Transcript no. 
547, lOH, UTEP. (My translation.) 

^ Davis, 'TCing Cotton," 8. 
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while, for instance, they'd call you a "Mexican.' That's natural." " The label "Mexican" 

had been used as an extremely derogatory term in Texas and other parts of the Southwest 

since the Texas rebellion of the 1830s. 

Another resident of El Paso, Chris P. Fox, bom in 1897, remembered the fighting 

that went on between M&dcan and Anglo boys. "Oh, there were little combates, like we 

boys [did]. All those Mexican &milies lived up on the mesa— Stormsville; and every one 

in a while on Saturday we boys would attack them. We played baseball with each other, 

they had a basdiall diamond up there. But we'd work up a little deal between us; and that 

was the fort up there we were going to attack the fort. They'd fire rocks at us and we'd 

fire rocks at them. And next Saturday we'd be playing ball again." 

Evidence of conflict between Mexican and Anglo American students is sometimes 

subsumed by the idea that there "wasn't too much discrimination." For ecample, Caspar 

Cordero's recalled that he wasn't "a victim of too much discriminatioiL I don't recall any 

particular disagreeable incident. But I could sense it all around... You could sense it with 

your teachers; you could see it in the places you worked in certain ways." ^ William 

Flores, former national president of LULAC, bom in 1897 in Socorro, Texas, recalled 

his school years in the early twentieth century this way, 

I was in high school two years, and there were only two Spanish American 
students at that time. And I was not mistreated in any way, but there was 

" Rodolfo Candelaria, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, August 5, 1975, Interview No. 
414A, lOH, UTEP. 

Chris P. Fox interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, January 22, 1976, Interview No. 214, 
IOH,UTEP. 

^ Interview with Caspar Cordero by Richard Estrada, July 3, 1975. Transcript no. 195, 
IOH,UTEP. 
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the same way that they talked to us, you know, and you had pretty 
difScult times to get together with other people because we were always 
fighting. In school, you know, in the grammar school, we used to take 
sides and a bunch of us Mexican guys would go to one comer, and the 
Americans [to] another, and it was just fighting all the time. And then 
when I got to high school, we didn't get to fighting at all, but their 
attitudes... So I told my fether I didn't want to go to school anymore, and 
he sent me to the Durham's college, which they had here, commercial 
courses also, then fi-om there I went to Palmore college; and International 
Business College, I also attended that. " 

Although be begins by stating that he was not mistreated in any way, he concludes by 

describing the on-going fighting between Anglo and Mexican students. 

When Paul Taylor interviewed Anglo American parents and school administrators 

in South Texas in the 1920s, the need to reinforce social relations through school 

experiences were clearly expressed. Although some Anglo Americans described Mexicans 

in patronizingly kind terms, as "a wonderfioL, docile" people or "grateful, honest, and law-

abiding," others viewed Mexicans in a less positive light. ^ 

School segregation was seen as a way to reinforce social inequality. Their words 

speak for themselves. One person, whom Taylor described as " cormected with the 

educational system," stated that, '"We take any reasonable steps to keep the Mexicans 

fi'om putting their heads in our [school][ door. Th^ outnumbers us. We keep a strict 

tight rein on the Mexicans. " An "American woman" interviewed by Taylor asked, 

"You wouldn't want your children to go to school with Mexicans would you? I would 

William Flores, interviewed by Oscar J. Martinez, November 26 and December 4, 
1975, Interview No. 333, lOH, UTEP. 

^ Paul S. Taylor, "M«dcan Labor in the United States Dimmit County, Winter Garden 
District South Texas" in Mexican Labor in the United States, vol. 1., 1928-1930 (New 
York; Amo Press and The New York Times, 1970), 206-208, 301. 

Ibid., 437. 
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not want my children to intermarry with persons of another race." ™ 

Separation in schools appeared a necessity in order to maintain separation outside 

of the schools. Another "American woman" told Taylor, The Mexicans can keep their 

places and I keep mine. When a Mexican boys comes to take my daughter out there will 

be trouble." School segregation "taught" Mexican children their place. 

The reason I want the Mexicans separated is because of the intimacy in the 
schools. If they go together they will say, 'That is Mary Brown.' But if 
they are separated they will say, 'That is Mr. Brown's daughter.' It will 
prevent mixing of the races. They will take betto* care of our children and 
our children's property if they are not mixed in the schools. ^ 

Too much education woiild lead to a decline in the supply of agricultural workers. An 

onion grower interviewed by Taylor argued that, "The little education they get in the 

schools here spoUs them, and makes them trifling; they become peddlers, or bootleggers, 

or seek some easy way of making a living. They don't want to do this [onion clipping] or 

other work." 

School segregation also taught white children their place. As a member of the 

school board told Taylor, 

My children see that I don't let the Mexicans come into my house and 
don't associate with them. Why don't we let the Mexicans come to the 

™ Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit County, W^ter Garden District 
South Texas," 442. 

" Ihid., 443. 

^Tbid., 389. 

Ibid, 444. 
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white schools? Because a damned greaser is not fit to sit side of a white 
giri. Anybody who wants to get into trouble around here can just try to 
put them in the same school. A man would rather his daughter was dead 
than that she should many a Mexican. The Mexicans are too dirty and 
filthy. If they are separate in school the children learn the difference and 
they won't mix with the Mexican.^"* 

The socioeconomic relations which emerged from the new economic order were played 

out and reinforced in the playgrounds and classrooms of schools. As a grower told 

Taylor, "They'll not rule our children. Our little boy bosses the Mexican children." " 

Power relations were learned in childhood for both groups. 

Parentine and the new economic order 

Mexican children and parents were caught in an new economic order which 

created conflicting expectations and feelings. Mexican parents worried about their 

children and sought to create institutions to help them mature, yet they were criticized by 

Anglo American educators and parents for being too lenient and found themselves 

chastised by the Mexican government for allowing their children to become too American. 

In the fall of 1915, El Tucsonense reported the existence of a new club where 

"members, f^lies and fiiends" could find "a place for recreation." According to the 

newspaper. 

In these centers you will find, always and at whatever hour, a place of rest 
and recreation, where you can pass the time. Above all, parents will find a 
the centers a great help in complying with their duty to oversee their 

™ Taylor, "Mexican Labor in the United States Dimmit County, Winter Garden District 
South Texas," 451. 

Ibid., 433. 
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children. Parents will have a place where their children can engage in 
happy diversions appropriate to their age, under the watchful eye of 
respectable person, and way from corrupt influences. 

The recreation center would provide a place where parents could guard their children 

while providing "respectable people" help with parenting. 

Yet, parents' role as the guardians of their families came under increasing attack. 

As children were drawn imo American society, through school and work, they increasingly 

distanced themselves from their parents' culture. Forty-eight year old Jesus Mendizabal 

from Zacatecas, living in Phoenix, was interviewed by Mexican anthropologist Manuel 

Gamio in the 1920s. He illustrates clearly the fears of Mexican parents regarding the loss 

of their children's Mexican identity. 

I believe that an honest man can live anywhere from his work and 
everything else doesn't matter. To be sure one has to be patriotic and that 
is why I haven't changed my nationality and I want to go back to Mexico 
in order to take my children there to finish their growing up so that they 
also may be Mexican citizens. They are being Americanized here in the 
American school. They speak almost more English than Spanish. I have 
taught them what little Spanish I know so that they will always remember 
their country, but it seems to me that they will be American citizens since 
they were bom here and don't know anything about Mexico. I am sure 
that if I can't take them they wouldn't go of themselves. ^ 

Alfonso F^ila, in his book Elproblema de la emigracion de obrerosy campesinos 

mexicanos [The Problem of the Emigration of Mexican Laborers and Farm Workers], 

EI Tucsonense (Tucson, Arizona), November 24, 1915. (My translation.} 

^ Manuel Gamio, The life Story of the Mexican Immigrant (New York; Dover 
Publications, 1971), 132. (Originally published as The Mexican Immiff̂ ant: His Life-
Story by the University of Chicago Press, 1931.) 



240 

describes the many problems which parents bring onto themselves and their children by 

immigrating to the United States. In his section "£>i La Lucha " ["In the Struggle"]^ he 

describes the Mexican children who must work in the fields, picking orange, grape, 

apricots while other children enjoy their vacation, all for the "illusion of good earnings." 

He relates the story of one man whose daughter returned fi'om the fields, "en malas 

condiciones," or pregnant. ™ His message is clear—parents will lose control of their 

children if they bring them to the United States. 

The story of Juan Cepeda illustrates this loss of control. According to Fabila, Juan 

Cepeda asked the Mexican consul at Laredo for help in returning his two daughters to his 

homeland. According to Cepeda he had attacked his boss for putting Cepeda's two young 

daughters to work in the fields. "Like I was telling you, the gringo contracted me to work 

on his ranch and I went with my family. We were recently arrived. We came because my 

old lady died and the owner sold the hacienda." When Cepeda discovered that his two 

daughters, ages twelve and fourteen, had been put to work in the fields, he confi'onted his 

boss. "Who gives you the right to take my daughters out of the house and put them to 

work? I contracted to work for you, not them. Where I come fi'om, women stay in the 

house, they are not like the bolias [white women] here, supporting their men." " 

In Fstoila's section on "Instituciones de Caridad" ["Charitable Institutions"], he writes 

^ Alfonso Fabila, El problema de la emî acion de obrerosy campesinos mexicanos 
(M^co, DF: Talleres Gr^cos de la Nacion, 1929), 13. (My translation.) 

^ Fabila, El Problema de la Emigracion, 16. (My translation.) 
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that Mexicans are responsible for 25% of charitable spending and that M&dcan juvenile 

delinquents are 60% above the other groups "Crazy and sick, there you have your 

punishment for abandoning your fatherland." ^ But the greatest loss is the loss of a 

Mexican identity. In his section on "Educacion," F^ila writes that of the grave dangers 

which a U.S. education has for Mexican children. "The young are being lost to us... 

There are young of both sexes who do not know half a word of Spanish, or if they know 

it, they are ashamed to speak it." The stories point to the great loss of parental 

control possible by moving to the United States. 

The loss of parental control was exacerbated by questions of language. Children often 

became the translators for their parents. As children learned and mastered English, their 

parents were left to depend on their young to interpret the new society in which th^ 

found. In her article on children as translators, Antonia Castaneda asks. 

What rites of passage are these that require children to conceive the 
significance o£^ construe, and interpret entire cultural universes for adults, 
universes that include every possible human experience; a nation's 
mythology and ideology, a sibling's arrest, pregnancy and pre- and post
natal care, an argumem with a boss who refiises to pay the wages he 
agreed to pay? What rites are these in which childhood's boundaries are 
transgressed each time a child is required to translate—^and thus mediate, 
negotiate, and broker—^adult realities across cultures? ® 

Ibid, 29. (My translation.) 

Ibid., 31. (My translation.) 

^ Antonia I. Castaneda, "Language and Other Lethal Weapons: Cultural Politics & the 
Rites of Children As Translators of Culture," in La Voz de Esperama, volume 10: no. 5 
(June 1997), 5. 
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Power relations reversed, creating what Joshua Meyrowitz has described, in a more 

contemporary contect, the "adultlike child and the childlike adult." According to 

Meyrowitz, as children have become increasingly proficient in using computer technology 

in the past thirty years, they have gained more access to information. ^ In a similar way, 

access to English allowed Medcan children more access to information and gave them a 

level of power impossible in Mexico. 

As Castaneda concludes, the effect of this power reversal on the children is a topic 

of debate. While some argue that this situation makes chOdren "grow up too soon," 

others argue that children are extremely resilient. Using Ernesto Galarza, author of 

Barrio boy: The Story of a Boy's Acculturation, as an example, Castaneda reasons that 

he 

learned very early—in a remote, mountainous village in Mexico and in a 
multi-ethnic, working -class barrio in Sacramento—^to see himself in 
relation to his family, his community, and his class and to understand and 
interpret the world in terms of power relationships and class difiTerences. 
Galarza embraced and transformed the experience of translating into a 
powerful tool with which to give public voice to the struggle for the rights 
of industrial workers, including farmworkers, throughout the world. 
Within that firework, translating was a powerfiil, positive, and valuable 
skill to be used and shared with others." ** 

In her 1942 M.A. thesis, Lucretia Martinez noted the power given children through 

knowledge of English. 

^ Joshua Meyrowitz, "The Adultlike Child and the Childlike Aduh: Socialization in an 
Electronic Age" in Growing up in America: Historical Experiences, Harvey J. Graff, ed. 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987), 612-631. 

^ Castaneda, "Language and Other Lethal Weapons," 5-6. 
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A strange relationship results from the parents' lack of facility with the 
English language. The parent in Mexico, particularly the fether, is the seat 
of wisdom, the foimt of knowledge. In America any one of his brook, with 
the magical knowledge of English which th^ possess, can leave him 
helpless. The positions are reversed and he must learn from his child. This 
is to him an unnatural situation and the father compensates for his 
dependence on the child by holding him &st to the 'old ways,' by 
demanding more and more obedience in other things. This, in part, 
accounts for the persistence of the use of Spanish among second generation 
Mexicans. 

Mexican children and parents confronted a great many challenges as they entered the 

United States. In confronting the changes, both parents and children tried to create 

meaning for their lives. 

Conclusions 

Mexican children constituted an important part of society on both sides of the 

border. On the Mexican side they accounted for almost half the population. OntheU.S.-

side of the border, their numbers were significant as well. As more Mexicans migrated to 

the United States, they were confronted by a great many changes. In part, through the 

modernization of the late 19"* century and their experiences in the Mexican Revolution of 

1910, both Mexican parents and children had already experienced momentous changes. 

Demanding equal education for their children, the parents both won and lost. They 

lost some control and had to face the loss in Mexican identity which their children 

experienced. The schools were places of contradictions. In the school room, Anglo 

American parents and children could teach and learn the social and economic inequality 

which Mexicans experienced outside the classroom. But the classroom could also 

Ruth Lucretia Martinez, "The Unusual Mexican: A Study in Acculturation," (M. A. 
Thesis, Claremont Colleges, 1942), 17. 
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represent a place where Mexican children could take on new identities. In 1925, the El 

Paso Times published the following account. It illustrates clearly the changes in identity 

which came about as Mexican children began to make a place for themselves on the 

American side of the border. 

An example of the melting pot and the assimilation which the United States 
accomplishes each year was shown last night when two foreign-bom 
students took the highest honors in the school when 74 boys and gids 
graduated from the EI Paso High school. Lena Galatzan, bom in Russia... 
was given the highest honors... while Manuel Horaedo, who was bom in 
Mexico, made the second highest honors. 'As a descendant of those great 
Spanish explorers who made possible the founding of our city, I now 
welcome you, my friends, to the simple commencement »cercises of my 
class... To me the process of assimilation is particularly signijBcant, for I 
have passed through is different stages. I take this opportunity to show my 
regard for those great American institutions, those institutions I have 
learned to cherish.' ^ 

Both rejected and welcomed, Mexican children and their parents leamed that it was their 

resiliency that would allow them to make the transition into U.S. society. 

 ̂El Paso Times, Jamiary 9, 1925, found in EI Paso Vertical Files, "Public Schools." EI 
Paso Central Library. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

"We take any reasonable steps to keep the Mexicans from putting their heads in our 
[school] door. They outnumber us. We keep a strict rein on the Mexicans." 

— Onion grower. South Texas, 1928 

'TDo you appreciate, then, a good education for children?" "Yes, I certainly do." 
—Testimony of Maria C. Vd. de Lastra before an INS inspector, 1917 

The history of Mexican children along the U.S.-Mexico border has much to teU us 

about the rocky relationship between the two nations and the two peoples. As the two 

quotes above demonstrate, the perceptions about Mexican children varied dramatically 

among differem groups. Like the onion grower interviewed by Paul S. Taylor in the 

1920s, some Americans wanted to keep a tight control on Mexican children in order to 

reinforce ethnic segregation and to ensure a future labor pool of low-paid workers. To 

Mexican parents, however, their children deserved everything that the United States, and 

the American dream promised, including a good education in order to progress as adults. 

Children became the focus of power struggles involving parents, schools, nativistic 

Americans, nationalistic Mexicans, and of course, the children themselves. 

This study of border Mexican children illustrates the ways in which children's lives were 

shaped by the new economic order which emerged along the border in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. As capitalism developed along the border, represented by 

the coming of the railroads and commercial agriculture in particular, children were drawn 
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to the region, as members of Unifies and as workers. The growing population of young 

people drew the attention of both governments, and each attempted to control the 

childreiL Compulsory education, law discipline, juvenile courts, and social services 

agencies all did their part to regulate the children. 

On the American side of the border, the presence of Mexican children took on a 

particular meaning. Children were entering a clearly racialized socio-economic system. 

There existed "M®dcan wages" and "Mexican work " which defined and limited the 

opportunities which these children were afforded in the United States. Likewise, 

'̂ racan schools" sought to reinforce the social order by segregating Mexican and 

Mexican American children. Ironically, the Mexican schools also created a distinctly 

American identity among some children. 

The ways in which Mexican children and their parents navigated the labyrinth of 

racial stereotypes and expectations point to the resiliency of the community. Mexican 

parents created programs and institutions geared towards supporting their children. The 

Spanish language press urged parents to leam modem parenting skills. And children 

learned how to juggle school and work and family responsibilities. 

This history of border Mexican children also demonstrates the powerful symbolic 

values bestowed upon Mexican children. Images of Mexican children were used by 

politicians, both U. S. and Mracan, to instill fear about the loss of national sovereignty. 

Americans talked about the ways in which the growing presence of Mexican children 

signaled the racial and economic decline of the United States. 



As the twentieth century comes to an end, the media as well as politicians have 

again latched onto Mexican and Mexican children as ways to attract attention. In 

California, proponents of Proposition 187, which limits educational and social services to 

undocumented immigrants and their children, and Proposition 227, which abolishes 

bilingual education programs, portray Mexican children as "users'̂  of American tax 

dollars. Mexican children and their parents are depicted as unassimilable immigrants, 

coming to the United States in order to take advantage of the system. Along the border, 

law enforcement ofiBcials point to the crossing of M&dcan children into American cities in 

order to commit crimes. Such images are critical to understand, particularly given the 

demographic reality that Mexican Americans are an &ctremely youthiiil population. It is 

estimated that in Texas, as we enter the twenty-first century, Mexican American children 

will comprise the majority of children. Understanding the history of Mexican children 

along the border, then, becomes critical to interpreting today's politics as well the historic 

position of Mexicans along the border. 
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