
Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



S T A N D I N G  O N
C O M M O N  G R O U N D

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



S T A N D I N G  O N
C O M M O N  G R O U N D

T h e  M a k i n g  o f  a  S u n b e l t  B o r d e r l a n d

G e r a l d o  L .  C a d a va

H A R V A R D  U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S
Cambridge, Massachusetts

London, En gland
2013

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



To my family, for Tucson
And to my father, for the world

Copyright © 2013 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College

A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Cadava, Geraldo L., 1977–
Standing on common ground : the making of a Sunbelt borderland / Geraldo L. Cadava.

pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978- 0- 674- 05811- 8 (alk. paper)
1. Arizona— Relations—Sonora (Mexico : State) 2. Sonora 

(Mexico : State)— Relations—Arizona. 3. Borderlands— Arizona. 
4. Borderlands— Mexico—Sonora (State) 5. Mexican- American Border Region. 

I. Title.

F815.C34 2013
972'.1—dc23        2013006904

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Prologue: Tucson, Arizona 1

  Introduction 7

 1 Defending the Borderland 21

 2 La Fiesta de los Vaqueros 57

 3 Jácome’s Mission 96

 4 Student Movements 135

 5 Violence and Sanctuary 172

 6 Two  Horse men 212

  Conclusion 245

Notes 255
Ac know ledg ments 301
Index 305

C O N T E N T S

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Tohono O’odham 
Reservation

S  I  E  R  R  A     M
  A  D

  R  E

M
E

X
 15

Phoenix

Tucson

Nogales

Hermosillo

Guaymas

Puerto Peñasco

ARIZONA

SONORA

Ciudad Obregón

I-19

Gadsden Purchase

United States

Mexico

N

Gulf of California

The Arizona- Sonora borderland.

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



1

F or three days in November 1940, Tucson hosted the world premiere of 
Columbia Pictures’ epic fi lm Arizona, a romance portraying the te-
nacity and entrepreneurial spirit of the territory’s fi rst white settlers. 

Except for a brief hiatus in 1939, after World War II broke out in Eu rope, 
the motion picture company worked furiously to complete its screen adap-
tation of Clarence Budington Kelland’s best- selling novel. American Air-
lines fl ew to Tucson for the fi rst time so that curious tourists could watch 
Arizona’s fi lming. Tucsonans planned premiere festivities. Invitations 
printed on “genuine Arizona copper” enticed more than a hundred movie 
stars and directors to the desert. According to newspaper accounts, the in-
fl ux of tourists temporarily doubled the size of the city. The movie not only 
foreshadowed the Southwest’s rise as an iconic fi lm location and tourist 
destination but also offered a snapshot of racial and cross- border dynamics 
in Arizona on the eve of World War II.1

Arizona promised authenticity. Director Wesley Ruggles chose Tuc-
son over Los Angeles for the fi lm’s location, arguing that his movie had to 
be shot in the desert, where it was set. Columbia Pictures spent almost one 
million dollars on Arizona, half of that amount on the biggest set ever con-
structed outside of California. The set became the Old Tucson Movie 
Studios, which, until the late twentieth century, produced dozens of fa-
mous westerns. The company created a model of Tucson in 1860 based on 
maps, memoirs, and photographs  housed at the Arizona Historical Soci-
ety. Streets had their original names; a replica Santa Cruz River made wa-
ter fl ow in Tucson for the fi rst time in de cades; dogs, pigs, chickens,  horses, 
and turkey buzzards roamed freely; and actors rode wagons rented from 
the Tucson Rodeo Parade Committee, which collected old buggies for its 
annual pro cession. “We don’t dare slip up on one tiny detail,” said a crew-
member, because “we want this fi lm to be authentic history.”2

P R O L O G U E :  T U C S O N ,  A R I Z O N A
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P R O L O G U E

2

Authenticity also became the metric of success for premiere celebra-
tions and worldwide screenings of the fi lm. Arizona’s lead actress, Jean 
Arthur— of Calamity Jane fame— initiated the festivities by turning back 
the hands of an “enormous neon- lighted clock” from 1940 to 1860. All 
subsequent events, reported Tucson’s Spanish- language newspaper, El 
Tucsonense, sought to achieve “an atmosphere that revives or reproduces 
Tucson in the 1860s.” In the months after the premiere, as the fi lm made 
its way from New Jersey to Hawaii and from Mexico to Canada to Hong 
Kong, Governor Sidney Osborn wrote letters to offi cials in those places 
that praised Arizona’s accuracy. Film critics helped Osborn make his case 
by writing reviews that called Arizona a “shining example of authenticity 
in pictures today.” Osborn and other boosters assured viewers that what 
they saw on the screen was what they would see if they visited. But instead 
of an authentic repre sen ta tion of Tucson’s past, moviegoers witnessed a 
tale based on frontier myths about the advance of white civilization, leg-
ends that cast the area’s people of Mexican and Native American descent 
as outsiders and downplayed the city’s connections with Mexico.3

By the time Arizona premiered, many white newcomers to the South-
west had spent almost a century rewriting regional history, placing them-
selves at the center of stories about frontier settlement. The Columbia Pic-
tures fi lm about Tucson was hardly any different. Arthur played the role of 
Phoebe Titus, the fi rst white woman in the state who gave birth to its fi rst 
white baby, a plotline that equated the arrival of whites with the birth of 
Arizona itself. Even though many white settlers  were con men and crimi-
nals, as the Native American novelist Leslie Marmon Silko portrayed them 
in Almanac of the Dead, the industrious ones among them, Arizona sug-
gested, civilized the state and developed it eco nom ical ly. Titus said they 
would “scramble along, and make this country, and tear gold ’n’ silver ’n’ 
copper out of the hills.” Because of their efforts, Arizona “trembled” on the 
“verge of a boom.”4

Seen in 1940, Arizona was a celebration of white ingenuity since the 
mid- nineteenth century. The fi lm was set shortly after the 1854 Gadsden 
Purchase, a follow- up to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the document 
that formally ended the U.S.- Mexico War in 1848 and forced Mexico to 
cede half of its territory to the United States. Tucson sat at the center of 
Gadsden Purchase land. Even though mid- nineteenth- century visitors 
often called the area a wasteland, it became home to some of North Amer-
ica’s most profi table copper- mining centers, ranches that bred millions of 
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P R O L O G U E

3

cattle shipped to markets throughout the hemi sphere, and rich agricul-
tural lands made productive by new dams and irrigation techniques, not 
to mention Mexican and native labor. Tucson became a commercial cen-
ter, where merchants imported goods and distributed them to the area’s 
mines, ranches, and farms via wagons and then railroads. As white land 
speculators, merchants, and fi nanciers entered the area, they, like their 
peers throughout the American West, called themselves pioneers. Arizona 
told their story; they  were the people who shaped the “destiny of a great 
new territory.”5

If Arizona dramatized the original moment of white entrepreneur-
ship in Tucson, the movie also pointed to its legacies for the present and 
the future. Movie promotions cited the portion of script that Titus deliv-
ered before a crowd of Tucsonans gathered in the town plaza. “We built 
what we have out of desert and mountain,” she claimed, and “some day 
folk’ll come fl ocking to the West again.” Arizona, she concluded, was a 
“territory to invest in for the future.” For early settlers, the future arrived 
during the late nineteenth century with the development of mining, ranch-
ing, and railroad industries, while for moviegoers in 1940, it would arrive 
during World War II, which transformed the region again. Even before 
the war, with the gradual recovery of industry following a de cade of depres-
sion, boosters like the Tucson Chamber of Commerce and the Sunshine 
Climate Club promoted Arizona as fi ercely as Arthur’s character did. Tuc-
son again stood at the edge of history. On the eve of World War II, whites 
in Tucson saw themselves as the inheritors of a world forged by the area’s 
fi rst white settlers. They, too,  were pioneers who would bring progress and 
modernization.6

Arizona’s narrative of white innovation, of course, depended on a fi c-
tionalized version of the border region’s ethnic and racial past. Instead of 
history, the fi lm traded in well- worn ste reo types. Cameras portrayed Mex-
icans and Native Americans napping, setting wagons on fi re, bathing in a 
pool of muddy water, and stomping on hay and mud for adobe. Such shots 
halfheartedly acknowledged their labor, but the core message was that 
Mexicans  were vagrants who groveled for a few cents in exchange for me-
nial tasks and that Native Americans  were warmongers who wreaked havoc 
on Arizona’s nascent white communities. In the fi lm’s silent ethnographic 
opening sequence, white settlers entered Tucson on  horse back and gazed 
down at the city’s Mexican and Native American inhabitants, expressing 
wonder and disgust. Actor Paul López was a professional from Hollywood 
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P R O L O G U E

4

who played Estevan Ochoa, a merchant, freighter, and educator who im-
migrated from Sonora after the Gadsden Purchase. He was one of only a 
few Mexicans with speaking parts.

Even if the movie failed them, the production of Arizona revealed the 
greater vitality of the border region’s Mexican and Native American com-
munities. After studying Tucson’s “labor situation,” Columbia hired hun-
dreds of Mexican and Native American laborers to construct the set. They 
laid 350,000 bricks to reconstruct the wall that once surrounded the presi-
dio of Tucson. One article marveled at how quickly the set went up, com-
paring the forty days it took them with the 100 years it took “Indians” and 
“Spanish padres” to build the original. Columbia’s casting agents also ap-
proached people “on the streets of Tucson” to play roles as extras. Accord-
ing to El Tucsonense, the company hired a Mexican American man to 
interview almost two thousand people “of our race” for bit parts. The area’s 
Tohono  O’odham also worked as extras, earning ten dollars per day for 
their ser vices. These Mexicans and Native Americans signed up for six 
months of employment, which helped them provide for their families. 
Many likely  were seasonal agricultural workers between jobs or individu-
als who chose jobs as extras instead of working in the fi elds.7

Arizona’s premiere celebrations made the work of Mexicans and Native 
Americans even more visible. Mexican Americans selected by the Tucson 
Chamber of Commerce or ga nized a “día mexicano,” which displayed 
“times when a Mexican atmosphere pervaded Tucson.” One man traveled 
to Mexico to commission entertainment that was “distinctly Mexican.” El 
Tucsonense’s found er, Arturo Moreno, was in charge of publicity, and a 
Mexican consular offi cial handled correspondence related to the premiere. 
Their “Comité Hispano- Americano” (Hispanic American Committee) 
crowned Irma Aros as the queen of the premiere and served more than 
three thousand helpings of menudo, a tripe soup. Meanwhile, fi ve hundred 
Tohono  O’odham, Pima, and Apache temporarily resided in teepees set up 
in downtown Tucson after “tons of dirt”  were dropped there to replicate 
their desert homelands. They wore ceremonial dress, displayed crafts, per-
formed traditional dances, and sold native foods, while the cowboys among 
them did riding and rope tricks. Or ga nized by Mexican and Native Ameri-
can leaders, premiere events— along with set construction and roles as 
extras— demonstrated the social and class diversity of these communities.8

Arizona also entirely ignored Tucson’s connection to Mexico. In the 
movie, the city was linked with markets in the Midwest and California 
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P R O L O G U E

5

but not those across the border. Peter Muncie, played by William Holden, 
headed east with $15,000 to buy fi ve hundred head of cattle from Ken-
tucky (in the book) or Nebraska (in the movie) and then deliver them to 
Tucson. In fact, Columbia Pictures purchased the cattle that appeared in 
the fi lm, all fi ve hundred of them, from Mexico. This difference between 
Arizona’s narrative and production not only revealed the ongoing connec-
tions with Mexico erased by the fi lm— indeed, Arizona and other U.S. 
states remained one of Sonora’s most important markets for cattle and 
other goods, and Arizonans and Sonorans maintained a wide range of so-
cial and cultural relationships— but also highlighted an emerging tension 
between narratives of Tucson that emphasized its character as a Sunbelt 
city in the American West and as a regional node of the U.S.- Mexico 
borderlands.

Although many in Tucson wished to imagine the city only in relation 
to the United States, its destiny nevertheless remained tied to Mexico, both 

Building the set of Arizona. (Arizona Historical Society, Motion Picture 
Photograph Collection, PC 090, Folder 11, 51559.)
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P R O L O G U E

6

when Arizona was set and fi lmed and well into the future. Commercial 
fi rms on both sides of the border relied on business from the other side. 
Railroads linked Arizona and Sonora. Transnational mining corporations 
invested in mines and created demand for fi nancing, labor, and goods in 
both states. Tucson supplied Sonoran businesses, and Sonoran farms and 
ranches sent produce and livestock north. During the Mexican Revolu-
tion, many Sonorans, including laborers who worked in Arizona’s mines 
and fi elds and land- owning intellectuals and military leaders in exile, settled 
in Arizona. When workers on both sides of the border rebelled against low 
wages and diffi cult working conditions, po liti cal leaders, authorities, vigi-
lantes, bankers, and mine own ers met threats to their cross- border capital-
ist order with violence. Finally, the fi nancial crisis in the United States 
also rocked Sonora, sending repatriates back to Mexico, halting the fl ow of 
exports to the United States, and leaving thousands unemployed.9

Undeniably, cross- border relations shaped Arizona and Sonora, as 
well as the diverse communities that lived and moved within and between 
the two states, but the stories told in Arizona persisted into the post–World 
War II era and beyond. A new generation of white settlers would drive 
economic growth as the bringers of manufacturing, high- tech, and ser vice 
industries. Although a few Mexicans and Native Americans would profi t 
from this new social and economic order, most would struggle to sur-
vive; like the extras in Arizona, they remained marginal community mem-
bers. At the same time, forces within Arizona alternatively denied Mexico’s 
infl uence, as had the fi lm, or viewed it with disdain. Vigilantes trained 
their binoculars on the border, believing that they protected U.S. sover-
eignty against dangerous invasions, and chroniclers of Tucson called it an 
“American City,” spinning yarns about its evolution in the twentieth cen-
tury only in relation to U.S. history. This book tells a different story— of a 
city still defi ned by its connection with Mexico and two states profoundly 
transformed by their relation to one another.10
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7

A rizona’s Interstate 19 connects Tucson with the border city of No-
gales, Arizona, one hundred kilometers due south. It is the only high-
way in the United States that, for its entire length, mea sures distance 

in kilometers, making it familiar to thousands of Mexicans who travel the 
road every day and highlighting the area’s long history of cross- border ex-
change with Sonora. The road parallels the Santa Cruz River, which 
fl owed north from Mexico until it dried up in the early twentieth century, 
and also U.S. Route 89, the Old Nogales Highway. These  were older path-
ways of exchange within the Pimería Alta— the name given the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland during the Spanish colonial period— and then be-
tween the United States and Mexico. Although Interstate 19 dead- ends at 
the border, Mexico’s Federal Highway 15 picks up where it leaves off, con-
tinuing south from Nogales through Hermosillo, the state capital of  Sonora, 
and on to the port city of Guaymas.

As they have for more than a century, the paths connecting Arizona 
and Sonora still transport thousands of soldiers, politicians, tourists, busi-
nesspeople, shoppers, students, family members, and others back and 
forth across the border. Yet by the twenty- fi rst century, this north- south 
corridor— and its vast deserts to the west and east of the highways— was 
seen primarily as one of the most violent, narco- traffi cked, and deadliest 
border crossings between Mexico and the United States. The other cross- 
border fl ows that linked Arizona and Sonora became obscured: the mili-
tary offi cials from both countries who coordinated border defense efforts; 
politicians, tourists, and civic groups who or ga nized regional celebrations; 
entrepreneurs who built retail businesses that relied on consumers from 
both sides of the border; students from Arizona and Sonora who partici-
pated in international exchange programs or pursued degrees abroad; and 
the Tohono  O’odham who crossed reservation and international borders to 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

8

seek work, observe religious ceremonies, and connect with family. Even as 
confl ict strained cross- border relations in the late twentieth century, many 
Arizonans and Sonorans continued to believe that their futures  were in-
tertwined and that they lived in a single region defi ned by movement be-
tween their countries.

Even though transnational relationships still shape the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland, Arizona’s sharp anti- immigrant politics— along with 
actual border fencing— heightened the divide between the United States 
and Mexico. An increasingly harsh tone infused Arizona from the 1970s 
forward, and beginning in the 1990s, the state peddled laws that sought to 
limit access by undocumented immigrants to government benefi ts, forbid 
citizens from offering them assistance, and make En glish the offi cial lan-
guage. Vigilante groups launched efforts to deter undocumented immigra-
tion, and Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio relentlessly raided Mexi-
can and Mexican American communities. Still, many saw Senate Bill 
1070 (S.B. 1070) as the pinnacle of state- sponsored discrimination. Signed 
by Governor Jan Brewer in April 2010, it required local and state police to 
verify the immigration status of suspected “illegal aliens”; authorized po-
lice to arrest them without warrants; criminalized their failure to carry 
identifi cation; and prevented them from working in the state.1

Drafted by Arizona Senator Russell Pearce and Kansas Secretary of 
State Kris Kobach, the “show me your papers” law became a blueprint for 
other states to follow. Civil rights groups called Arizona a “laboratory for 
anti- immigrant experimentation.” Pima County sheriff Clarence Dupnik 
called the law an “embarrassment,” adding that it was “stupid” and “racist.” 
Mexican offi cials called it a “violation of civil rights” and a “kind of apart-
heid.” Months after Brewer signed S.B. 1070, Mexican border governors, 
including Sonora’s, boycotted a binational conference that had been a 
yearly gathering for de cades and, in 2010, was held in Phoenix. In 2012, the 
U.S. Supreme Court rejected most of the law but upheld the provision 
authorizing police to demand papers from suspected undocumented im-
migrants. Proponents argued that the law only aimed to defend U.S. sov-
ereignty, but Latinos in the United States and Mexicans south of the border 
believed that the law profi led them racially.2

Arizona may have become “ground zero” for national debates about 
immigration and the border, but this book reveals the postwar Arizona- 
Sonora borderland as a more dynamic and complicated landscape of cul-
tural and commercial exchange. It serves as a counterpoint to narratives 
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by historians who have claimed that the border and its meaning had hard-
ened or become fi xed by the mid- twentieth century, as a space of confl ict 
and a clear dividing line restricting the fl ow of Mexican immigrants into 
the United States. It also broadens the work of Arizona historians whose 
fi eld of vision ends at the international line, and challenges the arguments 
of Americans who boldly pronounce sharp divisions between the United 
States and Mexico. Each misses the dense web of connections between 
Arizona and Sonora  that have shaped the post– World War II history of 
each state and the region as a  whole. Guided by this understanding of 
postwar borderlands, future policy debates that will affect the region must 
adopt as their frame of reference not only the protection of U.S. sover-
eignty against undocumented Mexican immigrants but also the full range 
of transnational connections that defi ne borderland life. Considering these 
cross- border relations will not by itself lead to good policy making, but it 
offers the only hope of limiting the violence and injustice that had become 
endemic by the twenty- fi rst century.3

In addition to the interlocked histories of U.S. and Mexican states, 
this book also brings together the postwar histories of diverse peoples in 
the Arizona- Sonora border region. Transnational relationships shaped the 
evolution of Mexican, native, and white communities throughout the post-
war era. These are, of course, imperfect ways of describing the ethnic 
and racial identities of borderland residents. Many Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans considered themselves to be white, while many Tohono 
 O’odham living on both sides of the border had Spanish surnames, and 
therefore  were misidentifi ed as Mexican. Yet by the mid- twentieth cen-
tury, these ethnic labels became foundations for the articulation of shared 
identities among some borderland residents and also revealed the fault 
lines that divided many members of these groups from each other. Ever 
since the establishment of the present- day border, borderland residents have 
crossed it as a way of life. They have carried with them ideas about politics, 
international relations, and regional identities, demonstrating how their 
migrations included the movement of culture and beliefs in addition to 
bodies. Their crossings after World War II transformed how they saw them-
selves as social, po liti cal, and economic actors. The postwar histories of 
communities on both sides of the border, therefore,  were forged in the cru-
cible of cross- border exchange.

Transnational exchanges between Arizona and Sonora unfolded in 
the context of the growth and modernization of two national frontiers. Just 
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as World War II led to the explosive militarization and demographic and 
economic boom of the American West, it had similar effects on Mexico’s 
northern border region. Social, cultural, and po liti cal landscapes  were 
reshaped every bit as much as economic and demographic realities. Com-
prehensive changes on both sides of the border gave rise to Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland, which, instead of developing in the context 
of separate national histories, extended beyond a Sunbelt Southwest or 
northern Mexican frontier.

All of these things together—cross- border exchanges between Ari-
zona and Sonora, their shaping of communities throughout the region, 
and the rise of a Sunbelt borderland characterized by postwar development 
of the U.S. Southwest and northern Mexico— demonstrated how Tucson 
inhabited the center of several overlapping geographies. The city stood as 
an important regional core of the U.S.- Mexico borderlands, the Latino 
Southwest, and the American West. Its connections with Sonoran cities 
like Nogales, Guaymas, and Hermosillo demonstrate how, during and 
after World War II, multiple historical trajectories collided in the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland. Strands of local, regional, national, and international 
history merged as one.

In unanticipated ways, the postwar evolution of Arizona’s and Sono-
ra’s Sunbelt borderland led to the rise of immigration and border debates 
in the late twentieth and early twenty- fi rst centuries. The economic growth 
that borderland businesspeople and politicians promoted as a universal 
benefi t caused the migration of many thousands of Mexicans and native 
people into and between Sonora and Arizona. Several industries relied on 
their labor. Pro- business ideologies and policies at the state and national 
levels— in Arizona and Sonora, as in the United States and Mexico more 
generally— favored industry and corporations over workers, which led to 
inequalities that caused many laborers to leave home out of necessity, of-
ten for another country. In the context of shifting po liti cal and economic 
circumstances de cades after the war, migrants experienced increasing dis-
crimination and violence. Even though racism had plagued the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland for more than a century, its twenty- fi rst- century forms 
have roots in these postwar economic, po liti cal, and social formations.

Although many have doubted the existence of a Sunbelt— because it 
lacks clear geographic boundaries and because certain areas considered 
part of it are more different than alike— it remains extremely useful as a 
concept highlighting regional connections that have shaped Arizona and 
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Sonora since World War II. Like Sunbelt areas elsewhere, this region ben-
efi ted from federal investment in economic- development programs. Ari-
zona and Sonora urbanized as their cities became regional hubs that relied 
on the extractive and productive economies of their hinterlands, as well as 
new manufacturing capabilities and transportation networks that deliv-
ered their goods to local, domestic, and international markets. In Arizona 
and Sonora, like other states identifi ed as part of the Sunbelt, the line be-
tween business and politics became increasingly blurred by the collabora-
tions of politicians and pro- business organizations like chambers of com-
merce and branches of the Rotary Club. Moreover, elected offi cials in 
Arizona and Sonora, with notable exceptions, held “pro- growth,” “pro- 
defense,” and “antilabor” positions representative of many Sunbelt politi-
cians. As Arizona and Sonora evolved in the postwar era, they, like other 
Sunbelt areas, played increasingly important roles in the po liti cal econo-
mies of both nations. Defense, mining, agriculture, livestock, and manu-
facturing industries increased their infl uence within the United States 
and Mexico, which in turn boosted their po liti cal stature. To situate the 
ideas of historians of the American Sunbelt within a transnational context, 
some of the “most heated and signifi cant po liti cal struggles” of the post-
war era “played out” in the borderland between Arizona and Sonora. Fi-
nally, Arizona and Sonora’s Sunbelt shared with other Sunbelt regions the 
experience of fi nancial tumult from the 1970s forward as a result of neo-
liberal economic policy.4

The Arizona–Sonora Sunbelt borderland  rose as businesspeople and 
politicians worked across the border. They hatched schemes to promote 
economic growth. They became close family friends and sometimes in-
termarried. They came together in Tucson and Hermosillo to dance or 
rub elbows with the leaders of both states. While they moved within na-
tional circles, they also articulated regional identities that heightened their 
infl uence on both sides of the border. Alex Jácome and Ignacio Soto  were 
representative of a generation of postwar businesspeople and politicians 
who promoted cross- border relationships. The president of Jácome’s De-
partment Store in Tucson, Jácome was one of the city’s most successful 
businesspeople. He held offi cial and honorary diplomatic posts. He be-
longed to several business and civic organizations, served as president of 
the Tucson Rotary Club, and was a member of the state university system’s 
board of regents. Meanwhile, Soto founded Sonora’s leading cement 
company, Cemento Portland Nacional, and also was a member of the 
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Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club. He served as governor of 
Sonora from 1949 to 1955 and, in the 1960s, as president of the board 
of trustees of la Universidad de Sonora. Jácome and Soto became close 
friends, and Soto served as godfather to one of Jácome’s sons. They and 
others like them spent lifetimes building cross- border relationships. Their 
successors— the supporters of economic and cultural exchanges between 
Arizona and Sonora into the twenty- fi rst century— carried their work for-
ward even as rising confl icts over immigration, drugs, and other issues 
overshadowed their efforts.

The ideologies of profi t, progress, and modernization motivating Ari-
zona’s and Sonora’s businesspeople and politicians had signifi cant conse-
quences for the area’s ethnoracial groups and working- class communities. 
State leaders benefi ted from their po liti cal relationships with counterparts 
on the other side of the border. Arizona’s leaders courted Mexican Ameri-
can voters by cultivating friendly relations with Sonora, and Sonoran lead-
ers claimed elite status because of their professional and personal connec-
tions with prominent Arizonans. They pronounced the benefi ts of 
economic development for the social and cultural advancement of both 
states. Yet the benefi ts of the Sunbelt borderland did not lift all Arizonans 
and Sonorans. Despite an increase in educational and work opportunities, 
many borderland residents— especially Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
living north of the border and native communities on both sides— 
remained poor, marginalized, and ill equipped to take advantage of the 
Sunbelt borderland’s economic- development initiatives, which tended to 
favor already wealthy investors rather than workers and small landholders. 
This book accounts for these multiple, often competing strains of the Sun-
belt borderland’s postwar history— its rise and decline, its causes and effects, 
its riches and growing inequalities.5

Arizona’s and Sonora’s borderland economies, like others along the 
U.S.- Mexico border, grew dramatically in the three de cades between World 
War II and 1970. Both national governments invested heavily in defense, 
manufacturing, mining, agriculture, and ranching industries, prioritiz-
ing one or the other of these at different moments according to per-
ceived domestic and international interests. During the war, for exam-
ple, borderland economies  were geared toward national and hemispheric 
defense efforts. But during the postwar era, they became privatized and 
converted into businesses that met the demands of growing populations, 
increasing the wealth and living standards of businesspeople and middle- 
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class consumers on both sides of the border. Borderland economies inter-
twined not only because Sonora and Arizona relied on international mar-
kets across the border but also because regional industrial growth led to the 
rise of cross- border tourism and shopping, which kept retail and other 
businesses afl oat. Coinciding with an extended period of national eco-
nomic growth often referred to as a “miracle,” Sonora’s postwar develop-
ment did not lead to economic parity with Arizona or the United States in 
general, but Sonoran business interests— in good fi nancial times and bad— 
nevertheless tied themselves to their northern neighbors.6

New economic and cultural opportunities led to the explosion of cit-
ies throughout the region, drawing large pools of migrants from both 
countries into the border area and particularly to its rapidly growing me-
tropolises. Between 1940 and 1960, Tucson’s population grew from 35,000 
to 213,000, while Hermosillo’s leapt from 18,000 to 118,000. Those num-
bers translated into a twenty- year population increase of 495 percent for 
Tucson and an even more impressive 554 percent for Hermosillo. At the 
same time, the population of Nogales, Sonora, more than doubled (from 
15,400 to 39,800), as did that of Guaymas (from 20,500 to 53,700). Cities in 
Arizona and Sonora continued their brisk growth over the following de-
cade. By 1970, Tucson had 263,000 residents, while Hermosillo became a 
city of 208,000. Notably, the beach town of Puerto Peñasco grew by 117 
percent between 1960 and 1970, taking it from a small town of 5,700 to a 
city of 12,400, because of the increased development of Sonora’s coastline 
for tourism. Such fi gures formed part of a broader demographic trend that 
made the entire U.S.- Mexico border region the fastest- growing area of 
both countries and demonstrated how World War II unleashed economic 
and demographic changes that shaped the borderlands for de cades to 
come.7

Arizona’s and Sonora’s po liti cal landscapes also transformed in the 
de cades after World War II, as pro- business interests in both states increas-
ingly became regional power brokers. Beginning in the 1950s, Arizona 
turned solidly Republican as a result of intense recruitment efforts by the 
state’s business leadership. In 1948, only 18 percent of voters registered as 
Republicans, but within four years, by 1952, that number had risen to 32 
percent. Even though Arizona industries benefi ted from federal invest-
ment, Barry Goldwater and other conservatives railed against government 
regulations and the New Deal state. Goldwater, who won a U.S. Senate 
seat in 1952 after years of grassroots or ga niz ing as a member of Phoenix’s 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



I N T R O D U C T I O N

14

Charter Government Committee, was only one outspoken representative 
of Arizona’s conservative turn. Voters across the state chose Republican 
presidential candidates in every election until 1996, even when Republi-
cans lost national elections in 1960, 1964, 1976, and 1992. Tucson may have 
been less conservative than Phoenix, but a majority of voters there, too, 
supported Republican presidential candidates. Between 1940 and 1970, 
Pima County bucked state trends only once, when it went for Lyndon 
Johnson instead of the Arizona native Goldwater. Like Phoenix, a city 
controlled by business- friendly politicians, Tucson’s Chamber of Com-
merce dominated city politics during the postwar era despite the opposition 
of antigrowth candidates. The efforts of  unions notwithstanding, antilabor 
mea sures like the 1946 right- to- work law created an oppressive atmosphere 
for workers in the state.8

Politics in Sonora also became the domain of elite businesspeople 
and politicians, often synonymous. After the Cárdenas- era agrarian 
reforms— between 1934 and 1940, when the Mexican government turned 
over more property than ever before (or since) to collective landholders in 
Sonora— national and state governments reversed gains made by these 
ejidatarios by offering them incentives to privatize and crafting laws that 
benefi ted already wealthy landowners. According to one Sonoran histo-
rian, the aftermath of the Cárdenas era signaled the end of the Mexican 
Revolution for landless peasants and unemployed workers and “drowned 
the hopes” they had for a more equal society. One po liti cal party did not 
embody liberalism or conservatism in Sonora, as was the case in Arizona. 
Instead, a single party, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institu-
tional Revolutionary Party, or PRI) controlled national and state politics 
for several de cades after 1940. Like Arizona’s po liti cal leaders, PRI leaders 
in Sonora supported pro- growth initiatives that concentrated power in the 
hands of a few agricultural, ranching, and manufacturing elites, demon-
strating how conservative business practices linked both sides of the bor-
der. Sonora’s leaders saw World War II as Mexico’s “big opportunity” to 
transition from a “weak, poor, underdeveloped, and uncivilized” nation to 
a modern and industrialized one. They spent the de cades after the war 
making that dream a reality, while at the same time making it diffi cult 
for most poor native peoples and mestizos—the mixed-race population 
glorifi ed by the postrevolutionary Mexican State—to enjoy the full benefi ts 
of  their economic vision. As in Arizona, the labor organizations that 
represented these groups protested government policies and their own 
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diminishing infl uence, although some became co- opted by the govern-
ment and ultimately worked on its behalf.9

In order to smooth the way for cross- border commercial relations be-
tween Arizona and Sonora, regional politicians and businesspeople relied 
on the language of Franklin Roo se velt’s Good Neighbor policy and other 
ideologies of Pan- American friendship and goodwill. Originally conceived 
as a mechanism to encourage hemispheric unity against rising interna-
tional threats including Fascism and Communism, the Good Neighbor 
policy became an idea that motivated politicians and businesspeople to 
engage in cross- border trade or develop regional tourism. For Arizona’s 
politicians, the language of the Good Neighbor policy also aimed to en-
courage the loyalty of Mexican American voters. International threats and 
labor migrations during the Bracero Program— a binational accord estab-
lishing a temporary guest worker program that, between 1942 and 1964, 
brought to the United States millions of Mexican laborers— gave rise to 
increased border- enforcement efforts and nativist backlash. Yet business-
people and politicians  were more interested in opening the border than 
closing it. They built new gateways to promote international trade; cele-
brated national holidays of the United States and Mexico; supported orga-
nizations that developed cross- border ties; and expanded tourism and retail 
industries catering to international consumers. If fi nancial profi t was their 
intended result, businesspeople and politicians on both sides of the border 
uniformly claimed that friendship and goodwill inspired their pursuit of 
cross- border relations.10

The transformation of Arizona’s and Sonora’s economic and po liti cal 
relationships also affected the border region’s demographic and racial 
landscape. Both states increasingly urbanized as cities like Tucson and 
Hermosillo became home to defense- industry manufacturers, construc-
tion companies that built irrigation canals, canneries that pro cessed goods 
from ranches and fi elds, and railroad depots and highway interchanges 
that provided vital links to other areas inside and outside the region. Ari-
zona’s and Sonora’s business and po liti cal elite clustered in cities, as did 
thousands of new immigrants of various class backgrounds, most of them 
workers from rural areas within the region. In Tucson, these migrations 
recast the city’s racial balance. A majority of the city’s Mexicans and Mexi-
can Americans  were of Sonoran descent; in the mid- twentieth century 
some two- thirds of them traced their family’s roots to the Mexican state. 
Their number increased in the de cades after World War II, as did the 
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number of Tohono  O’odham from both sides of the border. More  O’odham 
came to live in Tucson than anywhere  else. Yet whites immigrated to the 
city at a faster pace than either of these groups. Because of the infl ux of 
whites, Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson accounted for a little 
more than 20 percent of the city’s total population in 1960, their lowest 
proportion ever— either before or since.11

The Sunbelt borderland created both opportunities and conse-
quences for people of Mexican and native descent. Tucsonans navigated 
the city’s new demographic mix by participating in regional celebrations 
like the Tucson rodeo and parade, which helped to establish a racial order 
for the postwar era. Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Native Ameri-
cans held new jobs and received college degrees. Some of them acquired 
relative wealth and status as members of civic organizations like La Alianza 
Hispano-Americana (La Alianza) or the tribal council of the Tohono 
 O’odham. A greater percentage of Mexican Americans held professional, 
clerical, and ser vice positions than before the war, while the percentage 
doing farm work and unskilled labor decreased. Yet most people of Mexi-
can and native descent remained marginalized in poor neighborhoods or 
on reservations; received lower levels of education than whites; and  were 
more likely to live in poverty and in more crowded homes. Nevertheless, 
in order to establish a sense of solidarity in the face of the diffi cult circum-
stances that the Sunbelt borderland’s po liti cal economy had helped to 
create, they forged communities by joining labor  unions, church groups, 
veterans’ associations, and mutual- aid societies that stretched across the 
Arizona- Sonora border.12

The Sunbelt borderland forged during and after World War II experi-
enced shocks beginning in the late 1960s that led to the unraveling of the 
world imagined by men like Jácome and Soto and, ultimately, to the rise of 
heated debates about immigration and the border in general. The cross- 
border exchanges they saw as hallmarks of the Arizona- Sonora borderland 
continued into the twenty- fi rst century, as more money, people, and goods 
crossed the border than ever before. Businesspeople and politicians contin-
ued to proclaim deep friendships. Yet they struggled to maintain the re-
gion’s dramatic economic growth. Agriculture, ranching, and mining in-
dustries continued to operate, although they experienced several booms 
and busts. The businesspeople who grew wealthy from them racked up 
debt, as did Mexico itself. The country devalued its currency several times, 
leading to the instability of borderlands economies. To meet manufacturing 
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needs, U.S. companies, including several from Arizona, turned toward 
Mexican border factories called maquiladoras, which offered cheap labor 
and tax loopholes. Arizona’s economy, meanwhile, shifted toward construc-
tion and ser vice industries like tourism, retail, and fi nance. Businesspeople 
and politicians on both sides of the border sought to diversify the economies 
of their states so they would not have to rely on a handful of industries, but 
regional and global market fl uctuations created great volatility.13

The transformation of domestic and international politics from the 
1960s and 1970s forward also demonstrated the move toward a more con-
tentious period of Arizona- Sonora borderland history. In both states, busi-
nesspeople and politicians had spent de cades preaching the benefi ts of 
economic growth and pro- business policies, which promised to create 
jobs, increase living standards, and offer cultural and educational opportu-
nities for borderland residents. Arizona’s and Sonora’s universities became 
symbols of postwar progress by training generations of students in fi elds 
that would benefi t them and their home region. But they also became 
spaces for articulating criticisms of the border region’s postwar economic 
order. Students on both sides of the border, many of them with parents 
who had worked in mines, ranches, and fi elds, waged campaigns for so-
cial, economic, and po liti cal justice. Arizona’s and Sonora’s native com-
munities also continued to claim that mestizo farmers in Sonora and whites 
in Arizona encroached on their land. They joined indigenous communi-
ties throughout the Americas that called for greater sovereignty. Through-
out Mexico, including in Sonora, opposition parties challenged the PRI’s 
legitimacy. At the same time, the shifting politics of the Cold War height-
ened cross- border tensions. Throughout the region, the United States backed 
oppressive military dictators who sought to crush leftist groups that gained 
power in several Latin American countries. Many Sonoran  students ex-
pressed solidarity with the leftist leaders who opposed U.S. intervention— 
which they saw as a replay of earlier imperialist adventures in their 
country— but state and federal governments still articulated a desire for 
cross- border friendship.14

Shifting transnational economies and politics led to new employ-
ment and demographic patterns that heightened tensions both within and 
between Arizona and Sonora. The end of the Bracero Program in 1964 
forced Mexican laborers to return to their country. Many of the workers 
sought employment in Sonora. The lure of jobs in internationally owned 
factories called maquiladoras also led to the arrival of a growing number of 
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migrants from other Mexican states. Tellingly, the population of Nogales— 
where most of the state’s maquiladoras  were located— increased by 59 per-
cent between 1980 and 1990, much higher than the rate of growth in other 
cities. Nogales then grew by 48 percent between 1990 and 2000 and 38 
percent between 2000 and 2010— faster than either Tucson or Hermosillo. 
Demonstrating how maquiladoras recruited workers from all over Mexico, 
Nogales experienced greater immigration from other areas of the country 
than anywhere  else in Sonora, although the state as a  whole attracted 
more migrants from the Mexican interior in the late twentieth century 
than during any earlier period. Especially following the mechanization 
and relative decline of industries like agriculture, ranching, and mining, 
increased immigration to Sonora created economic pressures and high 
rates of unemployment, leading many Mexicans to cross into the United 
States. Because the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act capped at 
120,000 per year the number of immigrants from all Western Hemi sphere 
countries who could enter the country legally, many Mexicans arrived in 
the United States without papers. Certain sectors of Arizona’s new ser vice 
economies relied on undocumented workers who earned less than other 
employees in Arizona but more than laborers in Mexico. Meanwhile, dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s, Arizona and Sonora received waves of Central 
American refugees from civil wars in their home countries, altering tradi-
tional patterns of migration back and forth between the two states.15

The rising number of Latin American immigrants— entering legally 
or not— coincided with periodic economic downturns on both sides of the 
border, and these two factors together ignited a prolonged period of anti- 
immigrant sentiment and violence from the 1970s forward. Arizonans had 
targeted Mexican immigrants during earlier periods as well, but this new 
wave of persecution stemmed from the making and unmaking of Arizona’s 
and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland, both because the area’s unfettered drive 
for growth and profi t relied on Mexican and native immigrant labor and 
because slumps that came about, in part, as a result of transitions in post-
war borderland economies led many borderland residents to direct blame 
toward Mexican and other Latin American migrants. In this climate, white 
ranchers and vigilantes kidnapped, harassed, and tortured Mexican im-
migrants, and Arizonans considered Central American refugees Commu-
nist threats and economic burdens even though many of them  were mid-
dle class and merely sought to escape violence in their home countries. 
Immigrant and civil rights organizations defended both groups. Debates 
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about immigration and the border spread across the country in the 1970s 
and 1980s, leading to passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act 
(IRCA) in 1986. Arizona was not an irrelevant “backwater” when it came 
to these debates, as one immigration scholar described it, but rather a state 
that shaped national and international conversations about violence 
against immigrants and immigrant rights into the twenty- fi rst century.16

The immigration and border debates that swept across the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland deeply affected the region’s communities of Mexican 
and native descent. Postwar borderland economies had offered mobility to 
some Mexican Americans and Native Americans. More Mexican Ameri-
cans held po liti cal offi ce than ever before, in part because of civil rights 
successes. The number of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Arizona 
working as managers or professionals increased, while the percentage 
working as laborers dropped. Still, the rate of unemployment among Mex-
icans and Mexican Americans was double that of whites, and between 
1970 and 2000, the poverty rate among them climbed from two to four 
times as high. These inequalities became magnifi ed as whites in Arizona 
targeted Mexicans and Mexican Americans, regardless of their immigra-
tion status, as threats and community outsiders. Employers discriminated 
against them. Mexican immigrants became victims of violence. Politicians 
regurgitated ste reo types of Mexican and Mexican American culture as 
clannish, violent, lazy, and gang-ridden. Border Patrol offi cers and other 
law- enforcement agents raided neighborhoods with high concentrations 
of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. They policed the Tohono  O’odham 
reservation, making it increasingly diffi cult for O’odham to cross back and 
forth across the international border, which divided their homelands. As 
the number of Latinos living in Arizona climbed from just over 20 percent 
in 1970 to more than 40 percent in 2010, white Arizonans fretted about 
their future as a minority, which they will become sometime before the 
mid- twenty- fi rst century.17

The history of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland since World 
War II makes clear that the pressing question about the border is not 
whether it opened or closed as a result of par tic u lar immigration laws, an 
expanded Border Patrol, or fence construction, but rather how communi-
ties on either side of it negotiated their relationship to the international line 
and to one another, as well as how their interactions shaped and reshaped 
the border’s meaning into the twenty- fi rst century. Communities contin-
ued to imagine their world in a way that extended beyond borders. This 
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book therefore argues for an understanding of recent borderlands history 
defi ned less by the international line itself and more by the range of eco-
nomic, po liti cal, social, and cultural relationships that transcended the 
line. It also reveals a world of transnational migration beyond the back- 
and- forth movements of undocumented laborers, including shoppers, 
students, businesspeople, politicians, artists, families, whom we must ac-
count for in debates about cross- border relations and the causes and effects 
of immigration between Mexico and the United States. Finally, it demon-
strates that all border issues have deeply transnational roots grounded not 
only in the arenas of cross- border economic, po liti cal, and diplomatic rela-
tions but also in a regional culture forged through the institutions and 
traditions of the U.S.- Mexico borderlands.18
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In the summer of 1940, Tucson’s Spanish- language newspaper, El Tuc-
sonense, published an editorial lamenting the paranoia that swept across 
the border region after the outbreak of war in Eu rope. Written by a 

Mexican American resident of Nogales, Arizona, the letter responded to 
the formation of a vigilante group that viewed Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans as dangerous enemy aliens. The group’s efforts, the author ex-
plained, exposed a “border problem” that stemmed from the failure of 
whites in Nogales to understand the “hearts” of Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans living on both sides of the international line. They had inhab-
ited the area for a long time and  were also concerned about its security; it 
was home, and they sought to protect it, too.1

The letter demonstrated several war time dynamics, including how 
the residents of Arizona and Sonora shared a concern for border security 
and the security of their region during World War II. It channeled long-
time fears that a vulnerable U.S.- Mexican border posed a grave threat to 
international security. Government offi cials and ordinary citizens alike 
suspected that Axis enemies would enter the Sea of Cortez, land along 
the Sonoran coast, and invade the United States by crossing the Arizona- 
Sonora border. These fears led to cooperation between the United States 
and Mexico, including increased immigration controls and border en-
forcement, and ramped- up military mobilizations, information sharing, 
and surveillance. Cooperative border- defense efforts transformed com-
munities on both sides of the border through the construction of defense 
plants, army bases, and highways, as well as a militarized social, cultural, 
and po liti cal atmosphere. Published more than a year before Japan at-
tacked Pearl Harbor, the editorial in El Tucsonense foreshadowed how the 
rhetoric of border security would shape the Arizona- Sonora borderland 
throughout the twentieth century.2

1
D E F E N D I N G  T H E  B O R D E R L A N D
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If war time necessity drove the militarization of Arizona and Sonora, 
it also mobilized the politicians and businesspeople who saw the war as an 
opportunity to fulfi ll their dreams of profi t. By the end of the 1930s, indus-
tries on both sides of the border had begun to recover from the Great 
Depression, but during World War II they grew exponentially. The United 
States and Mexico forged the Arizona-Sonora Sunbelt borderland by sup-
porting several industries there. They offered direct investments, credit, 
and subsidies that created incentives for businesses that improved war-
planes, built dams, extracted minerals, grew crops, raised cattle, farmed 
shrimp, and developed harbors, bridges, and roads that met military ob-
jectives. Commercial activity during the war laid the foundation for post-
war economic development on both sides of the border. Arizona’s new de-
fense and manufacturing capabilities eased the state’s dependence on 
extractive industries, while Sonora’s investment in agriculture and live-
stock aided Mexico’s transition from a “weak, poor, underdeveloped, and 
uncivilized” nation, as Governor Abelardo Rodríguez put it, to a modern 
and industrialized one. The economic transformation of both states de-
pended on their proximity, cross- border exchanges between them, and 
the shared goals of regional business and po liti cal leaders.3

Progress and modernization became the mantra of the businesspeople 
and politicians who established Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt border-
land. The struggle for liberty abroad led them to imagine new possibilities 
for economic growth at home. In Arizona, boosters, businesspeople, and 
elected offi cials created a climate favorable to capitalist investment by low-
ering corporate taxes and restricting labor rights. In Sonora, state leaders 
encouraged capitalist development by supporting the large- scale privatiza-
tion of land and resources. Business and government on both sides of 
the border became virtually indistinguishable. State governors  were success-
ful businesspeople before their election to offi ce. In Sonora, they marked a 
departure from the generation of po liti cal leaders defi ned by their ser vice 
in the Mexican Revolution, instead representing the state’s new “bour-
geoisie.” Pro- development platforms linked Arizona and Sonora through 
the participation of leaders in transnational business organizations and 
diplomatic promotions of international friendship and harmony, which 
shaped cross- border relations throughout the twentieth century.4

The language of President Roo se velt’s Good Neighbor policy infused 
the rhetoric of state offi cials and ordinary borderland residents. Virtually 
all gestures by Arizonans and Sonorans toward their neighbors on the 
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other side of the border became demonstrations of friendship and good-
will, including Fourth of July celebrations in Sonora and Mexican in de-
pen dence celebrations in Arizona. Such acts demonstrated a sincere desire 
for international harmony, especially in the context of World War II. Ari-
zona politicians also used Good Neighbor rhetoric in order to win the 
support of Mexican American voters, and Sonoran politicians used it to 
appeal to business leaders seeking strategic partnerships with U.S. busi-
nesspeople. Finally, Good Neighbor rhetoric offered a patina of smooth 
cross- border relations despite po liti cal, racial, and class tensions within 
and between these states. It revealed a rift between leaders and ordinary 
citizens, who suffered the consequences of the Sunbelt borderland’s eco-
nomic development.

The war time conditions that enabled great benefi ts for Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s leading businesspeople posed challenges for marginalized com-
munities on both sides of the border. Concerns about border security led to 
profi ts for some and discrimination against others. Authorities harassed, 
imprisoned, and removed Japa nese and Mexicans seen as subversive 
threats. Moreover, the large- scale development of mining, agriculture, 
and livestock industries displaced longtime residents from their land and 
forced them to migrate domestically and internationally in search of work. 
New industries also created jobs for individuals of Mexican and native 
descent, but these paid low salaries and offered little opportunity for ad-
vancement. Members of these communities served in the military and ar-
ticulated patriotic claims to U.S. and Mexican citizenship, demonstrating 
the ubiquity of ideas about unity and their belief that the war presented an 
opportunity for increased rights and economic mobility. But they experi-
enced racial prejudice all the same. World War II therefore signaled the 
rise of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland but also had negative 
consequences for Mexicans, native peoples, and others.

Altogether, mobilizations against perceived threats, war time economic 
development, and per sis tent racial discrimination demonstrated multiple 
understandings of what it meant to defend the Arizona- Sonora border-
land. Defending the border meant protecting U.S. and Mexican regional 
and national interests against enemy invasion and in support of economic 
growth, yet the enactment of protective mea sures on a local level revealed 
other meanings as well. Mexicans and native peoples crossed the border 
daily as a way of life, and many had lived in the area for generations, but 
vigilantes cast them as foreigners. Defending the borderland therefore 
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signifi ed the need for Mexican Americans, Mexicans, and native peoples 
to defend their histories and themselves against physical and discursive 
attack. Multiple meanings of defending the borderland crystallized dur-
ing World War II, both in the name of international security and of secur-
ing the borderland as a homeland where people of Mexican and native 
descent could pursue economic, social, and cultural equality.

D e f e n d i n g  t h e  B o r d e r

Arizonans and Sonorans feared for their safety during World War II, lead-
ing to widespread calls for increased border defense. Tucson newspapers 
issued alarming statements like “Democracy has its back to the wall . . .  
Totalitarian infl uence is spreading throughout the civilized world.” Many 
imagined that, at any moment, enemies of the United States and Mexico 
could attack the border region. Tucson teachers discussed the war in class-
rooms. Sirens rang throughout the city to ensure preparedness for bomb-
ing raids. Homeowners built private bomb shelters. Schools held bomb 
drills. Signs hung around town that read “Watch what you say; the enemy 
is listening.” Sonorans expressed similar concerns. Editorials in Hermosil-
lo’s El Imparcial emphasized precautions against German and Japa nese 
subversives lurking in border cities and along Mexico’s Pacifi c Coast. Mexi-
can government spies sent reports to superiors in Mexico City, offering 
accounts of threats ranging from arms smuggling to po liti cal dissidents— 
the individuals and groups that did not support the Partido Revoluciona-
rio Mexicano (PRM), a precursor to the Partido Revolucionario Institucio-
nal (PRI), established in 1938. For Arizonans and Sonorans alike, the 
specter of enemies in their midst haunted them because of their proximity 
to the U.S.- Mexico border.5

Even Hollywood fi lmmakers considered Tucson’s location near the 
border before they fi lmed Arizona there. According to a 1940 article in Col-
lier’s magazine, Columbia Pictures and city offi cials argued that the con-
struction of a movie set west of downtown would, in fact, enhance Tuc-
son’s preparedness for war. “Tucson lies a few miles north of [Mexico],” the 
author wrote, and “enemy bombers could leave foreign soil and drop their 
eggs on Tucson within twenty minutes. It’s that close.” He described the 
movie- set replica of Tucson as the “only camoufl aged city in America.” It 
was a “phony Tucson, about seventeen miles due south of itself, and in 
case of military activity the bombers are expected to leave [Mexico], fl y 
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north and mistakenly drop their bombs on the imitation Tucson, thus 
sparing the real city.” As residents of a border city in a border state, Tucso-
nans  were scared, but a movie- set simulacrum did not help them feel safe. 
Fears spread throughout the U.S.- Mexico borderlands that enemies would 
infi ltrate the area; many suspected that they already had.6

Mexican politicians also demonstrated how the rhetoric of border se-
curity infi ltrated their country’s domestic and international politics. Man-
uel Ávila Camacho, the PRM candidate for president in 1940, spoke about 
the need for cooperative border- defense efforts. At a rally in Hermosillo, 
he discussed the “World War, and fears in the United States that totalitar-
ians plan to invade America.” As a former general and secretary of national 
defense, he confi dently stated that, because of Mexico’s commitment to 
defending the border, any such invasion “would not be successful for who-
ever might try it.” His campaign- trail proclamations convinced the United 
States that his administration would focus on international security, but 
they also addressed the concerns of Sonorans seeking reassurance in the 
face of danger. In part because of Camacho’s vocal support for border de-
fense, the United States backed him instead of Juan Andreu Almazán. In 
July 1940, Camacho won the hotly contested election, sparking months of 
bloody street battles that only intensifi ed war time anxieties.7

In the wake of Almazán’s defeat, Mexicans themselves— not Ger-
mans, Italians, or Japanese— became enemies of the state and targets of 
surveillance. Government spies bunkered in Nogales, Sonora, sent intel-
ligence reports to their superiors in Mexico City about the dealings of 
Almazanistas—the loyal followers of Almazán who, the spies claimed, agi-
tated against the government and had extensive support throughout south-
ern Arizona. Almazanistas, they reported,  were planning an armed upris-
ing that would take place in early November 1940. In a Tucson bakery, they 
stored guns and ammunition that female smugglers would traffi c across 
the border. Disrupting the domestic and cross- border harmony that politi-
cians said the war had inspired, fears of mobilization by Almazanistas led 
one spy to report that, at “all points along Sonora’s border with the United 
States, there is news unfavorable to future tranquility.”8

Fears of violence and upheaval after Mexico’s 1940 presidential elec-
tion  were only the latest instance of potential confl ict along the U.S.- 
Mexico border. In some ways, tension had defi ned U.S.- Mexico relations 
for more than a century, leading Sonorans to debate the merits of a strate-
gic alliance with the United States. During the 1830s, one Sonoran 
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journalist wrote, the United States “treacherously” wrenched Texas from 
Mexico. Only a de cade later, the U.S.- Mexico war resulted in Mexico’s 
“humiliation.” Mexico and the United States defended the border against 
attack throughout the nineteenth century. They sought to prevent raids by 
indigenous groups and white cowboys from one side to the other. The 
governments of both countries tried to quell challenges to state authority 
posed by Mexican exiles revolting against the dictator Porfi rio Díaz from 
within the United States. Following Pancho Villa’s 1916 raid against Co-
lumbus, New Mexico, in which eigh teen U.S. citizens died, residents of 
other border communities, including Tucson, feared that Villa would at-
tack their hometowns. Then, during the 1920s, landowners in Arizona and 
Sonora railed against the so- called Yellow Peril, a perceived “Asiatic ‘em-
pire’ ” that had conquered their fi elds and communities.9

Until World War II, land disputes, payment of outstanding debts, 
water distribution from rivers that fl owed across the border, Mexico’s na-
tionalization of petroleum reserves, arms trading, anti- Mexican racism, 
unauthorized migration, drug smuggling, and compensating U.S. compa-
nies and individual landowners for the expropriation of their properties in 
Mexico continued to riddle relations between the United States and Mex-
ico. Mexicans, therefore,  were wary of alliance. Before the countries en-
tered into a formal military and economic partnership, El Imparcial ex-
plained, they worked to resolve these “problems along the border.” In the 
end, many borderland residents argued that the global scale and potential 
consequences of World War II demanded U.S.- Mexican cooperation.10

Ezequiel Padilla— Mexico’s foreign relations secretary and staunch 
supporter of a U.S.- Mexican alliance— assured Mexicans that he would 
protect their sovereignty. He concluded that the gravity of world events 
trumped past grievances and that Mexico could not remain neutral. Many 
Sonorans agreed. Mexico “cannot remain indifferent before the coming 
crisis,” one wrote, because the “fl ag raised by the United States is the same 
as our own, that of democracy.” Mexico had legitimate, long- standing 
grievances against the United States, but, many Sonorans believed, the 
Good Neighbor policy had improved international relations, and they 
faced common threats. The solution was as “clear as day: to be allied with 
the United States.” Mexico entered into commercial treaties; committed to 
do what ever it took to defeat “fi fth columnism” in the Americas; and pro-
posed to construct new military bases for use by all American countries— 
even though they  were never built.11
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For many Mexicans, participation in the war even signaled a kind of 
revolution— the transition from old to new, past to present, and primitive 
to modern. President Camacho had blamed the war on Eu rope’s old- style 
politics, and the Americas offered a fresh solution. They  were new, differ-
ent, and in many ways antithetical to Eu rope. Germany and Italy fought 
not only against “freedom and democracy,” he said, but also against the 
“historical purity of the Americas and the generosity of its peoples.” Mex-
ico was a “young country, without hatred, without selfi shness, and free of 
all unjust appetite for hegemony.” Despite its romanticism, Camacho’s 
speech rallied many in Sonora to support the war. El Imparcial called it 
the “most transcendental moment of the past thirty years,” dating back to 
the beginning of the Mexican Revolution.12

If the United States and Mexico stumbled toward an alliance in the 
early years of the war, Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor led the governments 
of both countries to march forward together. Forming a unifi ed front 
against Axis powers, Mexico cut diplomatic ties with Japan, Germany, 
and Italy. German and Italian ambassadors fl ed Mexico, and Mexican 
diplomats in those countries returned home. Military offi cials from the 
United States traveled to Mexico to assess the risk of an attack against the 
country’s west coast. Along the Arizona- Sonora border, U.S. and Mexican 
militaries sent soldiers to patrol the Sonoran desert and train at U.S. mili-
tary installations. The United States allowed Mexican troops to pass 
through Arizona and California on their way to Baja California, which 
they defended against any “foolhardy” attempts by Japan to invade Mex-
ico or the United States. Governor Sidney Osborn immediately doubled 
the number of guards at the Arizona border, sent there to defend water and 
electric plants, railroad stations, telegraph offi ces, and other “vital points” 
in Nogales, Arizona. They had the same mission as Mexican troops, to 
defend the border against any “act or circumstance” propagated by “Japa-
nese Agents or the Berlin- Rome Axis.”13

Arizona and Sonora continued to negotiate threats to their coopera-
tion throughout the war, but a spirit of friendship and goodwill over-
whelmed episodes of confl ict. Labor strikes on both sides of the border 
temporarily disrupted production and corporate stability, particularly in 
the mines of Nacozari and Cananea in Sonora. The mayor of Nogales, 
Sonora, sought to prevent “unruly” American soldiers from entering his 
city, particularly at night, when they partook in illicit activities. Mexican 
immigration offi cials charged American visitors an extralegal fee, or 
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mordida, for goods transported from Mexico to the United States, causing 
Arizonans and Sonoran businesspeople to decry such behavior as a “vi-
cious and national shame.” Finally, American consular offi cials stationed 
in Sonora monitored potential subversives and local opinions about the 
war. They found that some Sonorans remained “passive” or “apathetic,” 
while others maintained anti- American sentiments and worked “in the 
dark” to support the Axis. However, state leaders, wealthy Sonorans, and 
most others, they concluded, supported the Allied war effort and formed 
groups like the “Pan- American Ser vice Club” and the “Municipal Com-
mittee for the Fight against Nazi- Fascism.”14

In addition, U.S. government offi cials— persuaded by politicians and 
boosters— settled on the Arizona- Sonora border region as a base of opera-
tions because of the area’s ideal climate for training pi lots and ground 
troops for desert warfare in North Africa and other theaters of war. Arizona 
also had abundant resources and labor, and it formed part of the 

Mexican soldiers entering Arizona by train. (Arizona Historical Society, 
Tucson Photo Files, 59441.)

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



D E F E N D I N G  T H E  B O R D E R L A N D

29

international border with Mexico, a bulwark against invasions from the 
south. The U.S. military therefore established several bases throughout 
the Southwest, including Arizona’s Davis- Monthan Army Air Field in Tuc-
son (later called Davis- Monthan Air Force Base), Luke Air Field in Phoe-
nix, and the Marana Army Air Field. Another installation, the Desert 
Training Center/California- Arizona Maneuver Area, covered twenty thou-
sand square miles of southern California and western Arizona and soon 
became the largest military training center in the world. When General 
George Patton fi rst surveyed the training area, he called it “the best I have 
seen.” Approximately 17,500 pi lots and one million troops from the United 
States and allied countries trained in Arizona. Because of the state’s prom-
inent role in the war, one article claimed, Arizona had a “special share in 
the results” whenever a “stick of bombs is dropped or an enemy plane is 
sent spiraling down in fl ames by America’s amazingly accurate young trig-
germen of the air forces.”15

Arizona’s centrality to national security and to border defense in par-
tic u lar became a key theme of Osborn’s correspondence with military 
personnel and offi cials. In 1942, Osborn wrote a letter to Lieutenant Gen-
eral John DeWitt, seeking bud getary appropriations for his state. Arizona 
is “most important” to war production and “defense of the West Coast,” he 
wrote. He cited the state’s production of one- third of all copper mined in 
the United States; crops of long- staple cotton and other agricultural goods; 
and the roads, railroads, and bridges that facilitated evacuation from the 
Pacifi c coast and the distribution of war materials. He also described the 
threat posed by air attacks, warning that the United States would face dire 
consequences if warplanes taking off from the Gulf of California— only 
150 miles from Phoenix— destroyed one of Arizona’s military bases, dams, 
bridges, or smelters. Implying how Arizona’s modernization had led to 
signifi cant advancement over the past century, Osborn wrote, the state 
would “revert to desert waste.”16

Particularly troubling about Mexico’s Gulf Coast, Osborn explained, 
was its remoteness, which enabled enemies to operate freely if left 
 unmonitored. There  were “literally hundreds of square miles” of “ideal 
places” to hide gasoline supplies, bombs, and troops. He therefore recom-
mended construction of a military highway between Arizona and Sonora 
for the transportation of troops and supplies; improvement of the harbor 
at Puerto Peñasco; and the deployment of patrol boats that would work 
with air and ground patrols to protect against a “sneak Jap attack” through 
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Sonora. In a brief response to Osborn, DeWitt assured him that the mili-
tary was “not unmindful” of Arizona’s “contribution to the war effort” and 
that the United States and Mexico had already mobilized to address 
Osborn’s concerns by conducting secret military operations south of the 
border.17

Defending Arizona’s border became a preoccupation not only for 
politicians and military strategists but also for numbers of Arizona citizens 
who formed vigilante groups that would allegedly protect border commu-
nities. In 1942, Tucson resident Jack van Ryder informed Osborn of his 
plan to form an or ga ni za tion for the “protection of this border.” Its mem-
bers would include “all cowpunchers and ranchers over the military age.” 
During the same year, Albert Shropshire Jr., of Douglas— the border town 
just across the international line from Agua Prieta, Sonora— wrote to Os-
born and Roo se velt to suggest a similar plan. He proposed to call his group 
the United States Roving Rangers and explained that it would comprise 
“Western Men” from southern Arizona who aimed to defend “this border 
of ours” against “the infi ltration of undesirable and dangerous aliens.” Ig-
noring their legacy of racial violence, he cited the Arizona Rangers as a 
model for his group. Osborn responded that he sympathized with their 
concerns but could not sanction their civilian defense organizations. Only 
Arizona’s state legislature could do that. Nevertheless, Van Ryder’s and 
Shropshire’s plans revealed a link between ranchers and border vigilan-
tism, foreshadowing later episodes of confl ict.18

Instead of vigilante organizations, Arizona’s and Sonora’s po liti cal and 
military leaders coordinated regional border- defense efforts. Governors 
Osborn and Anselmo Macías Valenzuela worked together to ensure mili-
tary preparedness. Shortly after Pearl Harbor, Osborn wrote a letter to 
Macías, in which he offered to send training pamphlets from Washington, 
D.C., that contained detailed information about blackouts during air raids 
and the training of civilians for emergency work. Such “mutual protective 
efforts” by offi cials in Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, Sonora—together 
called Ambos Nogales—would be “highly desirable,” Osborn believed, 
because such “close cooperation with you and your people” would advance 
“our mutual desire for solidarity and friendship.” Macías responded simply 
that he “would be pleased” to receive the materials and would forward 
their instructions to Sonora’s highest- ranking military offi cers.19

The U.S. border- defense efforts spread far beyond the border itself, all 
along Mexico’s west coast. Several Mexican governors wrote to their Arizona 
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counterparts to ask for fi nancial assistance. In 1943, on behalf of Governor 
Rodolfo Loaiza of Sinaloa, Osborn lobbied the American Steel Company 
for help with the improvement of Sinaloa’s radio and telephone communi-
cations systems, claiming that these infrastructures  were vital to war time 
security. Loaiza prompted Osborn to act by explaining that the construc-
tion of communications systems between Culiacán, the state capital, and 
municipalities throughout Sinaloa was an “indispensable necessity” given 
“the state of war in which we fi nd ourselves.” Osborn then wrote the 
American Steel Company directly, asserting that the “maintenance of ef-
fi cient communications” between Culiacán and other areas of the state 
would further the “war effort.” Defending Mexico, he suggested, was tan-
tamount to defending the United States.20

The interplay among militaries, governments, and businesses on both 
sides of the border demonstrated how profi t— in addition to military 
necessity— motivated the joint efforts of the United States and Mexico. 
The two countries entered into treaties designed to secure their economic 
cooperation and investment in defense, mining, agriculture, and livestock 
industries. “Top business leaders” in the United States and Mexico formed 
the Mexican- American Commission for Economic Cooperation (MACEC) 
to promote Mexico’s industrialization and development. The United States 
also fi nanced Mexican food and health programs, as well as construction, 
transportation, communications, and public works projects. Direct invest-
ments, subsidies, loans, production quotas, guest- worker programs, and 
other arrangements encouraged the establishment of new businesses. With 
the support of their governments, chambers of commerce in Arizona and 
Sonora also clamored for economic development. As a result, industrial-
ists, ranchers, and farmers constructed dams and irrigation canals, raised 
herds of cattle, and produced cotton, rice, linseed, and sesame, primarily to 
meet the war time demands of the United States. These forces combined 
to transform borderland economies during World War II and beyond.21

State offi cials and publications on both sides of the border described 
the modernization of the region in terms that  were familiar to one another, 
telling invigorating tales about the World War II era that echoed themes 
of frontier development, freedom of spirit, and an entrepreneurial way of 
seeing the world. Tucson transitioned from an Old Western town to a 
modernized and technologically advanced city through the same hard 
work that cowboys had applied to taming cattle. “Arizona is rallying to the 
task of smashing the Axis,” one article said, “with the same spirit that the 
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cowpokes formerly displayed in ridding the range of rustlers.” Governor 
Rodríguez similarly described Sonora’s progress during World War II. 
Like pioneer heroes north of the border, Sonorans, too,  were “pioneers” 
who had inherited from their ancestors a “steely composure,” an “indomi-
table character,” and a sense of in de pen dence that predisposed them to 
think of “big projects” and to make “strong investments.”22

War time economic policies signaled important turning points for the 
United States and Mexico. In 1941, President Camacho announced the 
return of land expropriated during the Cárdenas sexenio. Governors 
Román Yocupicio, Macías, and Rodríguez oversaw this pro cess in Sonora, 
intending to support the “productive euphoria unleashed by the war.” Gov-
ernment offi cials and banks favored individual landowners over collective 
ejido societies, which had a hard time securing loans. As a result, the own-
ership of Sonoran land became concentrated in the hands of a small per-
centage of the state’s anti- agrarian business and commercial elite. Sonora’s 
war time governors comprised a conservative generation of state leaders 
known not for their role in the Mexican Revolution, as one historian has 
written, but rather as representatives of the “new agricultural and indus-
trial bourgeoisie.” They had been fi nancially successful businesspeople 
before they  were elected to the position. While in offi ce, they supported  
agriculture and livestock industries, which transformed Sonora and facili-
tated increased levels of cross- border commercial exchange. One U.S. 
consular offi cial said that Yocupicio’s “point of view” was, fundamentally, 
“that of a prosperous cattleman” with close ties to U.S. businesspeople.23

Economic policies favoring the private development of national and 
cross- border commerce led to the establishment of businesses that gener-
ated profi ts for each state separately and the region as a  whole. The So-
noran port cities of Puerto Peñasco and Guaymas became prime exam-
ples of cross- border economic development. Ever since the mid- nineteenth 
century, U.S. businesspeople had sought access to a port that would help 
them reach markets around the world. World War II seemed to present an 
ideal moment to revisit the issue since the development of Sonoran ports 
would help prevent an attack launched from the Gulf of California. How-
ever, they would also provide a spectacular opportunity for the “energetic 
man” to develop “prosperous” port towns and tourist resorts. Business-
people suggested leasing the port in Guaymas and establishing a naval 
academy there, arguing that it would be the perfect “strategic location” be-
tween the Panama Canal and other bases along the Pacifi c Coast. Sonoran 
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offi cials did not go along with their plan for a military academy, but they 
 were open to the city’s economic development by U.S. business interests. 
Sonora governor Rodríguez invited the California businessman Lucian 
Small to revamp Sonora’s fi shing industries. Small bought twelve boats 
and offered them as credit to fi shing cooperatives, which also received sup-
port from newly established state- fi nancing agencies. Fishing in turn cre-
ated hundreds of jobs in packaging, refrigeration, and freezing plants. So-
nora put promotional muscle behind the new fi shing operations by 
or ga niz ing a fi shing festival every spring. Mexican and U.S. businesspeo-
ple similarly worked together to develop regional agriculture and ranching 
industries.24

Financiers, growers, and small  business own ers on both sides of the 
border therefore benefi ted most from federal and state economic policies 
during World War II. The own ers and operators of Sonora’s factories, con-
struction companies, ranches, and banks became the wealthiest and most 
infl uential people in the state. Perhaps no Sonoran gained more than 
Ignacio Soto. His cement company, Cemento Portland Nacional— 
established in 1930 with U.S. and Mexican fi nancing— received several 
million pesos from Mexican and Sonoran governments to build the li-
brary and museum at the new Universidad de Sonora, as well as dams and 
canals that stored water and funneled its fl ow to Sonora’s cities and fi elds. 
The government granted his company the land for the construction of a 
new plant and repaired or replaced machines that produced 350 tons of 
concrete every day. The company’s growth during the war led to mount-
ing profi ts during the postwar era and solidifi ed Soto’s reputation as an in-
ternational businessman with deep connections in the United States. He 
was a member of the Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Club Interna-
tional and was an associate of Alex Jácome, the Tucson department store 
own er. Sonoran newspapers described him as a man representative of his 
time: dynamic, tenacious, and spiritually and physically strong.25

The economic transformation of Arizona and Sonora also reshaped 
the physical landscape of each state. Construction companies dug canals 
and built dams, military installations, and food- processing plants. These 
establishments led to dramatic population redistributions from rural areas 
to cities, spurring a wave of domestic and international migration into the 
cities of the Arizona- Sonora borderland. Tucson’s urbanization began be-
fore World War II as the University of Arizona grew, tuberculosis patients 
occupied sanitariums, and Mexican American ranchers sold their 
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properties and moved to the city. But the pace of growth increased during 
the war and would explode in the postwar period. Meanwhile, Sonora’s 
rural areas remained population and economic centers until World War 
II. Mining, agriculture, and livestock industries  were located around No-
gales and the Sierra Madre Occidental. However, as federal and state 
governments developed lands between Hermosillo and the Sea of Cortez, 
the Mayo and Yaqui Valleys, and Sonoran port cities, Mexicans and na-
tive peoples migrated to cities such as Hermosillo, Ciudad Obregón, 
Puerto Peñasco, and Guaymas. The own ers and operators of Sonora’s new 
industries purchased homes in desirable areas like Hermosillo’s Colonia 
Pitic, an expensive neighborhood developed by investors with po liti cal 
ties. Tucson’s commercial elite, meanwhile, settled primarily in El En-
canto Estates and Colonia Solana.26

Highways themselves became manifestations of Arizona’s and Sono-
ra’s physical transformation. They  were symbols of the modernization and 
progress that, according to politicians and businesspeople on both sides of 
the border, characterized development during the World War II era. The 
Pan- American Highway, which initially ran from the Texas- Mexico bor-
der to the Panama Canal, was but the grandest example. After the attack 
on Pearl Harbor, Mexican and U.S. offi cials argued that the highway fa-
cilitated the circulation of troops, arms, and other materials across the 
Americas. But highways constructed at the local and state levels connected 
all areas along the U.S.- Mexico border. In Sonora, a U.S. company com-
pleted a highway connecting Nogales, Hermosillo, and the fi shing port of 
Guaymas, while smaller roads branching from this larger one linked more 
remote areas. Like the Pan- American Highway, these Sonoran roads  were 
originally envisioned as part of the war time defense effort, but they also 
paved the way for smooth commercial exchanges during and after the war. 
Winter produce moved from Sonora to Arizona, tourists traveled in both 
directions, and goods fl owed to ports, from which they found their way to 
markets around the world.27

Surely Rodríguez’s own experience informed his interpretation of 
Sonoran character. He  rose through the ranks of the Mexican military to 
become the governor of Baja California, where he invested in hotels, casi-
nos, and fi shing industries. Then he served as the interim president of 
Mexico from 1932 to 1934 and next as the head of a Sonoran economic- 
development agency. He held that position until he became the governor 
of Sonora, an offi ce he won, according to one historian, through support 
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from business associates on both sides of the border. World War II was 
Sonora’s moment of frontier development, and Sonoran pioneers like Ro-
dríguez stood ready to profi t. But if Rodríguez was a man of great accom-
plishments, he was not singular in his rise as a prominent businessman 
and politician who promoted cross- border economic and cultural rela-
tionships. He represented a cohort of individuals and organizations that 
would constitute Arizona’s and Sonora’s growth machine from World 
War II forward.28

Businesspeople and politicians promoted economic growth on both 
sides of the border through several institutions. Like their counterparts in 
Phoenix, the Sunshine Climate Club, the Optimist Club, and the Cham-
ber of Commerce led Tucson’s growth machine. Sonoran offi cials, mean-
while, established the “Pro- Sonora Committee” and El Imparcial fed read-
ers throughout the region the government’s messages about progress and 
prosperity. Echoing state politicians, the columnist Enriqueta de Parodi 
referred to Sonora as Mexico’s “state of the future.” World War II was a 
pivotal moment, she argued, when Sonora teetered between a primitive 
past and a modern future. The transition from one to the other depended 
on industrial production and Sonora’s relationship with the United States. 
Sonora had everything, Parodi wrote, “vast territory, dormant riches,” and 
“men of vigorous energies.” The state’s new cadre of business leaders and 
its proximity to the most powerful country in the world, she concluded, 
poised Sonora to realize its full economic potential.29

To benefi t from the state’s natural advantages, Sonorans had to dedi-
cate themselves to progress. According to Parodi, Sonorans had to invest 
in Sonora’s future with their “minds, thoughts, and arms”:

With their minds, elevating Sonoran culture, decimating il-
literacy, fi ghting social blots— with their thoughts, making the 
sight of Sonora’s fl ag signify a powerful state in all aspects, and 
with their arms seizing every opportunity to develop Sonora’s 
riches.

She and others pointed to the 1942 establishment of la Universidad de 
Sonora, the spread of electricity throughout the state, and hundreds of 
miles of newly paved highways as important symbols of Sonora’s modern-
ization. The “path of work,” she wrote, would “carry us to success.” So-
norans and all Mexicans, she hoped, would dedicate themselves to work 
as farmers, ranchers, and industrialists. President Camacho echoed the 
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sentiment, proclaiming that, rather than on battlefi elds, “our fi ght will be 
waged in the factories and in the fi elds.” The war would stimulate a “new 
consciousness” that motivated all segments of Sonoran society.30

If national and state offi cials focused on large- scale transformations 
in agriculture, livestock, and manufacturing industries, local merchants 
on both sides of the border also capitalized on war time economies. So-
noran merchants specialized in the trade of goods that  were of limited 
supply in the United States. Many Tucsonans traveled to Sonoran border 
cities to purchase sugar, meat, shoes, oil, and other rationed items. A 
Mexican American man from Arizona remembered lining up at the bor-
der to buy Mexican gasoline. Gas stations south of the border raised 
prices, but gas was still cheaper in Mexico than it was on the U.S. black 
market. Sonorans also bought shoes, clothing, and food in Arizona stores 
despite their rationing north of the border. As much as 80 percent of all 
commerce in Nogales, Arizona, was due to “Sonoran buying power.” More-
over, because Jácome’s department store did not want to lose its Mexican 
clientele during the war, it often gave Sonorans ration stamps for Levis, 
shoes, nylons, sheets, and other items instead of reserving them for Ameri-
can shoppers. Whereas the U.S. government tried during the war to place re-
strictions on cross- border trade, arguing that rationed provisions  were to be 
reserved for the war effort, local merchants and offi cials  maintained that 
commerce between Arizona and Sonora “constituted an important basis 
for friendly and cordial relations” and should remain uninterrupted.31

The opportunities for cross- border commerce during World War II in 
fact launched the careers of several merchants and export- import brokers. 
Mario “Mike” de la Fuente, for example, attended the University of Texas 
at Austin and worked for Standard Oil in Mexico City before becoming a 
customs broker and bull- fi ghting impresario in Nogales, Sonora. In his 
memoir, I Like You, Gringo— But!, he described the profi ts he reaped dur-
ing the war. Because “American industry was geared almost completely to 
producing goods needed for the war effort,” he wrote, many Arizonans 
turned to Mexico for curios, jewelry, liquor, and other goods. He hired 
two English- speaking salesmen who bought jewelry from southern and 
central Mexico and then sold it in Arizona and throughout the American 
Southwest. Small shops and military base exchanges formed his customer 
base. Buying the goods  wholesale, then adding a 40 percent markup plus 
what ever duties U.S. Customs charged, he earned approximately $15,000 
per month during the war.32
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Meanwhile, U.S. and Mexican politicians, diplomats, and business-
people rhetorically cultivated international cooperation, friendship, and 
goodwill. As followers of Roo se velt’s Good Neighbor policy, they attended 
the inauguration ceremonies of their counterparts on the other side of the 
border. They recognized national holidays that demonstrated their shared 
love of freedom and held local, cross- border celebrations like “Good 
Neighbor Day” in Ambos Nogales. In addition, U.S. consular offi cials in 
Sonora hosted gatherings with “Mexican citizens as the guests of honor,” 
aiming to “promote friendship and good will between Americans and 
Mexicans.” Through such gestures, Osborn and other U.S. offi cials also 
sought to demonstrate their support for Arizonans of Mexican descent. 
Their efforts paid po liti cal dividends, as Mexicans and Mexican Ameri-
cans from throughout the state wrote appreciative letters that thanked 
them for their “sincere friendship.” Osborn, one letter claimed, had been 
the “only candidate” to grasp the “spirit of mutual understanding” be-
tween Mexicans and Americans. He had earned their votes.33

Mexican and U.S. offi cials and businesspeople during World War II, in La 
Caverna, a restaurant dug into a hillside in Nogales, Sonora. (Arizona 
Historical Society, Tucson Photo Files, 59440.)
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Communications between diplomats and politicians in Arizona and 
Sonora followed a script, offering one pleasantry after another. In letters to 
Mexican journalists, Osborn wrote, “old prejudices and barriers of race 
and nation are fast disappearing,” and “mankind possesses a mutuality of 
interests that is not confi ned by national boundaries.” Although offi cials 
made similar proclamations after the war, during the war they conveyed a 
heightened sense of solemnity because both countries faced perilous 
threats. Arizonans and Sonorans no doubt issued proclamations of friend-
ship and goodwill with the best of intentions, yet the wishful and self- 
congratulatory tone of much offi cial correspondence elided diffi cult is-
sues, including the racial, economic, and po liti cal discrimination that in 
many ways stemmed from the development of Arizona’s and Sonora’s 
Sunbelt borderland. Courtesies like the observance of national holidays 
and awards for diplomatic ser vice superfi cially sidestepped frequent re-
ports in newspapers, letters to politicians, and complaints to labor offi cials 
of racism, neglect, and other grievances, which, according to one Mexi-
can consular offi cial,  were “contrary” to the Good Neighbor policy. In-
stead of feared enemy aliens, these realities threatened many borderland 
residents and shaped their experience of the war.34

D e f e n d i n g  H o m e l a n d s

While cross- border militarization, economic development, and goodwill 
diplomacy characterized the international relations of Arizona and So-
nora during World War II, these dynamics also affected each state sepa-
rately. One reporter said that Arizona became an “armed camp.” His 
statement portrayed the state’s military buildup and the experience of the 
war for people of Mexican, Japa nese, and native descent on both sides of 
the border. Members of these communities served the Allied war cause as 
soldiers, migrant laborers, and defense workers. Discrimination against 
them despite their service— seeing them as security threats or invoking 
much older ideas about their racial inferiority— was the height of hypocrisy 
given the professed war aims of the United States and Mexico, including 
harmonious inter- American relations. The governments of Arizona and 
Sonora listened to their grievances but ultimately stood with regional busi-
nesspeople. Marginalized communities  were forced to defend themselves 
against injustice.35

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



D E F E N D I N G  T H E  B O R D E R L A N D

39

Local communities on both sides of the border responded to the 
threat of enemy invasion by militarizing the landscape. In Tucson, armed 
guards ringed Davis- Monthan Air Force Base. City offi cials ordered the 
placement of a barbed- wire fence around the city’s main water plant. A lo-
cal civic or ga ni za tion brought in a graduate from West Point to teach 
women how to use brooms and shovels in Tucson’s defense. University of 
Arizona dormitories, dining facilities, and athletic fi elds became barracks, 
mess halls, and training grounds. In Sonora, Mexican spies bunkered in the 
border city of Nogales sent reports to Mexico City about potentially threat-
ening Japa nese, German, and Italian merchants. They monitored the 
activities of Japa nese fi shermen in Guaymas, as Governor Macías himself 
patrolled the Sonoran coastline in his Buick station wagon, looking out 
for subversive behavior of all sorts.36

Davis- Monthan Air Force Base embodied Tucson’s war time militari-
zation. The base was established during the early twentieth century as a 
municipal airport, but it served no military purpose until World War II. 
Heeding the solicitations of the Tucson Chamber of Commerce and 
other boosters, the U.S. government provided Works Progress Administra-
tion funds to convert the airport into an army air force base by adding 
more than a thousand acres— leased at a dollar per year— and six miles of 
runways that could accommodate the “heaviest types of bombers in exis-
tence or even proposed.” According to Washington, Tucson had the “fi nest 
12- months- a-year fl ying climate in the United States,” and the city’s prox-
imity to the “international border and the Pacifi c Coast” also made it an 
ideal location. After the base expansion, according to one historian, the 
entire city became a “military- aviation center.”37

Davis- Monthan grew dramatically after the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
In 1940 and 1941, only 163 offi cers and approximately two thousand airmen 
held posts there. By January 1942, the U.S. military had invested $3 mil-
lion in a base- expansion program. The result, according to one reporter, 
was that “pi lots, co- pilots, navigators, bombardiers, radio men, aircraft 
gunners and engineers fl ocked to Tucson to be molded into war- ready B17 
and B24 crews.” Within three weeks of the Japa nese attack, more than 
nine thousand army personnel  were stationed at the base, including Mexi-
can Americans and African Americans. The military also hired civilians 
to work as cooks, secretaries, and janitors; they considered their work “sat-
isfying” because it introduced them to “people from different parts of the 
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country . . .  and people of different ethnicities.” Deactivated only briefl y at 
the end of the war, Davis- Monthan remained an important part of Tucson’s 
social, cultural, po liti cal, and economic life into the postwar era.38

As the city militarized, Tucsonans developed mixed feelings about 
the base in their midst. Prominent residents such as Estela Jácome, the 
wife of department- store own er Alex Jácome, believed that the base had a 
positive impact on the city. Military personnel and civilians got along 
wonderfully, she recalled, adding that the arrival of Davis- Monthan was 
“one of the nicest things that ever happened” to Tucson. Ser vicemen sta-
tioned at the base patronized downtown businesses. Offi cers mingled 
with Tucson’s middle and upper classes while dancing at the Pioneer Ho-
tel, hosted parties to which they invited community leaders, and held other 
social events to which they bused the city’s single women (and their chap-
erones) to play cards, bowl, and dance with soldiers. These social events 
led one soldier to call Davis- Monthan the “country club” of the Air Force. 
Many ser vicemen enjoyed their time in the city and settled there perma-
nently, occupying positions with local newspapers, car dealerships, and 
other businesses. The city government honored Davis- Monthan’s top 
brass— and the military’s presence in Tucson more broadly— at the annual 
rodeo and other community celebrations.39

Nonetheless, the increased military presence troubled others, who 
“did not want the military to be part of our community,” as Tucsonan 
Josie Huerta Herrera put it. Eventually civilians and military personnel 
“learned to live in peace,” yet some remained afraid of ser vicemen 
throughout the war years. Herrera cited the rape of a schoolgirl as a par-
ticularly troubling incident. Although she offered few details, she likely 
referred to the highly publicized case of Francis Albert Line, a white sol-
dier from Michigan stationed at Davis- Monthan, who raped a twelve- 
year- old girl at knifepoint in a Southern Pacifi c boxcar on August 11, 1942. 
He was court- martialed and sentenced to death. On March 26, 1943, he 
was hanged from gallows constructed at Davis- Monthan for his execu-
tion. At the end of the war, Herrera recalled, Tucsonans celebrated the Al-
lied victory and hoped that the war’s end would relieve tensions between 
the military and civilians.40

Even though the U.S. government claimed that war time restrictions 
applied equally to all, minorities suffered the greatest consequences of 
regional militarization. People of Mexican descent  were under siege across 
the Southwest. Mexican and Mexican American intellectuals, labor 
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leaders, and youth gangs from Los Angeles to El Paso, many Americans 
believed,  were under the infl uence of totalitarianism or Communism. In 
accordance with the Good Neighbor era’s spirit of nondiscrimination, U.S. 
offi cials tried to correct this notion, but many in Arizona had made up 
their minds: people of Mexican descent constituted a threat.41

In response to the potential dangers posed by Mexican border crossers, 
U.S. authorities substantially increased border enforcement. The U.S. Bor-
der Patrol policed the U.S.- Mexico borderlands as never before. The U.S. 
government required Mexicans who  were living in the United States to 
register with U.S. authorities. Likewise, Mexican offi cials required the 
registration of U.S. citizens who  were living in their country. Mexicans in 
the United States had to declare their po liti cal activities, the organiza-
tions they belonged to, and whether they endorsed the politics of an en-
emy nation. Mexican Americans who read El Tucsonense feared that their 
activities would be monitored as well since many whites indiscriminately 
grouped them with Mexicans. Recall the editorial that described how 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the Arizona border city of Nogales 
became victims of vigilantism even though they  were U.S. citizens and 
had lived in the city for a long time. The FBI rounded up thousands of 
suspected enemy aliens along the Arizona- Sonora border during the war 
and more than sixteen hundred in 1940 and 1941 alone. Even as they 
sought to apprehend potential enemies, offi cials assured tourists that they 
would still be able to fi sh in Guaymas, shop in Nogales, and visit Tucson.42

Despite promises that commerce would remain unaffected by the 
war, border restrictions had negative consequences for Arizona communi-
ties that depended on business from Sonora. The Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans living there suffered as a result. In 1940, the mayor of Nogales, 
Arizona, wrote a terse tele gram to Governor Robert Jones, which read, 
“U.S. Immigration ruling which will cancel crossing cards for Mexicans 
living in Nogales Sonora promises to have paralyzing effect on business 
 here as most of our business comes from Mexico.” Crossing cards had al-
lowed for the relatively easy passage of Sonorans who shopped, worked, or 
visited family members in Arizona. By doing away with the cards, the new 
restrictions temporarily interrupted the discretion of immigration offi -
cials to skirt federal laws and sanction border crossings by local residents. 
They required instead that all Mexicans entering the United States carry 
passports, which many of them did not have. Passports  were expensive, 
and border- crossing cards had satisfi ed their need to travel across 
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the international line. Such restrictions led Arizona businesspeople to 
complain that they violated the “custom, since the settling of this country, 
for citizens of both countries to exchange trade and seek employment and 
business enterprise on each side of the border without respect to citizen-
ship or race.”43

Racism also shaped the experiences of people of Japa nese descent in 
the Arizona- Sonora borderland and throughout the Americas. The Allied 
struggle for freedom meant little to Japa nese in the United States and 
Mexico, as spies, consular offi cials, and other government agents closely 
monitored and imprisoned them. Building on anti- Asian sentiments dat-
ing back to the late nineteenth century— which stemmed from the rising 
perception that Japa nese  were fi erce economic competitors, as well as fears 
of Japa nese imperial ambitions— U.S. and Mexican citizens during World 
War II saw anyone of Japa nese ancestry as a dangerous threat, particularly 
after Pearl Harbor. Governor Osborn speculated that the Japa nese would 
infi ltrate Mexico through Sonora’s Gulf Coast. They had carried out such 
operations in Singapore, Hong Kong, and the Philippines, he claimed, 
and  were more than capable of delivering Sonora and Arizona a “devastat-
ing surprise blow . . .  from the rear.” Alarmingly, Osborn claimed that 
such operations  were already under way. Arizonans who hunted and fi shed 
in Puerto Peñasco claimed to have seen Japa nese soldiers disguised as 
tuna fi shermen and Japa nese engineers developing railroads, harbors, and 
“drilling operations.” Fears of po liti cal upheaval and anti- Americanism, 
rather than the conquest of territory, motivated anti- Japanese agitation not 
only in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands but also in the Panama Canal Zone 
and the Ca rib be an.44

In Arizona, following President Roo se velt’s Executive Order 9066, 
the U.S. government established Japa nese internment camps at Rivers, 
Poston, and Leupp, all within a few hours of Tucson. Interns of Japa nese 
descent lived in tarpaper- covered barracks without heating, cooling, or 
plumbing. The United States also held German and Italian prisoners of 
war at Florence, Papago Park, and, for a brief period, at Davis- Monthan 
Air Force Base. Before the war, only four hundred Japa nese lived in Ari-
zona, but that number grew to more than thirty- one thousand as a result 
of their internment. More Japa nese  were interned in Arizona than in any 
other state. Recalling the devastation of internment de cades after his fam-
ily’s relocation to Poston, Edwin Fujinaka said he wanted to “urinate” on 
the gravesite of Earl Warren, the former attorney general of California 
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who ordered their removal from Los Angeles. Thousands of Japa nese re-
mained in Arizona after their release, farming and operating small busi-
nesses; they  were freed from internment but still victims of discrimina-
tion. Cast as economic threats, the Japa nese “farmhand and clerk,” 
Governor Osborn said, would become the “cutthroat competitors of 
 tomorrow.” Another Arizonan asserted that a single person of Japa nese 
descent was “worse than a thousand rattlesnakes.”45

The policing of Japa nese communities in Sonora revealed how Mexi-
cans could simultaneously be victims of discrimination on one side of the 
border and perpetrators on the other. Even though they experienced rac-
ism in Arizona, Mexicans, like many white Americans, feared the Japa-
nese and believed them to be working in Mexico as subversives. They co-
operated with the United States to jointly persecute Japa nese communities 
in Mexico. Two thousand of fi ve thousand Japa nese Mexicans  were ar-
rested and, at the request of the U.S. government, sent to internment 
camps in Texas and New Mexico. Mexico imposed travel restrictions, 
banned meetings of more than ten Japa nese, and froze Japa nese bank ac-
counts. By law, Japa nese could not live within two hundred kilometers of 
Mexico’s coastlines or one hundred kilometers of Mexico’s border with 
the United States. Mexican authorities therefore vowed to remove them 
from Sonora and Baja California and to relocate them to Mexico’s interior— 
especially Guadalajara and Mexico City— or deport them from the country. 
In practice, many managed to stay in their homes by bribing Mexican 
offi cials or making use of infl uential connections.46

Many Japa nese lived in Sonora for years, married Mexican women, 
and started families there, yet Governor Rodríguez and other Sonorans 
had worked for de cades to expel them. Following the removal of Japa nese 
ambassadors and intellectuals in the wake of Pearl Harbor, the majority 
who remained in Mexico  were small farmers and merchants. In Sonora, 
as in Arizona, they lived “in poverty” and did not constitute a threat to 
Mexico or the United States. Their wives worked as “laundresses,” “domes-
tic servants,” street vendors, and shop keep ers to support them. Nevertheless, 
Sonorans praised how their removal led to the reclamation of Mexican 
land for Mexicans. “Now Mexicans have recovered their lands,” one arti-
cle said, which “affi rmed in a decisive manner the nationalization of lands 
that once  were controlled by foreigners.” The relocation of Japa nese and 
the repossession of their land marked a signifi cant transition in northwestern 
Mexico and recalled Sonora’s earlier wave of anti- Chinese persecution 
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from the early 1900s through the 1930s. With support from state leaders, 
Sonorans expelled hundreds of Chinese and took over their businesses. In 
neighboring Baja California, foreigners— including Chinese, Japa nese, 
and Americans— owned 85 percent of the state’s land in the 1930s. By early 
1942, that number had plummeted to 5 percent.47

Discrimination against Arizona’s and Sonora’s minority communities, 
because of their war time ser vice, struck many as despicable. Nearly half of 
all males in Arizona served in the war. Among young adults, that percent-
age was even greater. In total, more than sixteen hundred soldiers from 
Arizona died in the war, and approximately 240 of them came from the 
Tucson area. At least 40 percent of Pima County’s war dead had Spanish 
surnames, a proportion greater than their overall repre sen ta tion in the 
county. Many died at tragically young ages: Reinaldo Urquides was 24 
years old, Manuel Olguín was 21, and Ramón Chaparro was 20. Although 
some individuals of Mexican descent evaded the draft by crossing the 
border to move in with family members in Sonora, many others entered 
the war as soldiers. One Mexican American from Tucson recalled how 
pachucos—allegedly rebellious youth identifi ed by their language and 
style of dress— were rounded up as offi cials yelled, “All the pachucos, let’s 
go.” Mexican Americans also served in other ways by collecting rationed 
goods like rubber bands and scrap metal or buying and selling war bonds. 
Jácome’s Department Store employees, half of whom  were Mexican Amer-
ican, proudly announced that they sold fi ve times more war bonds than all 
other department stores in Tucson combined.48

Serving alongside Mexican Americans, African Americans and Na-
tive Americans proved themselves to be “good Americans,” but they also 
experienced discrimination. Southeast of Tucson, all of Fort Huachuca’s 
soldiers  were African American, whereas all of the base’s offi cers  were white. 
During periods of acute labor shortages, black soldiers  were asked to pick 
cotton, sparking the ire of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People. Even as members of the military, they could not eat at 
white- owned restaurants, could swim in public pools only on the day be-
fore cleaning, and  were required to sit in movie theater balconies, com-
monly referred to as “the crow’s nest.” One woman whose husband served 
at Fort Huachuca believed that such racism revealed how a “few bigots” 
brought to Arizona the “same ideologies as Hitler, Mussolini, and Tojo.” 
Meanwhile, many Arizonans viewed Native American soldiers with a 
high degree of sensationalism. Arizona reporters propagated well- worn 
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ste reo types about their warlike character. One article explained how, only 
a few de cades earlier, they had fought bitter struggles against the United 
States, but now they fought for “Uncle Sam” in his “hour of need.” They 
 were “on the warpath once more,” but this time in common cause with 
the United States.49

The discrimination they experienced led Arizona’s Mexican Ameri-
cans and Native Americans, in par tic u lar, to offer diverse, often confl ict-
ing reasons for their ser vice, demonstrating complicated ideas of race and 
national belonging. Some Mexican Americans said they served because 
the United States was their country, and they fought for its freedoms and 
opportunities despite the racism they experienced within its borders. Tuc-
sonan Manuel Herrera Jr., the son of a butcher from Mexico, enlisted be-
cause his “country had been wronged.” Likewise, a Yaqui named Mariano 
Tapia fought because America “is my country and I am willing to go to 
war to defend it because this is where I was born.” Tohono  O’odham Pat-
rick Franco, however, claimed that he was pressed into ser vice unwill-
ingly. “We didn’t want to go into the ser vice, but we had to go,” he said. 
Other  O’odham refused to serve as well. Pia Machita, an  O’odham leader 
who called himself a Mexican citizen despite his residence in Arizona, 
would not permit the  O’odham under his authority to enlist in the war. 
When U.S. agents entered the reservation to arrest him and his followers 
for draft evasion, a skirmish broke out. Herrera, Tapia, Franco, and Machita 
did not represent all of the members of their communities, but they articu -
lated diverse attitudes toward patriotism during World War II.50

Regardless of their mixed feelings about the war, Mexicans and mi-
nority communities in the United States honored their members who 
served in the military. In Tucson, families and friends lit votive candles at 
El Tiradito, the wishing shrine, where they prayed for the safety of sol-
diers. A group of mothers and wives formed La Asociación Hispano- 
Americana de Madres y Esposas (Hispanic- American Association of Moth-
ers and Wives). They wrote letters, established a recreation center for 
Mexican American soldiers, and bought and sold war bonds. They also 
published a newsletter called Chatter, which provided the community 
with information about Mexican American soldiers serving abroad and 
soldiers with news about happenings back home. Sonoran families also 
paid tribute to Mexican soldiers by or ga niz ing a “Day of the Soldier,” during 
which they invited young ser vicemen into their homes for a visit. Mexicans 
greeted soldiers who returned home and arranged ceremonies for those 
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who died in battle, some of whom received Purple Heart medals for hav-
ing made the “supreme sacrifi ce.” One article in El Imparcial called them 
“defenders of the country, keepers of institutions, and guarantors of 
 society.” Finally,  O’odham veterans formed a new generation of tribal 
leadership as they gradually replaced community elders.51

Early civil rights organizations also praised the ser vice of Mexican- 
descent soldiers as part of their strategy to defend them against discrimi-
nation. Founded in 1894 by a group of Mexican- descent community lead-
ers, La Alianza originally served as a fraternal insurance or ga ni za tion that 
offered health and death benefi ts to its paying members. By the 1930s, 
however, it had become one of the largest and most signifi cant mutual- aid 
societies and civil rights organizations in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands, 
claiming more than twelve thousand members who belonged to lodges on 
both sides of the border. Throughout World War II, in nearly every issue 
of its monthly publication, La Alianza spread the news about the decora-
tion of Mexican American soldiers and the war time bravery of Mexican 
citizens. One article described how these young men, even though they 
 were “born beyond our borders,” have “spilled” their blood for the United 
States. La Alianza also praised Mexican and Mexican American laborers 
by explaining how they mobilized and advanced like an “army of produc-
tive workers.” Finally, the or ga ni za tion hosted dances at its downtown 
headquarters for Mexican American soldiers stationed at Davis- Monthan. 
Celebrations of Mexican and Native American soldiers and veterans 
demonstrated not only how deeply the war permeated family, social, and 
civic life on both sides of the border but also, by contrast, how insulting 
and degrading discrimination against them could be.52

Because they believed World War II to be a period of progress, federal 
and state offi cials claimed to have “never heard” of discrimination against 
people of Mexican descent even though it was widespread. Economic 
disparities, housing discrimination, de facto segregation, employment in-
equalities, and high rates of malnutrition and illiteracy defi ned reality 
for Mexican Americans throughout the United States, including Tucson. 
Until litigation and pressure from the International  Union of Mine, Mill, 
and Smelter Workers (IUMMSW) forced them to end the practice, min-
ing companies encircling Tucson continued the dual- wage system, 
which paid Mexicans and Mexican Americans less than whites. A Mexi-
can American coworker was still just a “damn Mexican!” Signs hung in 
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restaurants that announced their refusal to serve “Mexicans and Negroes,” 
and only a few Mexican American students enrolled at the University of 
Arizona. Mexican American women found work at jobs that previously 
had excluded them, but these low- paying positions held little promise of 
promotion. Tucson built its fi rst housing project for low- income workers, 
many of them Mexican American, but a war time housing crunch gave 
priority to military and civilian defense workers, preventing them from 
moving in. Homebuilders and neighbors even sought to bar wealthier 
families like the Jácomes from moving into El Encanto or Colonia So-
lana. One Mexican American soldier lamented the per sis tence of such 
“un- Americanism” and “narrow- minded” discrimination.53

People of Mexican and native descent nevertheless believed that par-
ticipation in Sunbelt borderland economies was the only way for them to 
secure better lives for their families on both sides of the border. They pur-
sued jobs on military bases and railroad tracks or in mines, factories, and 
fi elds. Southern Arizona’s mining industries  were located in towns that 
ringed Tucson, such as Bisbee, Clifton, and Silverbell, while those in So-
nora centered in Cananea and smaller towns throughout the Sierra Madre 
Occidental. Areas of agricultural production in both states also surrounded 
cities, while railroads and new highways linked rural areas with city de-
pots that pro cessed, consumed, and shipped goods throughout the United 
States and Mexico and around the world.

Regional publications cited the Arizona- Sonora border region’s sup-
ply of cheap, racialized labor as one of the best reasons for companies to 
do business in the area.  O’odham from Arizona and Sonora fi lled Pima 
County’s cotton fi elds during harvest season and worked as domestics in 
Tucson homes. More Mexican Americans worked at Consolidated Vultee 
and the Southern Pacifi c railroad company than anywhere  else. Consoli-
dated Vultee outfi tted airplanes to make them war ready. Company em-
ployees worked three shifts a day to modify fi fty- three hundred B-24 bomb-
ers between 1943 and 1945, when the plant closed just a few days after 
Victory over Japan Day. Of Consolidated Vultee’s 3,000– 4,000 employees, 
approximately 25 percent  were Mexican American; many of them arrived 
from Colorado and New Mexico, while others  were from Tucson. According 
to company reports, “minority” laborers could be “found in all parts of the 
plant,” working in the cafeteria, as janitors, or as machinists. Most had never 
done industrial work before, and some had never worked away from home.54
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The Southern Pacifi c railroad— a civilian company that performed 
vital war time ser vices, including the transportation of troops and war ma-
teriel regionally, nationally, and internationally— also employed many 
Mexican Americans during World War II. Only twenty years earlier, in 
1920, the “SP,” as it was known popularly, was the single largest employer 
of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson. Twenty- fi ve percent of 
the city’s Mexican male workforce labored there, and during World War 
II, 65 percent of SP employees  were of Mexican descent. Company manag-
ers believed that Mexican incompetence and their use of Spanish barred 
them from skilled track work, and as a result most worked in low- paying, 
unskilled positions. Labor  unions fi led grievances on their behalf, but 
government hearings on “unfair practices in railroad employment”  were 
postponed because of the war. The company never acknowledged dis-
crimination.55

Even as Consolidated Vultee and Southern Pacifi c hired Mexican 
Americans into low- wage, unskilled positions, the opportunity to work at 
these companies was still new for women. Like industries across the 
Southwest— canneries, shipyards, weapons manufacturers, and others— 
Tucson’s railroad and defense operations hired Mexican women to replace 
men serving in the military or working in new jobs themselves. These posi-
tions marked women’s entrance into “lower white- collar” positions, where 
they earned less than men but more than they had earned before. One 
woman, Lily Valenzuela Liu, was a single mother who worked as a cham-
bermaid at the Santa Rita Hotel and cleaned  houses before she accepted 
a job with the railroad. Jennie Benítez was another single mother who 
worked for the SP. Donning blue overalls, button- down shirts, steel- toed 
boots, and caps that hid their long hair, Benítez and Liu maintained trains 
when they arrived in the station, earning between $50 and $60 every two 
weeks. The grueling work demanded that they climb precariously bal-
anced ladders while carry ing buckets of boiling oil. They also pushed 
heavy wheelbarrows of sand across the rail yard. After three years, Liu quit 
when she suffered a hernia at work.56

The telegraphers and telephone operators who worked at SP demon-
strated the migratory nature of Mexican American labor and the forging 
of war time social networks for women. One telegrapher, Juanita Villegas 
Bernal, recalled how SP hired women “right off the street” during the 
war. “If you could use a telephone,” she said, “they hired you.” Born in 
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Las Cruces, New Mexico, in 1926, Bernal moved during World War II to 
El Paso, where SP trained women telegraphers. She was only seventeen 
and had never been away from home. Her father had left her mother with 
three children, so Bernal wanted to help. While she trained in El Paso, she 
worked from 6:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. at El Minuto Café to pay her bills and 
send money to her mother. When Bernal got off work, she walked directly 
to school, where she took classes from 3:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. She sup-
ported the Allied war effort, but she worked primarily to meet her family’s 
economic needs.57

When Bernal completed training, the SP’s Tucson Division offered 
her a job, and over the next several de cades she worked for the company 
in Bosque, Blaisdell, Estrella, Sentinel, Tucson, Yuma, and other cities 
throughout southern Arizona. Describing how the work required them to 
move frequently between cities, one former SP employee said, “We would 
fi nish one place, then they would send us to another.” Especially in the 
smaller towns, where Bernal worked, she struggled to have a social life. Liv-
ing alone in an SP boxcar— a common arrangement for an SP employee— 
Bernal wanted to get on the next train and leave Bosque during her fi rst 
few days there. However, her situation improved when station foreman 
Rupert Ruiz and his wife took her into their own boxcar home. Despite 
the cramped quarters, Bernal enjoyed the companionship. Because many 
men served in the war, she socialized mainly with other female workers, 
who became some of her closest friends.

Bernal and other SP employees spent their days off riding to Tucson 
on passenger trains, which  were free to them. They passed the day shop-
ping and rode back in time for work the next day. Many wives of SP em-
ployees wanted to live in Tucson, Bernal recalled, so their husbands bought 
them  houses there, worked outside the city, and  were “fathers and hus-
bands” only on “weekends.” Bernal herself did not live in Tucson until she 
married Raymond Bernal, an SP employee whom she met while they both 
worked in Sentinel, Arizona. After they married in July 1945, they moved 
to Tucson to live with Raymond Bernal’s sister. They started a family in the 
city and spent the rest of their lives there. Bernal worked at SP into the 
postwar era, but many Mexican American women “resumed their prewar 
routines” at home or at less remunerative jobs.58

Although Bernal migrated within the United States from New Mex-
ico to Texas to Arizona, Mexican migrant workers crossed the international 
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boundary to work near Tucson and across the United States. In 1941, Ari-
zona farmers requested eigh teen thousand Mexican laborers to harvest 
their crops. Rumors of the availability of work caused Sonoran miners to 
leave their jobs in Cananea and “rush” to Arizona. Soon afterward, So-
norans would cross the border as offi cial participants in the Bracero Pro-
gram or as undocumented migrants. The majority went to California and 
Texas, but many worked in Arizona as well. Before they crossed the bor-
der, braceros  were pro cessed at contracting centers in Empalme, Sonora. 
Because of the economic boom in Sonora and other northern Mexican 
states caused by the war, many Mexican employers criticized their govern-
ment for allowing co- nationals to work in the United States when their 
labor was needed at home. Some Sonoran employers even circumvented 
the law by intercepting braceros and convincing them to work for them 
before— or instead of— crossing the border. Mexican immigration offi cials 
in Sonora exploited the braceros’ vulnerability and their eagerness to work 
in the United States by illegally demanding payment from them and, if 
the workers refused to pay, confi scating their passports, mutilating their 
immigration permits, and taking saddles from the ranchers among them. 
One disgruntled Arizona rancher, whose contracted workers  were ha-
rassed at the border, complained that Mexican offi cials had been “grafting 
in this manner for several months,” thereby making it “impossible to do 
needed international business.”59

A diverse range of Arizonans protested the importation of Mexican 
guest workers. Under pressure from local citizens, who claimed that 
braceros competed against Americans for jobs, Immigration and Natural-
ization Ser vice offi cers in Yuma County rounded up “scores” of Mexicans 
thought to have entered Arizona illegally.  Unions echoed the claim about 
job competition and added that braceros lowered wages for all Arizona 
workers. For their part, members of the Pima County Board of Supervi-
sors and the Tucson Rotary Club— organizations that simultaneously pro-
moted trade with Mexico— held that Mexicans would create social prob-
lems and bring diseases, that counties would have to pay for their medical 
care, and that U.S. citizens would do agricultural labor if they received 
more pay in the fi elds than what they could make working at other jobs. 
Such organizations demonstrated how some exchanges with Mexicans 
 were acceptable, while others  were not. Governor Osborn ultimately sided 
with Arizona growers who demanded the “immediate opening of the inter-
national border” and wrote letters to Carl Hayden, one of Arizona’s U.S. 
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senators, pleading their case. While many Arizonans protested the impor-
tation of braceros, others supported their presence. Meeting war time de-
mands, the braceros  were “making a substantial contribution to our food 
production program.” Their fair treatment therefore supported Arizona’s 
“future friendly relationship with Mexico.”60

The common compulsion to move in order to pursue better economic 
opportunities linked the migrations of people of Mexican and native de-
scent on both sides of the border, demonstrating how war time economies 
of the Sunbelt borderland pushed working- class people to circulate 
throughout the region. The Grijalva family, for example, settled in Tucson 
after years of moving back and forth between Arizona and Sonora. Raúl 
Grijalva’s mother was born in Ajo, Arizona, where her father worked as a 
miner. But she grew up in Sonora after her father bought a ranch there 
with money he saved in the United States. She remained a U.S. citizen and 
eventually moved back to Arizona, where she met and married Grijalva’s 
father. He had immigrated from Sáric, Sonora, to work as a bracero on the 
Canoa Ranch, located between Nogales and Tucson. Many of Arizona’s 
ranch hands left to serve in the military, and braceros who had been Mexi-
can cowboys, or vaqueros, in Sonora fi lled the void. Most bracero workers 
in Arizona labored in Maricopa and Yuma counties, farming communities 
in the central and southwestern parts of the state, but others worked on 
the cattle ranches surrounding Tucson. They  were a good fi t because, as 
Grijalva put it, “the cowboys came from Sonora.” After several years work-
ing on the ranch, Grijalva’s father moved to Tucson to work at a brickyard. 
He received permanent legal status and spent the rest of his life working in 
Tucson as a bricklayer, a shovel and pick worker, and a  union member.61

Labor migrations by the Bernals and the Grijalvas revealed how job 
opportunities led workers from both sides of the border to settle fi rst in 
Arizona’s rural areas but then move to Tucson— a small part of the story of 
Arizona’s urbanization as a result of the war. Grijalva’s father also demon-
strated how Mexican migrants, once settled in cities, participated actively 
in community affairs by joining labor  unions and other civic organiza-
tions. Finally, they showed how Tucson became an economic core of the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland, a hub of regional and international exchanges 
that shaped the city’s future. Tucson became a home base, a place to pass 
through, a point of departure, and a destination.

In fact, cities on both sides of the Arizona- Sonora border, as in other 
Sunbelt areas,  were transformed during the war because several industries 
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sparked their economic and demographic growth. Into the postwar era, 
they played vital roles as centers of a regional economy that encompassed 
both states. As Grijalva said of Tucson, the surrounding borderland aided 
the city’s development because communities on both sides of the border 
 were “feeders” for Tucson. The fl ow also ran in reverse, as Tucson shaped 
regional cultures, economies, and politics throughout the borderland. 
Tucson hosted events such as the annual Tucson rodeo and parade, which 
drew a large local, national, and international audience to celebrate re-
gional ranching cultures. The city also supplied mines, farms, and ranches 
with food, equipment, and workers. Moreover, Tucson- based radio shows, 
such as KVOA’s La Hora Mexicana and programs hosted by disc jockeys 
Jacinto Orozco, Oscar Stevens, and Ernesto Portillo on KEVT, Tucson’s 
fi rst full time Spanish- language radio station, broadcast throughout the 
borderland. The city was pivotal in facilitating cross- border commercial 
and cultural exchange between Arizona and Sonora.62

The same was true of Nogales, Hermosillo, Guaymas, and other So-
noran cities, which also developed in relation to the Arizona Sunbelt. War-
time transformations in these places  were akin to those north of the bor-
der, leading to their rapid growth. Sonoran governors invested in the 
modernization of cities and argued that economic and demographic trans-
formations  were part of their states’ broader cultural shifts. Dams col-
lected water that irrigated the fi elds surrounding Sonoran cities, which, in 
turn, led to massive profi ts for construction, cement, and land- speculation 
businesses. Businesspeople and governments on both sides of the border 
invested in mining, agriculture, and ranching enterprises that  were lo-
cated elsewhere but ultimately relied on cities to bring their goods to mar-
kets around the world. All of these transactions required investors and 
workers who relocated to cities. The long- term sustainability of these in-
dustries depended on educational, social, and cultural opportunities. New 
offi ce buildings, homes, hotels, museums, schools, distilleries, stores, 
dams, roads, and factories offered evidence that economic and cultural 
modernization went hand in hand.63

Offi cials in Arizona and Sonora told themselves and the citizens of 
their states that growth and modernization depended on racial and class 
harmony. Governor Osborn said that “racial prejudices and antagonisms” 
undermined “national unity,” so he and other Arizona offi cials claimed that 
no discrimination existed in their state. Sonoran intellectuals and offi cials 
also knew that harmony was necessary; they, too, downplayed inequalities 
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on their side of the border. During his 1943 campaign, as the gubernatorial 
candidate supported by the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (National 
Revolutionary Party, or PNR), which succeeded the PRM, Rodríguez 
claimed that cattlemen worked alongside cowboys; growers labored in 
fi elds; and merchants ran their own shops. He said that Sonora had be-
come one of the most “homogeneous” and demo cratic of all Mexican 
states, especially after Japa nese removal.64

Such rhetoric certainly benefi ted the politicians and businesspeople 
driving the economic transformation of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt 
borderland. For them, World War II was a “golden opportunity.” But poor 
mestizo and indigenous communities experienced it differently. They suf-
fered the consequences of the government’s economic policies. Even 
though average salaries increased during the war, the cost of living shot 
up even higher. Many Sonorans did not have enough food, clothing, and 
other necessities. While collective ejidos constituted 40 percent of Sono-
ra’s arable land by the end of the Cárdenas administration, Sonoran gover-
nors during World War II scaled them back and granted the land to indi-
vidual farmers and ranchers instead. Their policies displaced poor 
communities from their homes in mountains, deserts, and agricultural 
valleys.  O’odham and other native peoples in Sonora tried to resist, refus-
ing to leave their property. But new dams diverted the fl ow of water 
from their fi elds, and raw materials pro cessed in city factories came from 
lands they once owned. They bought goods that they once had provided 
for themselves. Thousands of workers struck for better pay and working 
conditions. Some threatened to take up arms against their government. 
During World War II, one historian wrote, Mexico “buried” the “promise 
of social change” for the working poor.65

As World War II drew to a close, politicians and businesspeople expressed 
faith that the postwar era would usher in an extended period of peace and 
prosperity. An editorial in El Imparcial claimed that the border between 
the two states would become a “touchstone” of “mutual understanding.” 
Artistic, scientifi c, and literary production on both sides of the border, the 
editorial suggested, would ensure peace. The histories of the United States 
and Latin America pointed to their shared destiny. During the war, Gov-
ernor Osborn wrote, the “living generation” honored the memory of Benito 
Juárez, Simón Bolívar, and George Washington because of their “stead-
fast determination and valiant struggles to achieve and preserve human 
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liberty.” Given the long history of confl ict spanning the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, such lofty rhetoric was extreme historical revi-
sionism. Nonetheless, it characterized a moment when Arizonans and 
Sonorans expected the war to positively transform cross- border relations.66

In economic terms, businesspeople and politicians in both states be-
lieved that war time developments would lead to great profi ts in the post-
war period. In Sonora, Ignacio Soto claimed that the end of the war 
pointed to a “most brilliant future for men of initiative and business.” More 
dams would be constructed, agricultural production would continue to 
increase, and more manufacturing plants would be built. The standard of 
life for all Sonorans would rise, converting them into modern consumers. 
The  whole state stood at the “threshold of a new era of development, prog-
ress, and betterment, as never seen before,” he said. Businesspeople in Ari-
zona had reason to be just as optimistic. The number of manufacturing 
fi rms in the state had nearly doubled from 300 in 1939 to 550 by 1947. The 
number of people employed by these fi rms increased from eight thousand 
to more than fourteen thousand, and their value to local economies sky-
rocketed from $32 million to $104 million. Elected offi cials, chambers of 
commerce, and branches of the Rotary Club devised plans to build on 
Arizona’s industrial base by recruiting high- tech industries that would 
reshape its economy for years to come.67

The economic development of Arizona and Sonora established a 
foundation upon which both states continued to build into the postwar 
era. Defense, agriculture, ranching, and manufacturing industries contin-
ued to expand and  were largely responsible for the region’s growth. Cross- 
border tourism developed as well. Tourists traveled between Tucson and 
Guaymas. They partook in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros in Tucson, shopped 
in the city’s department stores, and visited Sonoran border cities and 
beach towns. In the United States, the Southwest was representative of 
the nation’s postwar growth. In Mexico, economic development along the 
country’s northern border became a crux of the so- called miracle of the 
mid- twentieth century. However, these national developments  were, in 
fact, a product of cross- border relationships between the United States and 
Mexico. Both countries developed in relation to one another through the 
development of a Sunbelt borderland that transcended the borderline 
itself.

If the postwar Arizona- Sonora borderland seemed to politicians and 
businesspeople to be full of promise, it circumscribed the lives of many 
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people of Mexican and native descent, who continued to experience eco-
nomic in e qual ity and social and racial persecution. Given the long his-
tory of borderlands confl ict, some Sonorans remained wary of the United 
States, noting the per sis tence of anti- Mexican racism. During the war, 
soldiers of Mexican descent had mixed their blood with the “blood of all 
races and nationalities from freedom- loving countries,” an editorial in El 
Imparcial noted. Discrimination against them therefore stood as the “most 
powerful obstacle” to “friendly, cordial, and reciprocal understanding be-
tween our two countries.” War time necessity and economic opportunity 
intensifi ed rhetoric about international cooperation, but Mexicans feared 
that pragmatism and profi ts motivated the United States, not a commit-
ment to fairness and equality between the two nations.68

It would take several de cades before the full scope of the war’s social, 
economic, and cultural effects  were realized. In Sonora, war time eco-
nomic development converted public and communal lands into privately 
held, large- scale commercial agriculture and livestock operations that 
displaced thousands of small farmers— many of them from poor mestizo 
and indigenous communities— who then sought work in Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s cities. In Tucson, growth, industrialization, and modernization 
increasingly dominated city politics and economies, with great conse-
quences for people of Mexican and native descent. Some acquired valu-
able technical skills through their military ser vice, which also opened 
doors to higher education and home own ership, but most did not receive 
better treatment as a result of the war. They continued to struggle for 
equality.69

At the outset of the war, the fi lm Arizona projected a narrative of Tuc-
son that cast whites as the creative forces in the region, while people of 
Mexican and native descent  were peripheral community members or 
leaders of their own communities but never leaders of the city as a  whole. 
This narrative found even greater purchase after the war, as business- 
friendly politicians and organizations like the Chamber of Commerce 
wielded more and more infl uence over the city and the region. La Fiesta 
de los Vaqueros, an annual celebration of regional ranching traditions, be-
came a way for them to lure white settlers and tourists to Tucson and to 
display their own version of the area’s history, one that hewed closely to 
the white pioneer’s tale in Arizona and many other stories about the 
American West. But La Fiesta de los Vaqueros also appealed to Sonoran 
politicians, businesspeople, and boosters, who saw in the celebration an 
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opportunity to network with their counterparts in Arizona and grow cross- 
border tourism industries. Ranching had linked Arizona and Sonora for 
centuries, and the rodeo symbolized an era when ranching dominated 
regional economies, as well as vibrant cultural and commercial cross- 
border exchanges. At the same time, La Fiesta de los Vaqueros became for 
people of Mexican and native descent a way to make sense of their chang-
ing circumstances, maintain their community histories, and demonstrate 
their belonging in the Arizona- Sonora borderland.
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A s in other Sunbelt areas, astounding growth defi ned the transition 
from World War II to the postwar era in Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sun-
belt borderland. Sustaining the economic development unleashed by 

the war became a core concern for politicians and businesspeople in both 
states. With support from federal governments on both sides of the border, 
manufacturing, tourism, agriculture, and livestock industries expanded 
dramatically. In the United States, the war marked the beginning of eco-
nomic, po liti cal, and cultural transformations that reshaped the South-
west, while in Mexico, the war signifi ed the beginning of an extended pe-
riod of growth that shaped Mexican society into the late 1960s. These 
national histories crossed the border in both directions and  were narrated 
through La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, Tucson’s annual rodeo and parade, 
which took place every February from 1925 forward. After World War II, La 
Fiesta de los Vaqueros became the single biggest event of Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s winter tourism season and fashioned a cultural identity for a city 
in the pro cess of becoming the center of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt 
borderland.1

Many considered rodeo— the triumph of man over beast— to be the 
essence of rodeo week, but other events made La Fiesta de los Vaqueros a 
window into the Arizona- Sonora borderland during the mid- twentieth 
century. One newspaper article proclaimed, “the rodeo is strictly the cow-
boy’s show.” There  were “a few special events,” but “they are merely the 
icing on the cake.” Like other festivals and celebrations throughout the 
border region, La Fiesta de los Vaqueros “transcended mere spectacle.” 
Much more than a display of  horse and rope tricks, Tucson’s rodeo and 
parade highlighted the cultivation of harmonious international relations 
as a way of nurturing regional economic development; the intimate ties 
between transnational business and civic organizations and regional 

2
L A  F I E S T A  D E  L O S  V A Q U E R O S
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politics; the rise of cross- border tourism; and shifting demographic and 
racial realities on both sides of the border.2

Tucson’s rodeo and parade promised to unify Arizona and Sonora 
through celebrations of borderland  horse and cattle cultures, which had 
shaped the region for centuries. On both sides of the border, early ranch-
ers like Eusebio Francisco Kino, the Jesuit missionary credited with estab-
lishing cattle industries in the area, became icons of regional history. The 
cattle trade was a cornerstone of the area’s economy and, after the border 
between Arizona and Sonora was drawn, became an enduring symbol of 
cross- border trade. Even as other industries during the twentieth century 
replaced ranching as main engines of economic growth, Arizona and 
Sonora still depended on the cattle trade, and cowboys and vaqueros 
 endured as symbols of the region’s masculinity, in de pen dence, and in-
dustriousness. As outsiders settled in the Arizona- Sonora border region, 
many among them— including several conservative businesspeople and 
politicians— adopted cowboy personae in order to claim oneness with re-
gional culture.3

As it had during the war, the rhetoric of the Good Neighbor policy 
and inter- American solidarity shaped U.S.- Mexico relations into the 1960s 
and was on full display during rodeo week. With the escalation of Cold 
War competition, the United States sought Latin American allies to curb 
the spread of Communism throughout the Americas. Tensions caused by 
immigration and racism threatened to undermine the U.S.- Mexican alli-
ance. Fears of Communism led many Americans to label people of Mexi-
can descent as potential subversives and also to the deportation of more 
than a million of them as a consequence of the Internal Security Act of 
1950, the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, and Operation Wet-
back in 1954. An increased number of undocumented immigrants led 
many Arizonans to express unfounded concerns that Mexicans spread dis-
ease, depressed wages, and stole jobs from U.S. citizens. Politicians and 
businesspeople often considered such discriminatory sentiments as obsta-
cles rather than injustices. They believed that their vision of smooth cross- 
border relationships would prevail over these tensions because, for them, 
regional economic development was the key to cross- border harmony.4

Transnational business and civic organizations with strong po liti cal 
ties to leaders on both sides of the border promoted their vision of postwar 
development through rodeo celebrations and year- round collaboration on 
a wide variety of other activities. Tucson’s Chamber of Commerce 
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sponsored the rodeo and, as in Phoenix, swayed city politics during the 
postwar era. Through its association with chambers of commerce on both 
sides of the border it promoted economic development locally and on a 
transnational scale. The Tucson Rotary Club joined Rotary International 
clubs in Sonora to hail the virtues of cross- border investment and trade. 
Even La Alianza, the Tucson- based mutual- aid society and civil rights 
or ga ni za tion whose leaders served as cultural brokers between the city’s 
Mexican and white communities, shared with Alianza lodges in Sonora 
the belief that economic development would lead to the social and cul-
tural advancement of Mexicans in both countries. Businesspeople and 
politicians like Hermosillo’s Ignacio Soto and Tucson’s Alex Jácome— 
either as individuals or through their membership in one or all three of 
these organizations— capitalized on the postwar spirit of economic exchange 
and international friendship, in part through the relationships they culti-
vated at La Fiesta de los Vaqueros.5

Cross- border tourism became a mantle of economic and cultural ex-
change, and for many boosters, businesspeople, and politicians, La Fiesta 
de los Vaqueros was its centerpiece. Tourists traveling through the South-
west visited Tucson during rodeo week. Some of them continued south 
into Mexico, passing Mexicans headed in the opposite direction, on their 
way to Tucson. Automobile road trips from the 1920s forward sparked the 
development of U.S.- Mexico borderlands tourism, which maintained a 
signifi cant infl uence on regional economies into the twenty- fi rst century. 
In Mexico, tourism formed part of the country’s postrevolutionary mod-
ernization, as public- private partnerships enhanced roadways and estab-
lished hotels, restaurants, and stores that catered to visitors. However, bor-
derlands tourism grew exponentially during and after World War II, aided 
by increased investments in highways and the global confl ict itself, which 
temporarily diminished travel to Eu rope. Like boosters from California to 
Texas, those in Arizona and Sonora portrayed their borderland as a region 
defi ned by warm weather, leisure, and the romance of the area’s indige-
nous, Spanish, and Mexican cultures.6

If La Fiesta de los Vaqueros offered a lens for viewing postwar cross- 
border relations between Arizona and Sonora, it also shaped and refl ected 
the shifting demographic, racial, and po liti cal landscapes of each state 
separately. From the 1940s onward, the U.S.- Mexico border region was the 
fastest- growing area of both countries. Staggering economic growth was 
both cause and effect of the population boom that began during the war 
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years and continued for the remainder of the twentieth century. The vast 
majority of newcomers to the area settled in cities. Whites and people of 
Mexican and native descent followed the promise of economic opportu-
nity into the area. Tucson’s white population grew faster than the city’s 
Mexican or native communities, which, by 1960, formed barely 20 percent 
of the city’s population. A handful of Mexican American and Native 
American leaders found inclusion within the inner circles of Tucson’s 
business, po liti cal, and social elite. They served on rodeo- planning com-
mittees and negotiated relationships between their communities and Tuc-
son’s predominantly white leaders. Nonetheless, the vast majority of Mexi-
can and native peoples remained segregated in Tucson’s barrios or in the 
villages of the Tohono  O’odham reservation. They continued to work in 
low- paying jobs and remained some of the state’s most marginalized citi-
zens. Postwar economies had devastating consequences for poor people 
in Sonora as well. Sonoran governors promoted large- scale industrial de-
velopment that was, by and large, incompatible with the aims and capa-
bilities of collective ejidal societies. As a result, members of poor mestizo 
and indigenous communities  were forced to leave their land to fi nd wage 
work in cities on both sides of the border. La Fiesta de los Vaqueros cele-
brations deemphasized these postwar disparities and instead highlighted 
the  horse and cattle cultures that brought binational communities together. 
While ranch work entailed its own divisions and hierarchies, the shared 
romance of ranching traditions superfi cially united Arizonans and So-
norans of all backgrounds for one week every year.7

Participation by people of Mexican and indigenous descent in the 
events of rodeo week therefore revealed the paradox of La Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros: at the same time that they affi rmed the language of regional 
togetherness, they also displayed the city’s inequalities during the mid- 
twentieth century. In fact, regional growth required projects like La Fiesta 
de los Vaqueros, which event sponsors used to shape how new Tucsonans 
and tourists understood the area’s ethnic and racial diversity. According to 
rodeo planners, Tucson had been a sleepy Mexican town plagued by In-
dian raids that hampered its economic development until entrepreneurial 
white settlers during the late nineteenth century introduced railroads, 
mines, and industrialized ranching and agriculture. Mexican Americans 
and some Native Americans  were friends and neighbors, but they  were 
not city leaders. Considering such racial hierarchies, their participation in 
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La Fiesta de los Vaqueros reasserted their role in the creation of regional 
history and their continued infl uence on Tucson’s traditions.8

C ow b oys ,  C a p i t a l i s t s ,  a n d  Go o d  N e i g h b o r s

La Fiesta de los Vaqueros celebrations offered a glimpse of the interplay 
between Tucson’s changing domestic landscape and relations between 
Arizona and Sonora. At the same time that the rodeo provided a cultural 
identity for a rapidly growing city in the American Southwest— one that 
was based on exceptional myths about cowboys and westward expan-
sion— it gestured toward unity with Sonora through celebrations of the 
ranching traditions that  were critical to the development of borderland 
histories and economies. For Arizona’s and Sonora’s politicians and busi-
nesspeople, rodeo events offered an opportunity to solidify these historical 
and commercial relationships and to promote emerging tourism indus-
tries that joined defense, manufacturing, ranching, and agriculture as 
another engine of regional growth. Rodeo events also became a form of 
diplomacy, as Good Neighbor rhetoric fi lled Tucson’s air during rodeo 
week. In the context of postwar U.S.- Mexico relations, which increasingly 
focused on the containment of Communism, boosters hoped that friendly 
gatherings of Arizonans and Sonorans would help unify the region in the 
name of free enterprise and increased understanding between the two 
countries.

La Fiesta de los Vaqueros began in 1925 but remained a minor event 
until the postwar era, when it eclipsed all of Tucson’s other gatherings and 
celebrations in size and signifi cance. Businessman and Pennsylvania na-
tive Leighton Kramer received credit for founding the event. Like many 
settlers in Tucson, he fi rst visited the city to seek a cure for respiratory ill-
ness. As president of the Arizona Polo Association and member of Tucson’s 
Chamber of Commerce, Kramer planned La Fiesta de Los Vaqueros as a 
fundraiser to send the University of Arizona’s polo team east for a match 
against Prince ton. In 1924, he hosted a luncheon to pitch his idea to a 
group of local businesspeople, including Chamber of Commerce offi cers, 
a car dealer, a newspaper reporter, and cattlemen Jack Kinney and Bud 
Parker. Tucson held its fi rst rodeo the next year.9

Kramer’s luncheon demonstrated how La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, 
from its inception, linked culture and business in the Arizona- Sonora 
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borderland. He and his associates saw it as a chance to entice winter 
visitors— Tucson’s snowbirds— to nest in southern Arizona. The city, they 
believed, should capitalize on its unique culture, picturesque mountains, 
saguaro cacti, dude- ranch lifestyle, and year- round sunshine. A brief his-
tory of Tucson’s rodeo made plain the event’s profi t- driven motivations by 
offering on almost every page a summary of how much the Chamber of 
Commerce spent and earned. An emphasis on the bottom line may have 
been an important consideration for businesspeople and boosters, but it 
was a failing formula for encouraging pop u lar participation in rodeo cele-
brations. For that purpose, sponsors needed an event that highlighted the 
city’s relation to regional traditions.10

To make La Fiesta de los Vaqueros seem authentic and organic to the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland, boosters crafted an origin story that down-
played Kramer’s part while highlighting the role of local cattlemen. News-
papers reported that Kramer’s eastern roots stripped the event of its au-
thenticity. “This’ll take the starch out of your Levi’s,” one wrote, bracing 
his readers for what followed: “La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, Tucson’s most 
western event— and just maybe the last thing left to yippie- ti- yi- yo about 
in this town— was started by a polo- playing Eastern industrialist.” The 
new tale spun by Kramer and the Chamber of Commerce held that three 
amigos— Kramer and cattlemen Ed Echols and Kinney— sung the rodeo’s 
fi rst notes while sitting on a corral fencepost at Echols’s ranch. The scene 
proved perfect: two longtime cowboys and a booster with money and busi-
ness connections inventing a tradition that tapped simultaneously into 
the border region’s  horse and cattle cultures and the area’s potential for 
economic growth.11

The new story inserted cattlemen into the foundational moment of 
an event essentially about business, but it ignored the infl uence of Mexi-
can traditions altogether. Rodeo- like events  were held in Jalisco, Mexico, 
during the early Spanish colonial period. The fi rst rodeo in the United 
States was held centuries later. Some say rodeo began in Santa Fe, Mex-
ico, in the early 1840s, before that city became part of New Mexico. Oth-
ers say it began in Prescott, Arizona, in 1888. All agree that Spanish and 
Mexican ranchers shaped the sport. Even the name “rodeo” derived from 
the Spanish verb rodear, to “round up.” Other words from the white cow-
boy vernacular have roots in Mexican ranch work as well, including 
buckaroo (vaquero), lariat (la reata), chaps (chaparreras), and dally (dar la 
vuelta). Mexican vaqueros competed informally during the eigh teenth 
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century, and when they introduced white ranchers to their trade during 
the nineteenth century, these cowboys began to compete as well. By the 
early twentieth century, Mexican and white  horse men on both sides of 
the border feared the passing of their traditions, so they established profes-
sional organizations for rodeo and charrería, the Mexican sport from which 
U.S. rodeo was derived. The Mexican Federation of Charros was estab-
lished in 1933 and set up headquarters in Mexico City to govern local 
charro associations across the country. North of the border, the Cowboys’ 
Turtle Association was established in 1936, after which affi liated organiza-
tions formed throughout the United States.12

By the time that charrería and rodeo associations  were established, 
Mexican and white ranchers in the Arizona- Sonora borderland had 
worked alongside one another for de cades, and cattle ranching had shaped 
the area for hundreds of years. Francisco Vásquez de Coronado fi rst 
brought cattle into the Pimería Alta during the 1540s in order to provision 
his expedition’s search for the legendary Seven Cities of Cíbola, which 
Spanish colonizers believed  were fi lled with riches. During the next cen-
tury, cattle spread from the Gulf of Mexico near Veracruz to El Bajío in 
Central Mexico and then to Chihuahua’s Mesa del Norte and the Pacifi c 
Coast. Regularly managed herds became a part of the region’s po liti cal 
economy only during the 1690s, after the arrival of the Jesuit missionary 
Eusebio Francisco Kino. Spaniards and their mixed- race followers brought 
hundreds of thousands of cattle into the area. They distributed many of 
the animals to native communities, thereby establishing not only patterns 
of dependence that often resulted in the religious conversion of indige-
nous peoples but also communities of indigenous cattlemen who bred 
animals and owned or worked on ranches from the Spanish colonial pe-
riod forward. During the eigh teenth and nineteenth centuries, borderland 
residents raised herds despite the revolts and raids that, according to most 
historians, impeded the development of large- scale commercial ranching 
until de cades after the Gadsden Purchase.13

During the late nineteenth century and beyond, cattle ranching be-
came as much a business as a way of life and entailed class divisions like 
other big industries in the area. In Arizona, cowboys had little upward 
mobility and rarely became landowners. In Sonora, vaqueros and other 
ranch hands lived “very poorly, in adobe huts with dirt fl oors,” while bosses 
and foremen  were given “better- than- usual” accommodations. Land 
speculators and government bureaucrats on both sides of the border 
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consolidated small ranches, in part through the dispossession of Mexican 
and native landholders. They introduced more durable breeds to the ar-
ea’s desert grasslands and developed trade networks with Texas, Califor-
nia, and, of course, northern Mexico. Finally, they managed boom- and- 
bust cycles caused by unpredictable weather patterns, fl uctuating global 
economies, the threat of cattle- borne illnesses, and the degradation and 
recovery of ranges. The global economic crisis of the 1930s crippled ranch-
ers who relied on international markets, requiring massive federal subsidies 
and other forms of support. Regional cattle markets again boomed, and 
Sonoran exports to Arizona increased as a result of war time demands but 
crashed in 1947 following the outbreak of foot- and- mouth disease, or fi ebre 
aftosa.14

Even though the disease did not travel as far north as Sonora, the 
United States halted all cattle imports from Mexico, painfully reminding 
Sonorans of their ongoing dependence on U.S. markets. The ban caused 
a surplus of livestock that competed for scarce resources. Without enough 
water to drink or pasture to graze, thousands of animals  were slaughtered, 
canned, and refrigerated at the new Frígorifi ca y Empacadora de Sonora, 
a meatpacking and refrigeration plant in Hermosillo built as a solution to 
the crisis. The fi ebre aftosa also shaped broader debates, leading to calls 
for the construction of a border fence even though birds carrying the dis-
ease could easily fl y over such barriers. Seeing it as an impediment to the 
fl ow of people that would damage international relations, Mexicans and 
Americans alike called the proposed fence a “repulsive” symbol of “divi-
sion.” They echoed Good Neighbor rhetoric, arguing that the United 
States and Mexico, “today more than ever,”  were “friends and good neigh-
bors.” In the end, the panic only temporarily hampered the cross- border 
cattle trade, and by the 1950s hundreds of thousands of cattle crossed yearly 
from Sonora to Arizona.15

Despite the resurgence of the cattle trade, the episode urged So-
norans to develop domestic protections and international markets beyond 
the United States. In addition to refrigeration and meatpacking plants that 
could store and can beef in the event of a market downturn, the Sonoran 
government relied on the Unión Ganadera Regional de Sonora (Sonoran 
Regional Livestock  Union), an or ga ni za tion headquartered in Nogales— 
the core of the state’s cattle- ranching industries— to lobby for the domestic 
and international interests of ranchers. Still, Sonoran ranchers depended 
on exports and therefore maintained close cross- border relationships. 
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Sonoran ranchers and offi cials attended conventions in Arizona, and vice 
versa. Conventions in Sonora featured an “Arizona Day,” which high-
lighted these transnational relationships. When exports to Arizona waned, 
Sonoran ranchers sent their cattle to Mexico City and other Latin Ameri-
can countries. By and large, however, Sonoran cattle economies depended 
on U.S. markets into the late twentieth century even though ranching 
represented a decreasing proportion of regional economic activity as a 
 whole.16

The state of Arizona, according to one historian, experienced its 
“most explosive de cade of growth” during the 1950s, as economic develop-
ment focused less on agricultural and livestock production and more on 
manufacturing and high- tech industries. Despite Demo cratic Party and 
 union opposition to business- friendly policies like Arizona’s 1946 right- to- 
work law, which dealt a severe blow to the ability of labor  unions to or ga-
nize workers anywhere but in mining towns, politicians in both parties 
and at all levels of government— city, county, and state— invested in the 
rhetoric of growth and modernization. With the help of local chambers of 
commerce, they attracted the Goodyear Aircraft Company, Sperry Rand, 
and Motorola to Phoenix and the Howard Hughes Aircraft Company to 
Tucson. Hughes had a payroll of more than $10 million per year, mining 
income leapt from $11.5 million in 1940 to $50 million by the late 1950s, 
and, because of Davis- Monthan, Tucson’s annual military payroll shot up 
from $5,000 to $30 million between 1940 and 1954. New and expanded 
industries created thousands of jobs and pumped hundreds of millions of 
dollars into regional economies, leading to a rise in spending on homes, 
groceries, clothes, and other goods.17

In Sonora, the period between 1940 and 1955 was the “golden age” of 
agricultural production and a time of great economic growth in general. 
Oil production increased off the coast of Guaymas, cattle breeding con-
tinued apace, and more areas of the state received paved highways and 
new schools. But no industry transformed Sonora more than agriculture. 
Like ranching, agriculture was geared toward markets across the border 
and paralleled agriculture’s relative decline in Arizona. Mexico’s national 
and state governments consolidated landholdings and supported in de pen-
dent, individual farmers instead of collective ejidos, primarily through 
credit, subsidies, and grants of land. Five dams  were constructed between 
1942 and 1955, providing electricity and irrigating hundreds of thousands 
of hectares of land throughout the state. These developments benefi ted 
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prominent Sonoran companies and individuals, including Cemento 
 Portland Nacional, the Frígorifi ca y Empacadora de Sonora, and Her-
mosillo retailers such as the Mazón brothers. Together they received 
thousands of hectares of irrigated land, demonstrating the increasingly 
close links between business and government in Sonora. Growers, indus-
trialists, and fi nanciers headed state agencies and Sonoran chambers of 
commerce, cultivating trade partnerships in the United States. Ties be-
tween business and government became even more intimate through 
the intermarriage of prominent Sonoran families during the late 1940s. 
In the de cade after the war, agricultural output in Sonora more than tri-
pled. Economic centers shifted from the mineral- producing regions of 
the Sierra Madre Occidental to the agriculturally rich valleys and coast-
lines, where one- third of Sonora’s population, 75 percent of manufactur-
ing businesses, and 90 percent of crop values  were located. The state’s 
wealthiest and most powerful landowners relocated there, constituting a 
growing Sonoran business class with a taste for American fashion and 
music.18

Even though the economies of Arizona and Sonora relied less and 
less on ranching during the mid- twentieth century, cattle cultures and 
cowboys themselves remained an important part of the region’s cultural 
identity. Businesspeople during the mid- twentieth century saw themselves 
as akin to the ranchers of yesteryear, claiming that they, like cattlemen, 
 were the bringers of progress and modernization. Even the religious fi g-
ure Kino was described as equal parts businessman and missionary. The 
borderlands historian Herbert Eugene Bolton, in his book about Kino, 
called The Padre on  Horse back, wrote, “The work which Father Kino did as 
a ranchman” made him the “cattle king of his day and region.” The lan-
guages and histories of Arizona’s and Sonora’s  horse and cattle cultures 
therefore  were translated into ideas about postwar economic development, 
suggesting how La Fiesta de los Vaqueros was both a lament for a bygone 
era and a tribute to its latter- day manifestations.19

Arizonans and Sonorans therefore reinforced cultural and commer-
cial ties by celebrating regional ranching traditions. Good Neighbor rhet-
oric became the driving force behind the rodeo’s transnational elements. 
In the name of goodwill, politicians and businesspeople mediated con-
fl ict, provided humanitarian aid, and requested concessions from their 
counterparts across the border. Osborn scolded an Arizona importer 
who refused to pay a Mexican grower for tomatoes, claiming that such 
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negligence threatened Arizona’s and Mexico’s “friendly and amicable rela-
tions.” Ignacio Soto praised the “Good Neighbor principles” of farmers on 
both sides of the border who shared information and technology. A So-
noran offi cial asked Arizona to lower fees for Mexican children who at-
tended school in the United States; his request was part of the “Good 
Neighbor” effort, he argued, because “ties of friendship” fi rst formed in 
school. Then, after a disastrous fl ood in Sonora, Arizonans helped with 
relief efforts. The state’s Mexican American community, in par tic u lar, 
made a “spontaneous” show of support, driving car- and truckloads of 
goods to the border. Governor Horacio Sobarzo thanked Arizona, and the 
head of the Comité Pro- Damnifi cados del Mayo, a Sonoran committee 
that supported fl ood victims, said that the donation efforts “cemented 
good relations” between the United States and Mexico.20

If the Good Neighbor policy shaped U.S.- Mexico relations, drug traf-
fi cking and immigration threatened to cause tensions between the two 
countries. Government offi cials on both sides of the border monitored the 
production and sale of marijuana, opium, and heroin, as well as drug- 
related arrests along Mexico’s west coast. They also debated increased 
crossings by Mexican laborers. Arizona employers accustomed to the sup-
ply of braceros argued for their continued importation after the war, citing 
work shortages caused by the return of veterans who had received training 
for industrial and technical jobs. Many Sonorans resisted the guest- worker 
program because Mexico’s economic boom required workers to stay 
home. Nevertheless, Arizonans persisted, claiming that they intended to 
recruit only Sonorans “who may be unemployed.” They argued that So-
nora’s cooperation would reaffi rm Good Neighbor relations.21

The appeal of jobs in the United States was more powerful than 
Mexican efforts to keep braceros at home, luring Mexican workers to the 
border region and Sonoran recruitment centers. As during the war years, 
fraud delayed their journey or ended it entirely. Unscrupulous Sonoran 
offi cials and employers lied to the migrants and demanded a fee in ex-
change for the required paperwork. Most migrants did not have the 
money, so they worked in Sonora’s fi elds to raise it. Many ended up broke 
and never made it to the United States, often assembling at the Governor’s 
Palace to seek redress. Sonoran governors rebuked Mexicans who duped 
braceros and compelled offi cials to distribute thousands of fl iers that warned 
workers about the scam, but ultimately they sent the braceros back to the 
recruitment centers. For these migrant laborers, their encounter with the 
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Bracero Program ended before it began and left them worse off than 
when they left home.22

Even when migrant workers made it to Arizona, the experience was 
more diffi cult than they imagined. Perhaps they did not encounter the 
“bloodthirsty dogs” that Sonoran newspapers said awaited them on the 
other side of the border, but neither did they fi nd fair wages or decent 
housing. Labor  unions and individual farm workers protested the importa-
tion of Mexican guest workers. These critics, including many Mexican 
Americans, claimed that migrants stole their jobs and, because they  were 
willing to work for so little, threatened their “living standards.” More dis-
paraging critics added that migrants spread disease, committed crime, 
and lived on charity. Employers, however, insisted that they  were unable 
to fi nd American workers and that they paid Mexican laborers the same 
wages they paid U.S. citizens. Arizona governors supported their claims, 
arguing that Mexican guest workers  were vital to the success of Arizona’s 
agriculture industries. Tensions caused by Mexican immigration and drug 
smuggling increased in the late twentieth century, but into the late 1960s 
borderlands politicians focused obsessively on growth, modernization, 
and international harmony.23

Because immigration and racism threatened to undermine Cold War 
relations between the United States and Mexico, acts and expressions of 
goodwill had broad international and domestic signifi cance. North Amer-
ican in de pen dence holidays, for example, became anti- Communist cele-
brations. Cinco de Mayo, Governor Dan Garvey claimed, signaled Mexico’s 
love of liberty and a “fi rm determination” to maintain “demo cratic institu-
tions.” Likewise, Fourth of July celebrations, Soto said, recognized struggles 
by the “Americas and other demo cratic countries” against “totalitarian 
regimes.” In Arizona, celebrations of U.S. and Mexican holidays also sought 
to convince Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the United States of the 
country’s antidiscriminatory values and therefore to reinforce state au-
thority against Communist infl uence. For this reason, governors and other 
state representatives, such as Phoenix city councilman Barry Goldwater, 
spoke at Mexican In de pen dence Day celebrations in Tucson and through-
out the state, where they expressed a “tremendous debt of gratitude” to 
“our citizens of Spanish- speaking origin.”24

The desire for smooth U.S.- Mexico relations also justifi ed the profi t 
motives of entrepreneurs in Arizona and Sonora, who deployed Good 
Neighbor rhetoric when they collaborated with fellow “captains of fi nance” 
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on the other side of the border. After the war, Mexican growers shipped 
bigger and bigger loads of shrimp, fruits, and vegetables to Arizona, and en-
trepreneurs in Tucson lobbied for their city to become a storage and distri-
bution center for Mexican produce. When businesspersons advocated 
for cross- border commercial exchanges, they claimed to serve broader 
po liti cal aims. Tucson entrepreneurs hatched plans that simultaneously 
would make them money and “cement, strengthen and perpetuate good 
relations” between the United States and Mexico. Theirs was not an “out- 
and- out commercial proposition” but rather one that was “principally de-
signed to bring about better understanding between the peoples of the two 
countries.” The same held true for cross- border dealings by Rotary Club, 
Chamber of Commerce, and Lion’s Club members, as well as university 
administrators, newspaper executives, and tourism boosters. They all 
crossed the border as “ambassadors” who promoted international “goodwill” 
as a path toward cross- border economic exchange.25

When Governor Howard Pyle wrote, then, that La Fiesta de los Va-
queros was “designed for the purpose of promoting goodwill between 
our two great countries,” he referenced the multiple meanings of Good 
Neighbor relations in the postwar era. The Rodeo Committee enshrined 
Good Neighbor relations as an important part of rodeo celebrations 
through Good Neighbor Day, also called Mexico Day or International 
Day. Politicians and businesspeople from Arizona and Sonora also used 
Good Neighbor relations as their pretense to network at the rodeo. So-
noran governors, municipal presidents, trea sur ers, secretaries, and tour-
ism offi cials all attended. Governor Soto met there with Governor Pyle to 
discuss interstate affairs. Gonzalo Guerrero Almada, the municipal presi-
dent of Nogales and member of the Rotary Club, proclaimed that the 
“innumerable attentions” he received while at the rodeo gave him “com-
plete assurance” that “goodwill and friendship” would lead to “better in-
ternational comprehension.” From  horse- drawn buggies, these guests and 
their families smiled and waved at throngs of paradegoers, all in the name 
of Good Neighbor relations.26

Chambers of commerce, branches of the Rotary Club, and La Alianza 
lodges in Arizona and Sonora, in par tic u lar, promoted Good Neighbor 
relations through La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Chamber of Commerce mem-
bers from Arizona traveled to Hermosillo, where Sonoran chambers of 
commerce held banquets in their honor and took them on tours of the 
state’s dams, ranches, and ware houses. Arizona’s chambers of commerce 
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returned the favor when Sonorans traveled to their state. They hosted din-
ners at Tucson’s Pioneer Hotel and showed them some of the state’s factories 
and fertilizer- and insecticide- distribution centers. Moreover, chambers of 
commerce enjoyed close relationships with the po liti cal leadership of both 
states. Governors attended Chamber of Commerce events, delivered 
speeches at their meetings, and traveled to their international gatherings. 
Many state leaders had themselves been Chamber of Commerce execu-
tives before they held offi ce; the business relationships they formed through 
or gan i za tion al activities had, in fact, facilitated their rise as politicians. Ig-
nacio Soto, for example, had founded the Nogales, Sonora, Chamber of 
Commerce before he became the head of Cemento Portland Nacional 

“International 
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Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros, 1954. 

(Arizona 
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Society, 
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and then governor of Sonora. When Chamber of Commerce members 
from both sides of the border gathered at La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, they 
promoted cross- border business relationships, as they had for de cades.27

In addition to chambers of commerce, Rotary Club branches also 
cultivated cross- border business relationships. Rotary clubs in Arizona and 
Sonora claimed philanthropic ser vice as their main objective. The Rotary 
Club in Hermosillo raised money for fl ood victims, established fellow-
ships for Sonorans to study in the United States, and founded organiza-
tions like the Casa Hogar del Niño Pobre, a children’s home in Sonora. In 
a speech to a gathering of Sonoran Rotarians, Governor Soto— a founding 
member of the Nogales, Sonora, Rotary Club— called on all members to 
continue their good works and to commit themselves to the “progress of 
their communities.” But Rotary Club rosters also  were fi lled with “distin-
guished businessmen” from both sides of the border. Their mutual inter-
est in the profi ts to be earned through cross- border economic develop-
ment had brought them together. Arizona Rotarians visited Sonora, where 
Sonoran Rotarians hosted them, took them to the state’s “principal indus-
trial centers,” fed them “Sonoran- style food,” held golf tournaments that 
matched locals against visitors, and or ga nized fashion shows to introduce 
them to regional clothing from Sonora and other Mexican states. Sonoran 
Rotarians received the same treatment when they visited Arizona. Like 
chambers of commerce, Rotary Club branches  were also deeply connected 
to the po liti cal leadership of both states. After Governor Soto spoke at a 
fi ftieth- anniversary celebration of Rotary International in Nogales, So-
nora, he headed straight to Tucson to celebrate La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. 
There he joined other Rotarians, whose business connections formed the 
basis for their friendship as they participated in the events of rodeo week.28

La Alianza in Arizona and Sonora rounded out the efforts of organi-
zations to nurture cross- border relationships through La Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros. From one lodge in Tucson, La Alianza grew during the early 
twentieth century into a regional mutual- aid society with lodges in Ari-
zona, California, Texas, New Mexico, and Colorado. During the 1920s and 
1930s, the group became an international or ga ni za tion with chapters in 
Chihuahua, Sonora, and Mexico City. By the 1940s La Alianza had be-
come Tucson’s leading Mexican American mutual- aid society, one of the 
largest Mexican American societies in the United States, and one of 
the few to establish partner lodges in Mexico. Considering La Alianza’s 
12,500 members in hundreds of lodges throughout the Southwest and 
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northern Mexico, the or ga ni za tion has received surprisingly little atten-
tion despite the fact that it shaped Mexican American politics in Tucson 
and beyond. According to its own history, penned in the 1953 La Fiesta de 
los Vaqueros edition of La Alianza, La Alianza had become “the greatest 
society for the Spanish- speaking people.”29

The connections that lodges in Arizona and Sonora formed with 
each other distinguished them from other mutual- aid societies, which 
tended to engage in po liti cal and economic activities on only one side of 
the border. From La Alianza’s earliest years, the or ga ni za tion emphasized 
the unity of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in both countries. Many 
of the group’s found ers had moved from Sonora to Tucson after the 
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Jácome at 1947 

rodeo party hosted 
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personal 

collection.)
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Gadsden Purchase. Several of its leaders  were Sonorans who had settled 
in Arizona during the Mexican Revolution. To honor the relationships La 
Alianza forged with partner lodges throughout Sonora, the or ga ni za tion 
celebrated the national holidays of both countries and offered history les-
sons about the Mexican fl ag, the indigenous hero of Mexican in de pen-
dence, Vicente Guerrero, and former Mexican president Benito Juárez. Its 
monthly magazine also featured a column called “News from Mexico,” 
which promoted fraternity with “our Good Neighbor to the south.” In 1955 
the group moved beyond binationalism by adopting a Cold War– inspired 
platform of Pan- Americanism, which preached hemispheric unity against 
Communism. La Alianza Hispano-Americana Internacional— the inter-
national conglomeration of La Alianza lodges— would “encompass the 
United States, Mexico, and all of the republics of Central and South 
America.” This new offshoot, the group vowed, would unite and protect 
“through fraternalism the Spanish- speaking peoples of this continent.”30

La Alianza lodges became some of the region’s most active civic orga-
nizations with ties to business and po liti cal leaders in both states. During 
its gatherings at La Alianza headquarters in Tucson or at the “Alianza 
casino” in Hermosillo, the or ga ni za tion collected clothing and food to 
donate to fl ood victims, raised funds for campaigns against tuberculosis, 
and collected books and magazines to add to its library. Like chambers of 
commerce and branches of the Rotary Club, La Alianza lodges  were con-
nected to regional business and po liti cal leaders. Only Sonora’s “most 
distinguished” families attended La Alianza functions. The governors of 
both states supported the group and frequently spoke at its events. Antici-
pating the central role La Alianza would play in Hermosillo, the or ga ni za-
tion constructed a new building in the city to host meetings and dances, 
which El Imparcial described as “elegant, spacious, modern, and comfort-
able.” Demonstrating the regional infl uence of La Alianza and how state 
offi cials considered aliancistas to be men of importance, members from 
Arizona who attended a group celebration in Sonora— in 1953, shortly after 
the passage of the restrictive McCarran- Walter Act, no less— had only to 
fl ash an Alianza membership card when they reentered the United States 
at the event’s conclusion, with “no other requirement from American im-
migration.” Their easy crossings again showed how federal immigration 
laws could bend to accommodate local transnational relationships.31

La Alianza’s internationalism carried over to the or ga ni za tion’s ap-
proach to La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. During rodeo week, the Tucson 
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Chamber of Commerce and other rodeo sponsors relied on aliancistas to 
negotiate the city’s relationships with Sonora. La Alianza leaders rallied 
their membership to the cause by praising the rodeo’s implicit ac know-
ledg ment of Tucson’s Mexican heritage. They emphasized that the gover-
nors of Sonora and Arizona rode together in one carriage; highlighted 
Mexico Day (or Good Neighbor Day); and noted that the “Tucson rodeo 
is the only event of its kind with a distinct Spanish and Indian fl avor.” 
During rodeo week, the or ga ni za tion hosted banquets for Sonoran gover-
nors and chaperoned visits south of the border by tourists who traveled to 
Tucson to attend La Fiesta de los Vaqueros.32

To be sure, boosters planned celebrations like La Fiesta de los Vaque-
ros to increase domestic tourism. From the 1920s forward, they sold Tuc-
son as the “Old Pueblo,” a city with a unique and multicultural past and 
present. They sent Los Carlistas— the band led by Eduardo “Lalo” Guer-
rero, a Mexican American musician from Tucson who became a star after 
he moved to Los Angeles— to the 1939 World Fair in New York to promote 
Tucson through music. Guerrero’s father had worked in Sonoran shipyards 
before he moved the family to Tucson, where he took a job with the 
Southern Pacifi c. As a teenager in Tucson, Lalo Guerrero joined car clubs 
and learned to speak caló, the dialect of pachucos. His own family there-
fore refl ected the experiences of many Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
in Arizona, infl uencing his songs, which combined older Mexican styles 
with newer American ones. Guerrero’s songs helped tourists imagine the 
world they would enter when they traveled to Tucson to attend rodeo 
week events.33

Even more broadly, however, boosters in Tucson worked with their 
Sonoran counterparts to develop cross- border tourism, an alluring side 
attraction of La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Sonorans established a state tour-
ism bureau in the 1930s and placed Ignacio Soto at its head. One U.S. 
consular offi cial believed that Soto was “eminently suited for the position 
in view of his friendship for Americans and his excellent spoken En glish.” 
Offi cials and boosters in both states then used Eu rope’s devastation to 
generate regional profi ts. Governor Osborn remarked that, before the war, 
U.S. tourists had the “Eu ro pe an travel habit,” but after it ended, as Eu rope 
and Asia faced reconstruction, there was “no doubt” that the “majority” of 
them would visit the American West and Mexico. In Sonora, Governor 
Macías sought to capitalize on their shifting preferences by establishing 
tourism offi ces in Hermosillo and Nogales, which built relationships with 
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chambers of commerce, consular offi cials, travel agencies, and car clubs 
on both sides of the border. His government printed “propaganda bro-
chures” and maps and, with boosters in Arizona, produced fi lms that  were 
distributed across the United States. His successor, Governor Rodriguez, 
commissioned books about Sonora’s history, geography, and prominent 
personalities to promote travel to the state. La Alianza aided their cause 
by or ga niz ing a three- day trip to Sonora that would cost Fiesta de los Va-
queros participants $28.50, including lodging and transportation. The group 
encouraged its members to serve as “interpreters to the others on the trip”; 
they became cultural diplomats, the guides who introduced U.S. tourists 
to Mexico.34

Hermosillo’s El Imparcial described U.S. tourists to Sonora as “middle- 
class” adventurers who enjoyed the favorable exchange rate from pesos to 
dollars. Buoyed by their increased purchasing power, they spent ever- 
greater quantities in Mexico. Between 1938 and 1939, the amount U.S. 
tourists spent there almost qua dru pled, from $14 million to $53 million, 
and by 1945, U.S. tourists spent $78 million in Mexico annually. This 
rapid increase led Soto to echo Osborn; tourism, he said, would be a “new 
and important economic resource” that all Sonorans should “stimulate” 
and “protect.” At the national level, the Mexican Association of Tourism 
proclaimed, the industry “deserves the greatest attention.” Businesspersons 
and state offi cials on both sides of the border did everything they could to 
ease the passage of tourists between one country and the other by build-
ing more ports of entry, lowering crossing fees, and extending the amount 
of time tourists could spend in each country, as well as the distance they 
 were allowed to travel from the border.35

Visits by U.S. tourists during rodeo week demonstrated how La Fiesta 
de los Vaqueros benefi ted Sonora, but even as the grandest of borderland 
celebrations, it was only part of the regional tourism industry, which state 
offi cials expected to play an increasingly important role in Sonora’s eco-
nomic future. As early as World War II, roadways that had been built for 
strategic- defense purposes carried tourists throughout northern Mexico. 
Highway construction then exploded after the war. For many Sonorans, 
the 1950 opening of the Nogales- Guaymas highway, which extended 
across the entire state from north to south, marked the beginning of So-
nora’s postwar tourism industry. State offi cials celebrated the occasion 
with an elaborate ribbon- cutting ceremony. Prominent Sonorans like Igna-
cio Soto and the municipal presidents of towns from Nogales to Guaymas 
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attended the event. Arizonans including Governor Garvey, Alex Jácome, and 
Chamber of Commerce members joined them, arriving in the Sonoran 
port city via automobiles that El Imparcial called “caravans of goodwill.”36

Sonorans immediately recognized the benefi ts of the highway as 
thousands of tourists traveled on it in 1950 to attend Hermosillo’s Carna-
val, a yearly celebration sponsored by national and local politicians, busi-
nesspersons, and tourism agencies, which shared much in common with 
La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. The Carnaval in Hermosillo was Sonora’s own 
midwinter effort to attract domestic and international visitors. Highlight-
ing how Carnaval had become a tradition by the mid- twentieth century, 
El Imparcial called it a “permanent attraction.” A Carnaval Committee 
planned dances for the election of Carnaval queens and orchestrated a 
grand parade of themed fl oats that wound through city streets and ended 
at La Alianza casino. Sonoran breweries and student groups from la Uni-
versidad de Sonora sponsored fl oats that became symbols of the state’s 

Arizona tourists crossing into Nogales, Sonora. (Arizona Historical Society, 
Charles and Lucile Herbert, Western Ways Features Manuscript and 
Photograph Collection, MS 1255, Folder 284, O.)
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industrialization and educational advancement. The “Emperor’s Club” 
hosted a dance where partygoers grooved to pop u lar American styles, in-
cluding swing and jitterbug. Like Tucson’s Rodeo Committee, Carnaval 
Committee members  were local po liti cal and business leaders. Several 
 were members of the city’s Chamber of Commerce, Rotary Club, and La 
Alianza lodge.37

Because the 1950 Carnaval took place right before La Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros, tireless politicians, businesspeople, and boosters went to both, 
celebrating fi rst in Hermosillo and then in Tucson. Arizonans had at-
tended Carnaval for years, but the 1950 event was a special occasion be-
cause of the opening of the Nogales- Guaymas Highway just weeks earlier. 
That year’s Carnaval was advertised throughout Arizona in newspapers 
and over radio waves. Thousands attended from the United States and 
Mexico. El Imparcial mentioned by name Governor Garvey; the propri-
etors of Capin’s and Bracker’s department stores in Nogales, Arizona; and 
Tucson businessman Alex Jácome, who brought together “men of enter-
prise from both states.” At a dance held at Tucson’s Santa Rita Hotel, 
Tucsonans elected a queen to represent them at the Carnaval, and the city 
itself entered a fl oat in the Carnaval Parade.38

In addition to all of the fanfare it created, the Carnaval was a fi nancial 
success. Five hundred U.S. tourists had spent an average of $20 each, or 
$10,000 total, amounting to 90,000 pesos. Three thousand “co- nationals,” 
meanwhile, had spent a total of 150,000 pesos, or 50 pesos each. In other 
words, six times as many Mexican tourists barely spent more than the U.S. 
tourists who attended. The author called the infl ow of U.S. tourist dollars a 
“nice injection of money for only three days.” Because U.S. tourists had 
become so valuable to the Sonoran economy, the state’s politicians and 
businesspeople urged all Sonorans to treat them respectfully and to recog-
nize that they would return home to tell their relatives, friends, and neigh-
bors about their time in Mexico. As Sonora’s tourism commissioner put it, 
the state hoped to “do everything possible to take care of the American 
tourist who comes to Mexico for a good time” and “to have them leave 
with the best of feelings toward our state and our people.”39

During the postwar era, ideologies of progress and modernization 
shaped cross- border celebrations and encouraged transnational commer-
cial investment. Newspapers, the Chamber of Commerce, and La Alianza 
argued that Mexico had progressed considerably since the Mexican Revo-
lution. The Daily Star peppered its special rodeo edition with articles 
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about industry and investment opportunities in Mexico, and La Alianza 
challenged ideas about “old Mexico” as a lazy “land of mañana.” The 
group instead recast it as a forward- looking nation that had taken its place 
among other modern democracies. Increased mine production, aviation 
innovations, advances in education, and internationally renowned artists 
demonstrated that Mexicans  were “persons of superior culture.” By re-
orienting ideas about Mexico, La Alianza undermined racist arguments 
about Mexican backwardness and reinforced the relationship between 
aliancistas on both sides of the border.40

Tucsonans echoed information about Mexico that Sonorans pro-
jected for domestic and international consumption. Just as Tucson’s post-
war politicians trumpeted their city’s rapid growth, increased electrifi ca-
tion, and new roads, Sonorans also hailed their state’s new schools, 
libraries, sports complexes, and highways. Each governor applauded in-
creases in land own ership, literacy, and international trade. Newspapers 
described the refurbished trailer parks with water, electricity, and gas 
hookups for recreational vehicles and cited longtime visitors to Sonora 
who observed less poverty in the state. Postwar leaders embodied Sonora’s 
progress and modernization. Abelardo Rodríguez represented the “senti-
ment of the New,” and Soto— a man who had established a bank, a ce-
ment company, and a local Rotary Club chapter and had served as presi-
dent of the Nogales, Sonora, Chamber of Commerce, all before his 
election as governor— was the “man of Sonora, the man of Mexico, and, 
why not say it, the man of America.”41

By the late 1950s, ideologies of progress and modernization had also 
become part of Arizona’s and Sonora’s urban landscapes. Tourists from 
every corner of the United States and Mexico streamed into Tucson, No-
gales, Hermosillo, Guaymas, and Puerto Peñasco, delighting in the re-
gion’s new transportation, lodging, and dining ser vices. Sonorans began 
to study the impact of cross- border economies such as tourism, and in-
creased tourist fl ows led to the employment of thousands of Arizonans and 
Sonorans. For a period in the early 1950s, more foreigners entered Mexico 
through the Nogales, Sonora, port of entry than anywhere  else along the 
border. But the development of cross- border economies did not benefi t all 
borderland residents. New regional economies left most Mexicans and 
native peoples impoverished and po liti cally marginalized. While La Fi-
esta de los Vaqueros was an opportunity for Arizona’s and Sonora’s entre-
preneurs and politicians to come together and celebrate Good Neighbor 
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relations and cross- border commerce, for others the rodeo held other 
meanings.42

Tu c s o n’s  Sh i f t i n g  R a c i a l  D y n a m ic s

For many Mexican Americans, La Fiesta de los Vaqueros became a re-
minder of dispossession of the land they and their ancestors had owned 
for more than a century, as well as their changing relationship to a tradi-
tion that had defi ned their family histories. During the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, whites purchased much of Arizona’s 
Mexican- owned ranchland. Many who sold their property moved to Tuc-
son to support themselves and their families as railroad workers, agricul-
tural laborers, miners, electricians, and custodians, helping to account for 
southern Arizona’s urbanization during the early twentieth century. Over 
time the new own ers converted the land into large- scale livestock opera-
tions, mechanized farms, dude ranches, housing developments, and, later, 
shopping centers and golf courses. There  were exceptions, of course. The 
Amado family owned its ranch between Tucson and Nogales well into the 
twentieth century, and some white ranchers bought small plots of land 
near the U.S.- Mexico border for noncommercial purposes. Nevertheless, 
dispossession provided the discursive lens through which people of Mexi-
can descent saw their lives in the Arizona- Sonora borderland.43

The oral histories collected by Patricia Preciado Martin in her book 
Beloved Land demonstrate how the loss of land became a traumatic event 
that affected Mexican families into the early twenty- fi rst century. Those 
who left their ranches also left behind a way of life. Many saw themselves 
as vaqueros, Mexican cowboys who earned a living by raising and selling 
cattle. Carlotta Sotomayor, the daughter of a vaquero who migrated from 
Hermosillo to Tucson, narrated her family’s history in the region. Remi-
niscing about her father, she said, “He was a cowboy. I remember a lot of 
old- timers like my father who  were cowboys.” She continued, “Once they 
got off their  horses, they didn’t seem to have interest in much of anything. 
‘Ay! Ese caballito!’ my mother used to sigh. ‘Oh, that  horse!’ ” Stories like 
Sotomayor’s highlight how the creators of La Fiesta de los Vaqueros 
brushed aside Mexican ranching traditions, crowning Echols and Kinney 
as regional heroes instead.44

The Tucson Chamber of Commerce narrated a story of white entre-
preneurship as the key ingredient in Tucson’s postwar growth. Along with 
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business- friendly politicians across the state— like the members of Phoe-
nix’s Charter Government— Tucson’s Chamber of Commerce increasingly 
controlled city politics. The or ga ni za tion promoted Tucson’s postwar eco-
nomic growth in the Arizona Daily Star’s rodeo edition. Tourism and 
conventions, especially La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, became the city’s great-
est moneymakers, bringing in $58 million per year.  Wholesale and retail 
businesses paid their employees more than $55 million, while the military 
paid $54 million; manufacturing, $43 million; mining, $40 million; con-
struction, $37 million; agriculture, $20 million; and the University of Ari-
zona, $11 million. The booming economy helped Tucson spread across the 
valley. New homes popped up everywhere. Hundreds of miles of new roads 
crisscrossed the desert fl oor, and a thousand new residents moved to the city 
every month. Promotional literature offered the impression that whites  were 
responsible for such growth, ignoring how Mexican and native laborers, 
tourists, and consumers supported the city’s expansion.45

Rodeo events linked white entrepreneurship and Arizona’s pioneer 
history. One historian has called this phenomenon Tucson’s “Anglo fan-
tasy heritage,” or the revision of regional history to highlight the experi-
ence of white pioneers as constitutive of regional history as a  whole. Dur-
ing the mid- twentieth century, many whites in Tucson cast themselves as 
heirs to nineteenth- century pioneers. Their status and inclusion in the 
city depended, in part, on their per for mance of cowboy symbols, images, 
styles, and rhetoric. During rodeo week, they demonstrated belonging by 
participating in several “contests with a Western atmosphere,” such as the 
Whiskerino, Big Hat, and bowleg competitions, which determined Tuc-
son’s most bowlegged resident and tourist.46

These games became ways for rodeo sponsors to shape the terms of 
civic engagement through participation in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Par-
ticipants grew beards and had their bowlegs mea sured. Judges evaluated 
facial hair for its “length, softness, and style.” Whiskerino, as the compe-
tition was called, followed a simple logic. Western men of an earlier era 
wore beards, and so should modern men during rodeo season. The 
bowleg contest relied on a similar premise. Cowboys had bowlegs from 
a life spent on  horse back, so bowlegs would be fashionable once again 
during rodeo week. The only question was, how much Arizona sunshine 
shines between your knees? The award went to the man whose knees 
 were the farthest apart with his feet together and planted fl at on the 
ground.47
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No rodeo per for mance displayed the efforts by rodeo organizers to 
fashion Tucson as a modern western city like the annual “Go Western” 
mandate, a tradition La Fiesta de los Vaqueros shared with rodeos through-
out the North American West. The name referred to the proclamation by 
Tucson mayors urging residents and tourists in the city to wear three or 
more articles of western clothing for the duration of rodeo season. The 
only acceptable substitute was an “authentic Mexican costume” since the 
city was “proud of its Spanish heritage.” Rodeo sponsors made western 
wear as compulsory as possible and even threatened a sort of “imprison-
ment.” Those who did not comply got tossed into a hoosegow, a “commo-
dious barred cage on wheels.”48

Many happily complied, swaggering in step with rodeo season. 
Hughes Aircraft encouraged its employees to “indulge in the spirit” of ro-
deo week by going western. For department stores such as Jácome’s, Stein-
feld’s, and Cele Peterson’s, “Go Western” was a business opportunity. In 
newspapers on both sides of the border, these merchants advertised Tony 
Lama cowboy boots, starch- stiff Levi’s, and wide- brimmed sombreros. 
Men wore cowboy hats, and women wore squaw dresses, pop u lar garments 
designed by Peterson to resemble Native American dresses. “Nearly every-
one” took pictures of themselves wearing western clothing. They held 
onto these photos as evidence of their adopted western identities.49

Although the Go Western mandate was a game, it nevertheless high-
lighted challenges inherent in Tucson’s postwar modernization. In the 1950s, 
according to one Tucson reporter, “factors of rapid population growth and 
semi- industrialization” led to a waning interest in going western. Echols— 
the longtime rodeo boss who also served as Pima County sheriff from 1937 
to 1946— offered another historical explanation for the rise and fall of go-
ing western. “When the cowboys began to thin out,” he said, “the town 
folks dressed western so visitors would think the town was still full of 
cowboys. Then the visitors caught on and got a thrill out of dressing west-
ern themselves.” However, “there came a time,” he continued, “when 
Tucsonans got careless about putting on hats and boots, and something 
had to be done about it,” so rodeo organizers locked up those who pooh- 
poohed tradition. Yearly per for mances of Tucson’s western identity, he and 
other boosters believed,  were the only way to maintain balance, order, 
and conformity with Tucson’s western self- fashioning.50

In addition to the delicate balance between tradition and moderniza-
tion, the celebrations of rodeo season became a way for Tucsonans and 
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tourists to reinforce postwar gender dynamics. Women riders participated 
in some rodeo events, but mostly cowboys tamed the wild bulls and the 
broncos. One reporter for the Tucson Daily Citizen described the rodeo 
cowboy as “all man.” But outside the rodeo arena, women played key roles 
in rodeo week events. They  were goodwill ambassadors to Tucson, their 
city of beauty and charm. As one 1956 article put it, each “curvaceous 
beauty” did “her part as a pretty ambassador in bringing Tucson to mil-
lions of people throughout the country.” Rodeo queens played this role 
perfectly. Each year, a current or former University of Arizona student 
held the rodeo- queen title. Often a native of Tucson, she always wore a 
full smile, invariably demonstrated “poise” and “personality,” and showed 
that she was well adapted to the ruggedness of the West by posing in pic-
tures with live wildcats, jaguars, and mountain lions. Most  house wives 
who had worked at industrial jobs during World War II resumed their 
lives as homemakers after the war, and during rodeo season they  were 
placed on a pedestal as waving and smiling representatives at the head of 
the rodeo parade and in the grandstand at rodeo events, projecting a 
 domestic ideal that eclipsed their other labors in support of Tucson’s 
growth.51

Rodeo celebrations of white entrepreneurship and modernization 
also revealed the Arizona- Sonora border region’s postwar ethnic and ra-
cial order. Mexican Americans and Native Americans encountered new 
opportunities during World War II. Many served in the military at home 
and abroad, fi ghting and dying in every theater of the war. Others contrib-
uted to the war effort by working in defense, mining, agriculture, and 
ranching industries. Their war time ser vice led veterans, on behalf of all 
members of their communities, to demand fair treatment during the post-
war era. They believed that their training in the military had prepared 
them for skilled jobs and that the GI Bill, which primarily benefi ted men, 
would help them attend school and own homes. But for most of them, the 
war changed little. In Tucson, they saw their po liti cal and economic power 
decline.52

Mexicans and Mexican Americans experienced multiple discrimina-
tions. Because the very word “Mexican” signaled lower- class status, many 
Mexican Americans distanced themselves from Mexican immigrant 
workers. Despite internal divisions, they remained segregated in barrios. 
The legal rejection of race- based residential covenants during the late 
1940s notwithstanding, whites still tried to prevent people of Mexican 
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descent from living in neighborhoods north and east of Tucson’s railroad 
tracks, especially the exclusive El Encanto Estates and Colonia Solana. 
Before the successful school- desegregation cases brought by La Alianza 
during the early 1950s, Mexican Americans in Arizona attended separate 
schools and  were allowed to use swimming pools, dance halls, and other 
facilities only on certain days of the week. The greater employment op-
portunities they hoped for rarely materialized. Mexican American employ-
ment with the Southern Pacifi c Railroad had declined, and only 200 to 
250 Mexican Americans worked at Hughes, which, as the city’s largest 
employer, had a total workforce of about three thousand employees. Many 
worked as “common laborers” building the “new streets, new shopping 
centers, and new subdivisions” representative of Tucson’s postwar growth. 
They opposed the privileging of pro- business policies that drove eco-
nomic development in the Sunbelt borderland, including low taxes for 
corporations, low wages for workers, and few opportunities for promotion. 
Mutual- aid societies, civil rights organizations, and some labor  unions 
combated discrimination and in e qual ity by fi ghting for better jobs, equal 
pay, and desegregation.53

Further demonstrating how modernization and progress did not 
benefi t all borderland residents, inequalities and staggering poverty char-
acterized the postwar experience of native communities in Arizona and 
Sonora as well. At the same time that the U.S. government adopted ter-
mination and relocation policies to encourage Native American assimila-
tion and tribal self- determination, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and 
the Tohono  O’odham Tribal Council established a “Papago Develop-
ment Program,” which they expected to improve  O’odham circum-
stances. In sync with government policies, the program called for an end 
to “federal supervision . . .  special to Indians” and for  O’odham to “be-
come a part of the general community.”  O’odham lagged behind whites, 
the report said, only because they lacked proper schools, hospitals, trans-
portation, homes, clothing, nutrition, and economic opportunity. With 
$23 million in federal support, the program sought to increase the carry-
ing capacity of rangelands, improve irrigation techniques, and develop 
new soil- conservation methods. Offi cials estimated that  O’odham in-
come would double as a result of these new initiatives. Improved ranches 
and farms would support one- third of all  O’odham. Another third would 
continue to live in the “traditional”  O’odham way, through small- scale 
ranching and farming. The last third would fi nd off- reservation work 
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as  wage laborers. Over time, the “Papago problem” would “cease to 
exist.”54

However, the Papago Development Program failed to bring real 
change to the reservation. In Arizona, a small minority of  O’odham ranch-
ers and landowners who leased property to mining companies prospered. 
The wealthy ranchers who lived near Tucson constituted only 5 percent of 
the  O’odham population, yet owned 80 percent of all cattle. In general, 
agricultural and livestock production fell precipitously and left many 
 O’odham without work.  O’odham subsisted on an average family income 
of about $2,400 per year, or one- fi fth the income of white families. But the 
median income of  O’odham families was less than $1,000 per year, and 25 
percent of  O’odham families earned less than $100 per year. Many reser-
vation homes had neither running water nor electricity.  O’odham experi-
enced higher rates of illiteracy and poorer health than did whites. More 
than seven hundred  O’odham children did not attend school at all, pri-
marily because families— and growers— relied on their labor. Twenty- fi ve 
percent of  O’odham infants died in their fi rst year of life, and more than 
half died by the age of eigh teen. Finally, they could not vote in Arizona 
until 1948 even though the U.S. government granted Native Americans 
this right in 1924. In relative terms, though, Arizona  O’odham  were better 
off than  O’odham in Sonora. Throughout the postwar era, mestizo farm-
ers invaded the small rancherías of the  O’odham. As a result, many of 
them left their communities near the border to seek work in the cities of 
Arizona and Sonora.55

The tense Cold War climate only made things more diffi cult for 
people of Mexican and native descent. They experienced extreme pres-
sures to display American patriotism and its corollary, anti- Communism. 
Newspapers claimed that more than one hundred Communists crossed 
the border every day. Moreover, the Communist parties of the United 
States and Mexico cooperated to undermine established governments in 
both countries. According to Hermosillo’s El Imparcial, such facts consti-
tuted a “grave threat” to regional security. New immigration laws such 
as the Internal Security Act and the McCarran- Walter Act— even as 
they sanctioned cross- border tourism, economic exchange, and student- 
exchange programs— targeted suspected Communists for deportation. Al-
though these laws supposedly singled out individuals who threatened se-
curity, they also led to widespread anti- Mexican sentiment that spread 
across the United States and culminated in Operation Wetback, a mass 
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deportation campaign that expelled more than a million Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans. This campaign and other episodes of discrimination 
and violence inspired emerging struggles for civil rights and equality.56

Many Mexican American and Native American organizations re-
sponded to the inequalities, discriminations, and pressures of the 1940s 
and 1950s by demanding inclusion in borderland society, in part through 
their annual participation in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. If desegregation 
cases, labor activism, emerging youth cultures, and other movements for 
justice have offered important lenses for viewing Mexican American and 
Native American histories of the postwar and Cold War eras, the partici-
pation of these groups in Tucson’s rodeo and parade also revealed how 
they struggled for inclusion by inserting themselves within narratives of 
regional history offered by the Chamber of Commerce and other event 
organizers. Instead of accepting these narratives, Mexican Americans and 
Native Americans complicated them by placing themselves before rodeo 
and paradegoers to assert their infl uence on both the past and the present 
of the Arizona- Sonora borderland.

Members of La Alianza  were representative of the Mexican Ameri-
can community’s participation in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. As an or ga ni-
za tion, La Alianza played a pivotal role in the development of Mexican 
American social and po liti cal life in Tucson and negotiated relations be-
tween Tucson’s Mexican American community and Arizona’s business 
and po liti cal leadership. Male and female members of La Alianza gath-
ered at meetings convened by individual lodges or their women’s auxilia-
ries to discuss issues that affected Mexican Americans as a community 
and to or ga nize support for po liti cal candidates. La Alianza’s executives, 
in par tic u lar,  were seen as representative of respectable, middle- class 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans. White politicians acknowledged their 
infl uence by joining the or ga ni za tion and placing ads in its magazine ev-
ery election season, seeking Mexican American votes. White- led corpora-
tions and banks also placed congratulatory ads in La Alianza every Febru-
ary to commemorate the group’s anniversary, which happened to coincide 
with the rodeo.

After World War II, La Alianza sought to demonstrate that Mexican 
Americans shared values of progress and modernization with Arizona’s 
white leaders. Similar to many other emerging civil rights groups that 
preached racial uplift, La Alianza’s motto was “Protection, Morality, In-
struction.” The group struck a delicate balance between highlighting its 
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patriotism and criticizing U.S. laws and customs that discriminated against 
peoples of Mexican descent. La Alianza bought more than $800,000 in 
U.S. war bonds and rejected Communism. However, when the U.S. Sen-
ate, over President Harry Truman’s veto, passed the McCarran- Walter Act, 
La Alianza published a ten- part series criticizing the new law. By articulat-
ing positions that simultaneously preached patriotism and antidiscrimina-
tion, La Alianza resembled other Mexican American civic organizations, 
including the League of United Latin American Citizens (formed in Cor-
pus Christi, Texas, in 1929) and the Community Ser vice Or ga ni za tion 
(formed in Los Angeles, California, in 1947).57

As La Alianza did for Mexican Americans, the Tohono  O’odham 
Tribal Council brokered Native American relations with Tucson’s white 
leaders. Arizona politicians and businesspeople saw tribal chairman 
Thomas Segundo as a fi gurehead, a living example of midcentury prog-
ress and modernization and a representative of the Tohono  O’odham 
and all Native Americans in Arizona. In their descriptions of the Tohono 
 O’odham, the rodeo programs of the 1940s and 1950s featured photo-
graphs of Segundo, a World War II veteran and University of Arizona 
graduate whose short hair, spectacles, and business suit defi ed the aes-
thetic self- presentation that tourists expected of the  O’odham. In 1947, the 
 O’odham elected Segundo to succeed José Ignacio as tribal chairman. In 
doing so, they set a pre ce dent by making him, at the age of twenty- six, the 
youn gest man ever to hold the position. While older  O’odham expressed 
surprise that the tribe had “chosen a mere boy,” Segundo responded that 
he represented a new kind of leader:

During the war my people talked much of giving veterans 
more responsibility when they returned. I believe the tribe re-
membered those promises to the young people during the elec-
tion, and that was why I was chosen. Those of us who have gone 
to high schools and colleges and who served in some capacity 
during the war are believed to have a broader view, to have 
more knowledge of laws and the functions of government . . .  
So the tendency now is to give us more responsibility in the 
tribal government.

Reporters relished Segundo’s words and praised his descent from a long 
line of “the most progressive Papago families.” Segundo served as tribal 
chairman from 1947 to 1953 and then again from 1968 until 1971, when he 
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died tragically in an airplane crash. During his fi fteen- year hiatus from the 
duties of tribal chairman, he pursued graduate degrees in law and social 
sciences at the University of Chicago and held various positions as a liaison 
between federal, state, and tribal governments.58

Even though Segundo earned high praise as tribal chairman, he did 
not have the support of all  O’odham. Not all members of the tribe saw the 
tribal council as their highest authority. Many instead placed greater stock 
in the decision- making powers of village councils. Of the eleven districts 
on the San Xavier and Sells reservations, one historian has argued, the 
ones closest to Tucson lent the tribal council its greatest support. The rela-
tively wealthy  O’odham families who earned a living from livestock opera-
tions and land leases to mining corporations lived in these districts and 
had an interest in BIA programs promoted by the tribal council. Other 
tribal council supporters lived in Sells, the capital of the Tohono  O’odham 
nation, where most tribal and BIA employees worked. Still, as tribal chair-
man, Segundo wielded signifi cant infl uence. At his funeral, the  O’odham 
eulogized him as the “greatest man in the history of Papago people.”59

Because of their role as cultural brokers, La Alianza and the Tohono 
 O’odham Tribal Council received solicitations from the Tucson Chamber 
of Commerce to have members of their communities participate in rodeo 
week events. The Chamber of Commerce addressed Mexican Americans 
in the pages of La Alianza or in the city’s Spanish- language newspaper, El 
Tucsonense, which published translations of articles in the Arizona Daily 
Star and the Tucson Daily Citizen. As the head of the Tohono  O’odham 
Tribal Council, Segundo encouraged  O’odham to attend “Papago Indian 
Day,” which, according to rodeo programs, paid “tribute to our friendly 
and industrious neighbors.” He also arranged for women to run in relay 
races and to play tóka, a game resembling fi eld hockey, offering his “assur-
ance . . .  that the teams would be ready for action each day.” For La 
Alianza and the tribal council, participation in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros 
was a cultural and po liti cal opportunity to have Mexican Americans and 
Native Americans perform their traditions and ethnicity. Their participa-
tion confounded caricatures of them and aimed for Tucsonans to reimag-
ine civic life in a way that included them.60

Even though rodeo programs applied the liberal rhetoric of progress 
and modernization to groups like La Alianza and the Tohono  O’odham 
Tribal Council, they did not portray Mexican Americans or Native Ameri-
cans as leaders of the city as a  whole. An image of a Mexican man 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



L A  F I E S T A  D E  L O S  V A Q U E R O S

88

pictured him wearing a serape and a sombrero pulled down over his eyes, 
napping against an adobe wall. Others showed a Mexican boy drawing 
water from a well and a Tohono  O’odham mother staring into the dis-
tance, seemingly out of place on a downtown street corner. They  were 
depicted as lazy, antimodern, common laborers.61

Such repre sen ta tions of Tucson’s racial order leapt from the pages of 
rodeo programs in the celebrations of rodeo week. Although event orga-
nizers intended rodeo celebrations to be fun, the events often held serious 
implications for those who participated and for those excluded from par-
ticipation. The 1953 Whiskerino competition, for example, played off ra-
cial ste reo type as hoax. Two “redskin chieftains,” who  were, in fact, white 
men dressed as Native Americans, interrupted a meeting of the Jaycee 
“vigilantes”— Junior Chamber of Commerce members who went by this 

Tohono  O’odham women playing tóka at La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. (Arizona 
Historical Society, Charles and Lucile Herbert, Western Ways Features 
Manuscript and Photograph Collection, MS 1255, Folder 410, B.)
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name only during rodeo week— and threatened to cut off their facial hair. 
“Indian No Grow Beard, Scalp Big White Chief for Whis kers,” read one 
headline describing the event. Keeping the joke alive, the article contin-
ued, “Indians, you know,  can’t grow beards, but that isn’t going to stop 
these determined hatchet men.” Their per for mance enacted several ste reo-
types at once. If donning a beard during rodeo season was the duty of men, 
then wisecracks about the supposed inability of Native American men to 
grow one stripped them of their masculinity. The prank also hearkened 
back to ideas of Apache Indians as violence- crazed savages, or “hatchet 
men,” who  were said to have terrorized whites in Tucson and other settle-
ments into the late nineteenth century. The Jaycee performers pacifi ed 
Native Americans again, reasserting authority over them by reenacting a 
playful scalping in the contained, ordered context of their meeting.62

Considering these stock examples of prejudice against them, it is per-
haps surprising that people of Mexican and native descent participated in 
the events of rodeo week at all. It was an event planned by the same city 
boosters who benefi ted from Tucson’s maintenance of racial hierarchies. 
Most rodeo planners  were middle- and upper- class whites; rodeo celebra-
tions could be inside jokes for their amusement. Nevertheless, Mexican 
Americans and Native Americans, through their participation, defended 
themselves against World War II– and Cold War– era attacks by seeking 
inclusion within the community, asserting their Americanism and their 
central role in the creation of the Arizona- Sonora borderland. The leaders 
of La Alianza and the Tohono  O’odham Tribal Council displayed one 
form of ethnic and racial politics, while the individuals who entered the 
rodeo parade performed another. But all identifi ed with regional  horse 
and cattle cultures because their ancestors had been vaqueros, they them-
selves  were ranchers, or they recognized boosterish per for mances of re-
gional traditions as the border region’s emerging language of status, power, 
and inclusion.

While thousands of Mexican Americans and Native Americans at-
tended or participated in rodeo celebrations, a much small number at-
tended the rodeo itself, perhaps because seats at the rodeo cost money, 
whereas other events  were free. Lists of rodeo entrants from the 1940s and 
1950s revealed that less than 5 percent of them had Spanish last names. 
Only a few names appeared more than once. Even by the 1980s, the Na-
tional Rodeo Hall of Fame included only three Mexican American rodeo 
cowboys: Leopoldo Carrillo, Vicente Oropeza, and Juan Salinas. In 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



L A  F I E S T A  D E  L O S  V A Q U E R O S

90

addition, Native American cowboys rarely competed in rodeo competitions. 
They performed in the events of rodeo week, but they also held their own 
“Papago Indian Fair and Rodeo” in Sells, the capital of Arizona’s  O’odham 
reservation, where they rode instead. Their limited competition in the Tuc-
son rodeo mirrored their almost total absence from the committees that 
planned La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Only select leaders of La Alianza— and 
no Native Americans— served on the Rodeo Committee.63

Mexican Americans also planned parallel rodeo events that demon-
strated their social and cultural separation from whites. La Asociacíon 
Progresista de Hombres de Negocios del Lado Oeste de Tucson (The 
Progressive Association of West Tucson Businessmen) sponsored a Mexi-
can American rodeo- queen competition and hosted dances at the meet-
ing hall of La Alianza, where attendees voted for their favorite of fi ve or six 
women. El Tucsonense offered brief profi les of the candidates, calling 
them “the queens of our race.” Like the white rodeo queen, the Mexican 
American queen had to be comfortable in the saddle and at home in the 
rough- and- tumble culture of ranch life. The 1940 queen, one article 
claimed, tamed even the “bravest of  horses.” She rode in the rodeo parade 
as the guest of the white queen, revealing how the racial hierarchies of La 
Fiesta de los Vaqueros mirrored those of the city as a  whole.64

The annual rodeo parade drew greater Mexican American and Na-
tive American participation than any other event during rodeo week. It 
was the biggest single gathering of Tucson’s winter tourism season and 
certainly of La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Boosters described it as the longest 
nonmechanized parade in the world. As many as one hundred thousand 
spectators lined city streets to watch more than two hundred  horse- drawn 
buggies and parade fl oats wind their way through downtown, carry ing 
300– 600 participants in any given year. The wagons transported parade-
goers to a bygone era. “During that short two- hour period,” one article 
explained, “the usual traffi c noises of motor vehicles, honking horns, and 
squealing brakes gives way to the sounds of the frontier days.”65

One of several elements of La Fiesta de los Vaqueros that highlighted 
Arizona’s connections with Mexico, the jewel of the rodeo parade was a 
carriage given to the Rodeo Parade Committee in 1934 by Rodolfo Elías 
Calles, Sonora’s governor from 1931 to 1935. He was the son of Plutarco 
Elías Calles, who governed Sonora during the Mexican Revolution, from 
1915 to 1919, and served as Mexico’s president from 1924 to 1928. According 
to Tucson lore, a Paris company fabricated the wagon in 1864 specifi cally 
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for Emperor Maximilian’s use in Mexico. In almost every rodeo parade 
since the mid- 1930s, the Maximilian carriage carried parade dignitaries 
such as the mayor of Tucson and the governors of Arizona and Sonora. It 
became a symbol of the close relationship between the neighboring states 
and of Mexico’s postrevolutionary modernization. Legend held that Mexi-
can leaders from Maximillian’s time forward used the carriage during 
their inauguration processions— until 1924, when Plutarco Elías Calles 
ceremoniously stepped out of the carriage and into an automobile in the 
middle of his own inauguration, thereby declaring Mexico a motorized 
nation.66

The rodeo parade displayed the Arizona- Sonora border region’s post-
war dynamism and ethnic and racial diversity. Bands, individuals, and 
fl oats sponsored by banks, department stores, utility companies, schools, 
dude ranches, and social organizations formed the line of parade partici-
pants. Following the white cowboy, Native American, and Mexican color 
guard, all who marched in the parade chose some combination of these 
three characters for their costumes. Mexican Americans and Native 
Americans competed for designation as the “most typical Mexican cow-
boy,” “most authentic Indian female,” “best- attired Indian man,” and 
“best- attired Indian female,” for which they could win overalls, a jean 
jacket, a leather jacket, or a pair of cowboy boots. To be considered for a 
prize, participants had to fi ll out a form, including the name and descrip-
tion of the entry; number of participants; par tic u lar prize they hoped to 
win; and whether they would furnish their own  horses. After entering the 
competitions, they chose how to represent their race and ethnicity and 
spent a great deal of time preparing their costumes. Surely the expecta-
tions of others constrained their per for mances; judges had their own ideas 
about what a “Mexican cowboy” or well- attired “Indian” should look like, 
and so would an entrant’s family and friends. However, they also made 
decisions for themselves that refl ected their feelings not only about their 
ethnic and cultural heritage but also about the histories of their commu-
nities in the Arizona- Sonora borderland.67

Parade fl oats designed by Mexican Americans demonstrated how 
they and their ancestors had shaped borderland histories. The themes, 
symbols, and costumes of some fl oats refl ected the narrative of progress 
told by rodeo boosters. For the 1948 parade, Ernesto Navarro, a supervisor 
at the Santa Rosa playground, helped the Mexican American and Native 
American children he cared for design a fl oat that paid tribute, as one 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



L A  F I E S T A  D E  L O S  V A Q U E R O S

92

article put it, to the “contribution of Father Kino in Arizona history as a 
missionary to the Indians.” Their creation won that year’s “grand sweep-
stakes prize” for the best overall fl oat. Arizona- Sonora borderland resi-
dents saw Kino as either a civilizer or a colonizer. For paradegoers who 
viewed Kino as a colonizer, the per for mance was an example of conquest 
theater, which one historian described as a “well- choreographed po liti cal 
drama” that taught Native Americans about the “meaning of their own 
defeat.” Understood in these terms, the Kino- themed fl oat displayed the 
extent to which Mexican American and Native American residents of the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland, honoring Kino’s legacy, had internalized nar-
ratives of the region’s colonization. However, the children’s per for mance 
also inscribed them within a celebrated episode of local history and re-
gional cattle culture, signaling their inclusion within Tucson’s civic life.68

The fl oat of the Amado Farms and Cattle Ranch was another entrant 
in the 1948 parade and also lent itself to ambiguous interpretations of the 
Arizona- Sonora border region’s Mexican past and present. Like other 
ranches owned by the Aguirre, Aros, Carrillo, Elías, Gil, Robles, and Otero 
families, the Amado ranch was passed down from generation to generation 
of Amado family members. The Amado family highlighted this history 
with the fl oat itself. By the mid- twentieth century, most other Mexican 
American ranches had long since been sold to white ranchers, who during 
the early de cades of the twentieth century bought up as much land in Ari-
zona and Sonora as they could, with plans to industrialize ranching and 
agriculture on both sides of the border. Many of the ranchers who lost 
their land moved into cities, hoping to build new lives there. The Amado 
family’s fl oat therefore rolled through Tucson both as a kind of hearse, 
carry ing within it the passing of an era, and as a vehicle that represented 
and celebrated the lasting infl uence of Mexican and Mexican American 
cattle ranchers on the border region’s past, present, and future.69

Meanwhile, Native Americans who entered rodeo- parade competi-
tions satisfi ed tourist desires to see something unfamiliar and, paradegoers 
believed, authentic from Arizona’s past. Describing his reaction to one 
Native American parade per for mance, a visitor from Ohio explained, “It 
was colorful and interesting and what one wants to see in the Southwest.” 
Tourists regurgitated clichéd narratives: Apaches  were the fi ercest Native 
Americans that “ever roamed this country,” while the Navajo, Pima, To-
hono  O’odham, and Hopi  were more “peaceful nations.” Local newspapers 
reinforced this idea. Charles Geronimo, who claimed to be the grandson of 
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the famed Apache chief, competed for the “most authentic Indian male” 
prize, which he won several times. His 1952 per for mance reminded onlook-
ers of his grandfather, the “famous warrior who left a trail of blood across 
southern Arizona.” Just seeing Charles Geronimo walk through downtown 
Tucson “bristled the hair on many a young western movie fan,” who may 
have learned of his grandfather’s exploits from fantasy- fi lled fi lms such as 
Stagecoach (1939), I Killed Geronimo (1950), or Apache (1954).70

Even beyond Charles Geronimo’s per for mances, “authentic” became 
the buzzword most commonly applied to all Native American parade par-
ticipants. Feeding the cravings of viewers left unsatisfi ed by modernity 
in the postwar era, “authentic princesses,” the “authentic St. Johns Indian 
Band,” and “authentic Indian dancers” who wore “feathers and bells” that 
“caught everyone’s fancy” marched in the rodeo parade. Moreover, the 
only parade prizes labeled as “authentic”  were the “most authentic Indian 
male” and the “most authentic Indian female.” The labeling of Native 
American per for mances as authentic hoped to convey something like ac-
curate, truthful, or real. But use of the term also revealed tourist desires to 
witness something exotic, strange, and out of the ordinary in the context 
of their daily lives. Rodeo programs claimed that  O’odham performers 
knew what “white men like to see,” which, according to tourists, was a 
glimpse of an essentially unchanged, ancient, and mysterious past. In 
many cases, such desires led them to the Southwest in the fi rst place.71

La Fiesta de los Vaqueros participants had confi dence in the “history 
on parade” in Tucson. Having seen it, they believed they could return 
home to tell their friends and families the true history of the American 
Southwest. As one tourist from Minnesota exclaimed, “Gee, will I be able 
to tell them about the pioneer days now. I know everything!” Local news-
papers primed their expectations by explaining how they would “see be-
neath the trappings and the tinsel of the holiday the authentic history of 
one of the last frontiers of our nation.” If tourists relayed what they learned 
in Tucson, they likely explained how the brawn and perseverance of white 
pioneers triumphed over the area’s Mexican American and Native Ameri-
can communities. Perhaps they thought that this history unfolded before 
them in the form of postwar economic, po liti cal, and social transforma-
tions. Yet Mexican Americans and Native Americans demonstrated their 
infl uence on regional histories and traditions and their active involvement 
in Tucson’s civic life into the present. Tucson’s leading politicians and 
businesspeople solicited their participation because postwar domestic and 
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international politics demanded interracial harmony. The inequalities 
experienced by these communities, however, revealed that claims to unity 
 were as romantic as rodeo per for mances themselves. The rhetoric of har-
mony reached across the border as well. Tucson’s rodeo linked Arizona 
and Sonora through celebrations of the area’s  horse and cattle cultures 
even though the events of rodeo week highlighted the transnational busi-
ness and po liti cal relationships that forged the Sunbelt borderland and 
marginalized a majority of Mexicans and native peoples.72

Mexican and Mexican American  horse riders eventually celebrated their 
infl uence on regional  horse and cattle cultures in de pen dently of La Fiesta 
de los Vaqueros. The fi rst Mexican charro association in the United States 
formed in 1970 and was followed by the Asociación de Charros de Tucson 
only three years later. These charro associations abided by the same rules 
and guidelines as those in Mexico, and members participated in the same 
gatherings. Their formation during the 1970s became a prime example of 
how Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson, as one scholar has 
written, celebrated their identity while at the same time connecting with 
charrería and Mexican traditions in general.73

But during the 1940s and 1950s, Mexican Americans and Native 
Americans participated in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros in order to claim their 
place within the rapidly changing Arizona- Sonora borderland. They had 
witnessed an unpre ce dented infl ux of white immigrants who reshaped 
regional culture and politics, in part through rodeo celebrations that fash-
ioned an identity for Tucson as a modern, white- led city in the American 
West. Different interests in rodeo celebrations suggested a fundamental di-
vide within the city over issues of race, ethnicity, and culture. As the desert 
became industrialized, La Fiesta de los Vaqueros became a way to grapple 
with the social and cultural meanings of change. Tucson’s rodeo celebra-
tions included people of Mexican and native descent in a unifi ed vision of 
Tucson’s civic life even as it reinforced a racial hierarchy with whites on top. 
Within this context, La Alianza, the Tohono  O’odham Tribal Council, 
and parade entrants sought inclusion within Tucson’s civic society by 
adopting values of progress and modernization, and endeavored to re-
mind newcomers that people of Mexican and native descent shaped the 
border region’s past and present and would shape its future as well.

In broad terms, the Arizona- Sonora border region’s postwar growth 
brought hundreds of thousands of people to the area, and La Fiesta de los 
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Vaqueros provided them with a sense of Tucson’s cultural identity and 
historical traditions. Despite the declining importance of cattle- ranching 
economies relative to other industries, cowboys and other  horse men re-
mained important fi gures in regional imaginaries for de cades to come. 
They  were envisioned as role models for politicians who saw themselves as 
fi ercely in de pen dent; purveyors of frontier justice for vigilante groups; and 
progenitors of regional economic growth for late- twentieth- century busi-
nesspeople. Meanwhile, through their sponsorship of La Fiesta de los Va-
queros and their participation in various rodeo events, businesspeople and 
politicians from both sides of the border cultivated regional economic ex-
changes and reaffi rmed the spirit of Pan- Americanism, which character-
ized Cold War relations between the United States and Mexico.

The prominent Mexican American businessman Alex Jácome par-
ticipated vigorously in La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. The business he owned— 
Jácome’s Department Store— benefi ted from transnational commercial 
exchange and the Sunbelt borderland’s general economic expansion. Both 
led to the rise of middle- and upper- class consumers on both sides of the 
border who had the money to shop at his store. Like the promoters of La 
Fiesta de los Vaqueros, Jácome was deeply involved in building the net-
work of cross- border business and po liti cal relationships that shaped the 
Sunbelt borderland.
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D emonstrating how they had profi ted from Arizona’s and Sonora’s 
postwar growth, the Jácomes expanded their family’s department 
store and opened a new location at the corner of Stone Avenue and 

Pennington Street in downtown Tucson. They threw a huge block party 
to celebrate. On June 30, 1951, more than twenty thousand people from 
both sides of the border crowded the stage set up for the occasion. Attendees 
listened to speeches by the governors of Arizona and Sonora, Howard Pyle 
and Ignacio Soto, respectively, praising the store and its president, Alex Já-
come, for promoting peaceful and prosperous international relations. Other 
attendees included fellow department- store own er and Phoenix City Coun-
cil member Barry Goldwater, Tucson mayor Fred Emery, and the mayor of 
Ures, Sonora, where store found er Carlos Jácome was born.

Tucson newspapers said the celebration displayed the “gaiety of a 
Mexican fi esta.” A ten- piece mariachi band, the bells of San Agustín Ca-
thedral, and the Tucson Boys Chorus provided the music. Children 
swung a stick at a seven- foot clown piñata brought from Sonora and fi lled 
with candies, pennies, nickels, and dimes. Before going home, attendees 
took a tour of the new store, where Alex Jácome— Carlos Jácome’s son— 
greeted them with open arms and a warm smile. He invited them to 
peruse the latest styles and admire the Spanish- and Mexican- themed 
murals that adorned the store’s balconies. The celebration offered a win-
dow— a department store window— into the Arizona- Sonora borderland 
after World War II.1

Like cities across the United States, Tucson’s downtown shopping dis-
trict became a hive of activity during the postwar era, as people from Ari-
zona and Sonora fi lled its streets, sidewalks, and stores. Like La Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros, Jácome’s expansion demonstrated the Sunbelt borderland’s spirit 
of postwar growth and progress. The Jácomes expanded their consumer 

3
J Á C O M E ’ S  M I S S I O N
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empire just as Tucson became an urban center. War time economic devel-
opment and the efforts of booster organizations to attract tourists and new 
settlers to the area positioned Jácome’s to achieve unpre ce dented success. 
Between 1950 and 1970, new mass consumerism driven by the expansion of 
middle classes on both sides of the border led the Jácomes to conclude that 
a renovation of their store would increase profi ts even more.2

Jácome’s promotion of cross- border exchange demonstrated how Ari-
zona and Sonora, to his mind, constituted one borderless region defi ned by 
kinship between businesspeople and politicians. Indeed, the elite Sonorans 
who formed a core constituency of Jácome’s clientele— considered to be 
“más agringado,” or more like gringos, than other Mexicans— demonstrated 
that privileged middle- and upper- class Mexicans enjoyed entitlements 
such as social clout, the ability to spend luxuriously, and access to power 
that many Mexican Americans in Tucson did not experience in their own 
city. These Sonorans pumped millions of dollars into Tucson’s economy 
each year, challenging descriptions of migrants as economic burdens. 
Rather than portraying Mexican migrants as impoverished workers or 
potential criminals, which was all too common during the Cold War era, 
newspapers in Arizona and Sonora represented Jácome’s Mexican clien-
tele as part of a regional elite. The direct benefi ciaries of Sonora’s postwar 
industrialization, they formed part of a business and po liti cal class whose 
travels back and forth across the border went relatively unencumbered 
despite increasing border restrictions.3

Furthermore, Jácome’s Sonoran clientele comprised several state gov-
ernors, other po liti cal leaders, and businesspeople whose economic, social, 
and cultural views aligned with those of the department store own er and 
other conservatives in Arizona. They couched their views in the language 
of Cold War Pan- Americanism, which held that U.S.– Latin American rela-
tions should be based on sincere friendship, the promotion of democracy, 
and cross- border business opportunities. Jácome’s department store enacted 
these principles on a local level, but Jácome also sought to export and apply 
them to U.S.– Latin American relations more broadly. While their mutual 
dependence blurred the international line dividing the United States and 
Mexico, Jácome and his Mexican associates did not bridge the inequalities 
and tensions that stymied U.S.- Mexico relations during the Cold War. In 
fact, the spectacle of their wealth and, in many cases, their politics high-
lighted the multiple fault lines that divided borderland residents.4
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Through his promotion of cross- border commercial exchange, Já-
come allied himself closely with conservative politicians, businesspeople, 
and boosters on both sides of the border who played central roles in the 
creation of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland. Jácome defi ed 
dominant narratives of Mexican American po liti cal activism focused on 
new racial identities, discrimination in schools, workplace inequalities, 
po liti cal disenfranchisement, and the war in Vietnam. The department- 
store own er instead supported proposals to abolish the minimum wage, 
saw little use for labor  unions, railed against César Chávez, criticized 
Chicano activism, supported Goldwater’s 1964 presidential bid, and op-
posed passage of both the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting 
Rights Act. He fomented conservative Cold War politics by criticizing or-
ga nized labor, promoting limited government intervention in the econ-
omy, and denouncing Communism. His staunch conservatism earned 
him much criticism from many Mexican Americans and Chicanos. Já-
come was not a “Cold War pragmatist” who fought for civil rights despite 
increasingly narrow pathways toward progressive change. He was a Cold 
Warrior who resisted change.5

Jácome’s conservatism, at fi rst glance a product of Cold War America, 
also revealed deeper histories of Mexican and Mexican American con-
servatism in the Arizona- Sonora border region. He inherited po liti cal and 
economic views from his father’s generation during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Carlos Jácome and other elite Mexicans 
cited their bootstrapping work ethic as the reason for their individual suc-
cess. Moreover, several conservative Mexicans who fl ed Sonora during 
the Mexican Revolution and settled in Tucson became close associates of 
the Jácomes, and Jácome affi liated with priísta businesspeople and politi-
cians. These loyal followers of Mexico’s PRI had or ga nized Chinese and 
Japa nese expulsions from Sonora, opposed Cárdenas- era agrarian reforms, 
and encouraged— and benefi ted from— the growth of privatized commer-
cial agriculture. These relationships shaped Alex Jácome’s politics during 
the 1950s and 1960s as he came to embody conservative Mexican Ameri-
can politics during the Cold War and civil rights eras. Jácome and his 
department store, therefore, represented not only shifting commercial re-
lationships but also the origins and development of Mexican American 
conservatism in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands.

Jácome’s success led regional businesspeople and politicians to view 
him as a leading representative of his ethnic group, but his wealth and 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



J Á C O M E ’ S  M I S S I O N

99

conservative politics alienated many Mexicans and Mexican Americans. 
Those Sonorans who  were increasingly marginalized and displaced by 
Mexico’s postwar economic development could not afford to shop at his 
store. They opposed the policies of Jácome’s associates in Sonora, and 
their struggles for land and fair labor practices clashed with his core be-
liefs in private property, unrestrained capitalist enterprise, and nonunion-
ized labor. In Arizona and across the Southwest, Mexican Americans 
confronted Cold War– era discrimination by shifting away from civil 
rights strategies that emphasized American patriotism and assimilation. 
Alex Jácome, on the other hand, embraced these strategies. He either re-
jected ethnic and racial politics altogether or demonstrated a chameleon- 
like ability to shift his allegiances according to his audience’s tastes. He 
was, after all, a department- store own er who made a living by selling care-
fully crafted repre sen ta tions of himself and his store. In Tucson newspa-
pers, he referred to himself as Spanish American or American of Mexican 
descent, while in letters to associates in Mexico he counted himself as one 
of their own. In spite of such fl exibility, he never identifi ed with Chicanos, 
and he always rejected the idea that Mexican Americans  were a distinct 
race within the United States.6

If Jácome bucked liberal ethnic and racial politics, he nevertheless 
saw himself as a leader of Tucson’s Mexican American community. He 
wrote about the Mexican blood that ran through his veins. Jácome’s brand 
of politics— simultaneously conservative and antidiscriminatory, national-
istic and supportive of cross- border exchange— defi ed the us- versus- them, 
citizen- versus- foreigner, and insider- versus- outsider mentalities that defi ned 
the Cold War for many Americans. The rift between Jácome and other 
community members of Mexican descent, as well as the internal contradic-
tions of his own positions, refl ected not only the social, cultural, and class 
divisions that riddled ethnic communities in the Arizona- Sonora borderland 
but also the complicated stakes of identity politics in Cold War America.

The ephemeral nature of downtown Tucson’s postwar boom became 
clear by the early 1970s. New shopping centers ser viced Tucson’s radial 
growth away from the city center. Downtown declined as fewer and fewer 
shoppers visited the area. While most downtown merchants moved their 
businesses to the new shopping centers, the Jácomes anchored their store to 
the fate of downtown. Combined with these local developments, interna-
tional forces also led to the city’s and the store’s demise. A deadly hotel fi re 
in 1970 symbolized the ruin of downtown Tucson and also foreshadowed 
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increasing tensions between the United States and Mexico. A few years 
later, Mexico’s economic crises decreased visits to Tucson by wealthy 
Mexican shoppers, a customer base that Jácome’s had relied upon to re-
main afl oat. The decline of downtown and withering business from Mexico 
became insurmountable challenges for Jácome’s, and the store closed in 
1980; downtown Tucson’s postwar boom had become a nostalgic memory. 
The store’s expansion and closing therefore represent bookends in a tale of 
the rise and fall of Tucson’s city center— a fate suffered by many cities 
across the United States— and of changing cross- border relations that sig-
naled emerging challenges to the Sunbelt borderland Jácome had helped 
create.7

During its heyday, Jácome negotiated local, regional, and interna-
tional relationships from his perch at Jácome’s department store, which he 

Alex Jácome with Albert Steinfeld at the 1951 store opening, with Sonora’s 
governor, Ignacio Soto, to their right. (Jácome’s Department Store Rec ords, 
MS 405, Box 10, Folder 14, courtesy of University of Arizona Libraries, Special 
Collections.)
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occupied much like a friar at the head of a mission during the Spanish 
colonial period. Missions had been institutions that  were critical to frontier 
development during the eigh teenth and early nineteenth centuries— as 
borderlands historian Herbert Eugene Bolton famously argued— and Já-
come’s department store became an institution that shaped the post– 
World War II borderlands. The 1951 store opening made this connection 
clear by displaying “all the pomp of a religious pageant.” At exactly 6:30 
p.m., San Agustín’s bells rang, the Tucson Boys Chorus sang “Ave Maria,” 
and Tucson’s Catholic leaders emerged from the Pioneer Hotel across the 
street to begin an “ancient ceremonial” blessing of Jácome’s. They entered 
the store and continued their pro cession, “blessing the foundation, mer-
chandise, and fi xtures.” Like the missions of an earlier era, Jácome’s be-
came an institution that demonstrated the nexus of Catholicism, busi-
ness, and politics in the borderlands. Jácome’s store was his mission. It 
enabled his rise to prominence as a businessman, po liti cal fi gure, and ar-
biter of international relations during the Cold War.8

We ’ l l  S e e  E a c h  O t h e r  a t  Já c o m e ’s!

Jácome’s department store fi rst opened in 1896, but the Jácome family had 
lived in the border region since the eigh teenth century. After immigrating 
from Sonora in 1879, Carlos Jácome became a prominent fi gure in Arizo-
na’s territorial politics. In 1894, two years before he founded Jácome’s, he 
helped form La Alianza, and in 1896 he became a member of the nascent 
Tucson Chamber of Commerce. He later served as a Republican delegate 
to Arizona’s 1910 Constitutional Convention, became an active member 
of the Arizona Pioneers Historical Society, and in 1922 helped found the 
Tucson Sunshine Climate Club, an or ga ni za tion with the sole purpose of 
attracting tourists to Tucson. Carlos Jácome was one of a small group of 
people of Mexican descent to hold leadership positions in local civic orga-
nizations. Collectively they offered counterexamples to the increasing mar-
ginalization of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson.9

Carlos Jácome had thirteen children with Dionisia Germán, who 
had also immigrated from Sonora. Alex Jácome was Carlos and Dionisia’s 
tenth child and their youn gest son. Born in 1904, Alex Jácome grew up in 
Tucson and graduated from the University of Arizona in 1927. After receiv-
ing his degree in business administration, he worked briefl y in New York 
City at the Arnold Constable Company and then in Laredo, Texas, at J. C. 
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Penney’s. These jobs helped prepare him to run Jácome’s after his father 
died in 1932. While his brothers held other executive positions at the store, 
Alex Jácome served as president for forty years, until 1972, and then re-
mained chairman of the board until his death in 1980.10

The family patriarch cast a long shadow over the department store he 
founded and over his son’s tenure as store president. After World War II, 
Jácome continued to speak of his father with reverence in speeches, news-
paper articles, and store pamphlets. Homage to him became a way for the 
Jácomes to demonstrate their store’s long history in the border region and 
also to yoke the store to the rise of the city itself. Alex Jácome always 
claimed that his father’s “humble origins and strong internal values” 
shaped his approach to business. In touting his father’s legacy, Jácome 
made the department store seem indispensable to postwar growth.11

While Carlos Jácome laid a solid foundation for the store during the 
prewar period, Jácome’s experienced its greatest growth after World War 
II. The department store expanded twice during the 1950s: fi rst in 1951 and 
then again in 1957. With the second expansion, which cost $200,000 and 
added twelve thousand square feet of fl oor space, Jácome’s became a full- 
service department store, selling everything from clothing to furniture. 
Jácome announced the second expansion in 1956, on the occasion of the 
store’s sixtieth anniversary, leading Tucson newspapers to muse, “growth 
and expansion are synonymous with the name Jácome.” As Jácome put it, 
“expansion is in keeping with our policy to grow with Tucson.” During 
the 1950s, the downtown business district transformed to meet the de-
mands of thousands of new shoppers. Jácome’s kept pace, and by the mid- 
1960s, the store enjoyed its most profi table years ever, with annual earn-
ings of as much as $4 million. The growth of Jácome’s and Tucson became 
mutually dependent, the store a fi xture of the city’s center.12

The postwar success of their store also reaped benefi ts for the Já-
come family. In addition to joining organizations such as the Rodeo Com-
mittee and the Rotary Club, over which he presided, Alex Jácome also 
belonged to social clubs like the Elks Club, the Old Pueblo Club, and, as 
an avid golfer, the Tucson Country Club and the El Rio Golf Course. Es-
tela Jácome, his wife, belonged to several organizations as well, including 
the Tucson Board of Visitors, which or ga nized several tourist celebrations 
every year. In 1956, the family moved from a home near the University of 
Arizona to El Encanto Estates, where the Jácomes became the fi rst Mexi-
can American family to live in Tucson’s most exclusive neighborhood. 
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Despite re sis tance from some of the white families living there, the Já-
comes stood fast in a residential area that was home to presidents of the 
university, city politicians, and business leaders and became so in later 
years to wealthy ranchers, merchants, and former mayors of Sonora. By 
the 1960s, profi ting from connections formed at their department store, 
the Jácomes had become one of Tucson’s wealthiest Mexican American 
families and had achieved inclusion in the upper echelons of the Tucson 
elite.13

While the Jácomes and their store catered to Tucsonans who shared 
their social and class status, many other retail options existed in Tucson 
as well. Consumers from throughout the Arizona- Sonora border region 
crowded downtown Tucson’s streets as the city boomed. A supply center 
for regional mines and ranches from the nineteenth century onward, 
postwar Tucson became a regional shopping hub for residents of Pima, 
Santa Cruz, and Cochise counties, in addition to Mexicans from Sonora 
and other northern Mexican states. Whites, Mexicans, Mexican Ameri-
cans, African Americans, Tohono  O’odham, and Chinese fi lled the city’s 
sidewalks. Class distinctions between and within these groups became 
evident as crowds fanned into the stores where they could afford to shop. 
In general, Jácome’s served a middle- and upper- class clientele from both 
sides of the border; so did Cele Peterson’s, Steinfeld’s, and Levy’s. Mean-
while, Myerson’s White  House department store, Penney’s, Woolworth’s, 
Sears, and Montgomery Ward catered primarily to Tucson’s working and 
middle classes. Recognizing Tucson as one of the Southwest’s emerging 
population centers, these national chains began to open stores in the city 
in the 1920s and 1930s. Like Jácome’s, some expanded their downtown 
operations, while others, beginning in the 1960s, moved their business to 
new malls and shopping centers east of downtown.14

Even as Jácome’s became a gathering point for individuals from simi-
lar class backgrounds living on both sides of the border, its prices kept 
many out. In this sense, the store mimicked the international border itself, 
highlighting both the boundaries dividing certain segments of society and 
the nexus that brought them together. Working- class Mexican Americans 
sometimes shopped at Jácome’s for special occasions, such as prom or 
graduation, but mostly they went elsewhere. Even though many of the 
store’s customers  were white, Jácome’s drew a more varied clientele than 
its upscale competitors. An anthropologist at the University of Arizona, in 
a 1950 study of Tucson’s “interethnic relationships,” conducted a survey of 
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the city’s department stores and on one day of observation found that 
slightly more than half of Jácome’s customers  were “Anglo,” while almost 
one- third  were “Mexican,” and one- fi fth “Negro.” Jácome’s was the only 
store with one “Indian” customer. Fewer “Mexicans” and “Negros” visited 
Steinfeld’s and Levy’s, and no “Indians” visited either store. However in-
complete, the survey nevertheless offered a snapshot of the ethnic and 
class composition of Tucson’s consumer groups.15

Jácome’s and other downtown stores hired a comparatively diverse 
workforce to serve their clientele. Storeowners knew that, given the border 
region’s demographics, they catered primarily to a Mexican, Mexican 
American, and white customer base. Therefore, large department stores 
and smaller boutiques alike hired employees who spoke both Spanish and 
En glish. Jácome’s, however, employed a more diverse workforce than did 
its competitors. According to the anthropologist, Jácome’s workforce was 
50 percent “Anglo” and 50 percent “Mexican,” whereas Levy’s sales staff 
was 75 percent “Anglo” and 25 percent “Mexican,” and Steinfeld’s was 
more than 80 percent “Anglo” and less than 20 percent “Mexican.” Já-
come’s profi t- sharing plan for employees who worked at the store for more 
than fi ve years encouraged many Mexican Americans to make careers 
there. Several worked at the store for twenty- fi ve to thirty years. They  were 
a loyal group that the Jácomes called family.16

Nevertheless, some employees experienced discrimination. Mexican 
American employees with darker skin  were not allowed to attend to cus-
tomers on the sales fl oor, and some female employees experienced sexist 
remarks by store managers. Such a working environment, not unlike the 
one found in other Arizona establishments, such as Barry Goldwater’s 
family store, refl ected and reinforced both the prevalent aesthetic sensibil-
ity that white was beautiful and workplace gender dynamics typical of the 
1950s and 1960s. Nevertheless, some female workers thought of their jobs 
at Jácome’s as plum positions. One young woman who worked at the Kress 
department store before working at Jácome’s told friends that her job at 
Jácome’s was the best she had ever had.17

By the time of Jácome’s expansions during the mid- 1950s, national 
chains increasingly pressured local merchants, who redefi ned their role 
within Tucson’s changing commercial landscape in order to maintain a 
competitive edge or simply to survive. Jácome seemed not to mind the 
competition, believing that it would increase the overall level of traffi c 
downtown and therefore business. About J. C. Penney’s, Jácome wrote, 
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“our neighbors . . .  opened their emporium and North Stone Avenue looks 
like Fifth Avenue” in New York. “People are milling all around,” and “natu-
rally” some of them stopped by Jácome’s. “We really needed an attraction 
next to us  here,” he continued, “and it looks like it is going to be mutually 
profi table.” Despite his optimism, national chains became a detriment to 
local merchants, and, as one business historian has written, each of Tuc-
son’s department stores responded by developing their own “blueprint for 
survival.” For their part, the Jácomes distinguished their business by main-
taining its feel as a family- oriented general store that stressed intimate 
customer ser vice, while at the same time keeping up with modern fash-
ions and marketing trends. Jácome still greeted shoppers as they entered 
the store, and a fl eet of employees stood ready to serve them. To further 
distinguish the business, they emphasized the Jácome family’s history in 
the region, something national chains could not claim.18

Coincident with Jácome’s 1957 expansion, Jácome wrote a fi ve- piece 
serial for the Arizona Daily Star, titled “The Jácome Story,” which por-
trayed the store as an institution deeply embedded within the history of 
the U.S.- Mexico border region. The stories highlighted Jácome’s strategy 
of merging the benefi ts of a modern department store with nostalgia for 
an earlier era. Jácome wrote about his father’s work ethic; the family’s 
dedication to customers in personal and business matters; and its cultiva-
tion of close relationships with Mexican clientele.

During the Mexican Revolution, Jácome’s had been a meeting place 
for exiled Mexican businesspersons and revolutionaries, including support-
ers of the deposed dictator Porfi rio Díaz. Some of them, Jácome wrote, 
eventually became store employees. Mexican ranchers who did not trust 
banks kept their hard- earned cash at Jácome’s, where they could rest as-
sured it would be waiting for them when they needed it. During the Great 
Depression, Carlos Jácome deferred his customers’ debts until they could 
afford to pay them. Some Mexican and Mexican American customers, Já-
come proudly wrote, even got married at the store. Jácome also claimed 
that his father bailed Mexicans out of jail if they found trouble in Tucson 
and took his employees to bullfi ghts in Nogales, Sonora, and on picnics in 
Tucson’s Sabino Canyon, where he sang “Cielito lindo” and fed them 
menudo, enchiladas, and tamales. Claiming these practices as part of Car-
los Jácome’s legacy, he wrote, “that kind of concern for the other person— 
whether he is a customer, a salesman, a solicitor, or a fellow employee— 
has been a part of Jacome’s since our father, Carlos Jácome, founded the 
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business in 1896.” Such stories, codifi ed when Jácome fi xed them to paper, 
refl ected and shaped narratives of the region into which Jácome inserted 
his family and store. At the same time, they  were good for business, de-
signed to instill trust in the store’s brand among its binational clientele, 
which kept customers streaming into Jácome’s.19

Jácome’s placement of the store within broader narratives of regional 
history had its visual counterparts in the Spanish- and Mexican- themed 
designs the Jácomes wore to events such as La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. To 
this annual celebration of Tucson’s  horse and cattle cultures, Jácome 
often wore a full charro or vaquero costume, while Estela Jácome wore a 
lady’s long, fl owing, Spanish- style dress and veil. Describing her choice of 
Spanish outfi ts for such events, while at the same time implying her rela-
tion to a regional elite despite the fact that her family had come from 
 Argentina, Estela Jácome said, “I always wore a Spanish costume because 
my theory was that if my family had lived  here at that time this is what 
they would have worn.” In the messy ethnic and racial landscape created 
by postwar politics and immigration— both from Mexico and other 
parts of the United States— the Jácomes offered one par tic u lar way of 
understanding this terrain, articulating a claim to the area’s Spanish 
past that emphasized upper- middle- class shoppers’ dignity and civiliza-
tion and roots in the region. That image also emphasized that the 
 Jácomes and other Mexican Americans in the region  were themselves 
white— not Indians or peons— which appealed both to other white shop-
pers and to Mexicans who distinguished themselves from Sonora’s indig-
enous groups.20

Other local merchants emphasized their relationship to regional histo-
ries as well. Cele Peterson, who was born in Bisbee and worked in Mexico 
City before opening her store in Tucson, became well known for her “squaw 
dress” design, which she described as the “fi rst squaw dress not worn by 
squaws.” When asked about its inspiration, she replied, “I lifted them right 
off the Indian women.” Peterson continued, “Go down to San Xavier Mis-
sion, go down to any of these places, and what  were they wearing except 
these full skirts”? The dress was part of her “Station Wagon Togs” cloth-
ing line, which appealed to shoppers interested in “casual Southwestern- 
style living.” Because they combined a fascination with Native American 
culture, contrived conceptions of Southwestern lifestyle, and emerging 
forms of family leisure— the station wagon road trip— squaw dresses 
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became pop u lar among tourists from across the United States, who took 
them home as souvenirs from their time in Tucson. Clothing worn by the 
Jácomes and pieces designed by Cele Peterson demonstrated how Tuc-
son’s in de pen dent merchants relied on regional symbols to establish their 
prominence within the city’s shifting commercial environment.21

In addition to the clothes they wore, the symbols the Jácomes chose 
to represent their store highlighted their imagined relation to Tucson’s 
Spanish colonial past. In store murals and on store letterhead, invoices, 
and advertisements, Jácome’s used Spanish and Mexican imagery to high-
light the store’s roots in the region and to connect beliefs held by many in 
Arizona and Sonora about the industry of Spanish explorers and mission-
aries with Jácome’s own sense of ingenuity and pioneering. Artist Dale 
Nichols painted murals on store walls depicting a “typical Mexican 
 village, a family group, and a fi esta scene.” Mexican artist Salvador 
Corona— a former bullfi ghter whom Jácome met at a Rotary Club dinner 
in Nogales, Sonora— painted a mural representing the fi rst Eu ro pe ans to 
enter Arizona with Fray Marcos de Niza’s 1539 expedition. A store sales 
slip linked Jácome’s and de Niza even more explicitly. Ignoring the many 

Alex and Estela 
Jácome in tuxedo 
and dress. (Estela 
Jácome personal 
collection.)
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native peoples who lived in the region before the Spaniards, it said, “Fray 
Marcos discovered Arizona in 1539, Jácome’s in Tucson since 1896.” This 
imaginative link between de Niza and Jácome’s placed the store in a long 
narrative of regional history. It also clearly refl ected Jácome’s idea that 
both de Niza and his father  were pioneers in their own time. Moreover, it 
demonstrated how Jácome fashioned himself as a sort of postwar friar, fol-
lowing previous great men in regional history like de Niza and Kino.22

Jácome also commissioned Edith Hamlin Dixon, widow of the 
American Western artist Maynard Dixon, to design a new seal for the 
store. His only stipulation was that the seal represent Tucson’s origins. 
Hamlin Dixon’s design, which hung over the store’s main entrance from 
1951 forward, depicted a Spanish missionary, Spanish conquistadors, and 
kneeling Indians. Several characteristics distinguished the new store seal. 
First, three Indians pictured on the seal knelt before a Spanish mission-
ary. Two sat cross- legged and looked up at the missionary, who was bearing 
a cross, ready to receive his religious instruction. The third, a woman, 
bowed her head before the missionary, perhaps in prayer. Invoking ideas 
about the civilizing mission of Spanish religious fi gures, who sought to con-
vert Indians to Christianity, the seal also implied the pacifi cation of indige-
nous communities through armored conquistadors. To the  Jácomes, the 
missionary and the conquistadors represented Tucson’s beginning as a 
Spanish religious and military outpost. The saguaro cactus in the back-
ground and the spelling of Jácome’s also conveyed meaning; the saguaro 
made it a regional story about the Sonoran desert since that was one of the 
few places in the world where the cactus grew, while the spelling of Já-
come’s highlighted the store’s location in the linguistic borderlands be-
tween the United States and Mexico. The accent over the letter a in 
“Jácome’s” and the apostrophe making the word possessive  were indistin-
guishable, appearing as the same mark. However, the accent emphasizing 
the name’s fi rst syllable made it distinctly Spanish, while the possessive 
apostrophe made it distinctly En glish. Through the seal and other imagery, 
Jácome reaffi rmed the colonial order of Tucson’s Spanish past: both the 
civilizing work of Spanish missionaries and the violence against native 
peoples that Spanish colonization entailed.

The Spanish- themed images and symbols used by Jácome’s became a 
key marketing strategy that attracted shoppers in both the United States 
and Mexico. As evidenced by La Fiesta de los Vaqueros celebrations, the 
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city’s leaders self- consciously constructed Tucson as the Old Pueblo, a 
place where native, Spanish, Mexican, and white cultures had merged 
harmoniously. Highlighting Jácome’s relation to the region’s Spanish and 
Mexican past was therefore good for business. Even if the store sold main-
stream fashions of the United States, its borderlands imagery and the mix-
ture of languages spoken there appealed both to white clients from the 
United States, who sought an exotic, regionally authentic shopping experi-
ence, and wealthy shoppers from Mexico, who felt that Jácome’s, in par tic-
u lar, was the store that welcomed them most. Decorating the store with 
images and symbols from the area’s Spanish and Mexican past was also a 
strategy that attracted both Mexican clientele and white shoppers. For 
Mexican shoppers, who represented more than a quarter of the store’s cus-
tomer base, Jácome’s projected an inclusive vision of regional history. Ari-
zona and Sonora shared a history of Spanish Empire, and the entire region 
had formed part of Mexico. Jácome’s store deemphasized the national his-
tories that had divided the two states since the mid- nineteenth century.

Meanwhile, for members of Tucson’s white elite, which comprised 
both newer immigrants and so- called pioneers, whose families had lived 
in the area since the nineteenth century, Jácome’s department store deliv-
ered a palatable interpretation of border cultures. The store president’s 
conservative politics, formed in the crucible of ideas about frontier 

Jácome’s Department 
Stores, Inc., logo. 
(Estela Jácome 
personal collection.)
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in de pen dence and opportunity,  were in many cases like theirs, and he 
had money like them. But his Mexican ethnicity also helped him mediate 
Arizona’s and Sonora’s power structures. As the city underwent a demo-
graphic transformation, Jácome stressed a shared history that transcended 
the international border and aligned with midcentury Pan- Americanism, 
not a criticism of whites. Finally, much like La Fiesta de los Vaqueros, Já-
come’s use of Spanish- themed imagery showed how ideas of progress 
went hand in hand with the maintenance of past traditions. Such images 
and symbols entrenched the Jácome family in the history of the region 
even as they paved the way for the store’s future success.

Words, images, and symbols reinforced the family’s social and class 
status in the border region. Historians have commented on the relation-
ship between local custom and the cultivation of regional power during 
the late nineteenth century, when the infl ux of transnational capital trans-
formed the area into one of the world’s most productive copper- mining 
regions. Amid such rapid changes, one way for individuals to claim power 
was by wrapping themselves in a cloak of custom and tradition, fashioning 
themselves as so- called pioneers with deep connections to local practices. 
“Custom was a byword for local relations of power,” one wrote. The argu-
ment also applied to Jácome’s department store during the mid- twentieth 
century. If the Arizona- Sonora borderland boomed during the nineteenth 
century because of the discovery of rich veins of copper and other miner-
als, then Tucson boomed in later de cades because of defense industries, 
manufacturing, and regional tourism. The Jácomes capitalized on these 
economic and demographic shifts by claiming their longtime residence 
in the area and familiarity with its customs.23

Demonstrating the success of Jácome’s regional marketing schemes, 
the store’s trade with Mexico thrived at midcentury. Business from Mex-
ico had always been an important part of Jácome’s operations, but it be-
came even more so during the 1950s and 1960s, as Sonora’s middle class 
grew and consumers had money to spend in Tucson. They bought homes 
in the city, automobiles, and home furnishings. “Conspicuous consump-
tion” became a “way of life” in Sonora. State governors argued that all 
Sonorans benefi ted from development and modernization. Agricultural 
fi elds, urban factories, and coastal port towns had reaped great profi ts. 
Most areas of the state gained electricity and potable water. Federal and 
state governments spent hundreds of millions of pesos on new highways, 
hospitals, and schools, with much new development concentrated along 
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the border. Businesspeople and offi cials in Ambos Nogales argued for the 
improvement and expansion of border gateways in order to facilitate the 
rise in cross- border traffi c that fl owed from regional growth. Mean-
while, the Mexican government implemented a border- development 
and - beautifi cation project as part of its Programa Nacional Fronterizo 
(National Border Program, or PRONAF), designed to encourage greater 
commercial activity in the border region and other areas that had a high 
volume of tourism. As a result, the U.S. and Mexican governments built 
new customs and immigration complexes on both sides of the Nogales 
border. As thousands of Sonorans enjoyed greater prosperity, they visited 
Jácome’s and other businesses in Tucson. As Estela Jácome recalled, Mexi-
cans became “more accustomed to coming up  here to shop.”24

With the exception of Mazón’s and a few other department stores— 
which, like Jácome’s, carried American and Eu ro pe an styles— Sonoran 
retailers catered primarily to working- class shoppers. Upper- class So-
norans who could afford Levi’s jeans, suits, and haute- couture fashions 
shopped in Tucson, the closest metropolitan area to Sonoran cities such as 
Ciudad Obregón, Guaymas, Hermosillo, and Nogales. Doctors from So-
nora made trips to Tucson to buy medical supplies; farmers and livestock 
breeders visited to buy ranching equipment; and parents dropped off their 
children at the University of Arizona or at preparatory schools such as 
Salpointe, St. Joseph’s, and Immaculate Heart academies. As they planned 
these trips, they made sure to include visits to “Don Alejandro” at Já-
come’s department store. Oftentimes Jácome’s was the fi rst place Mexican 
visitors stopped after they checked into the Pioneer Hotel, con ve niently 
located directly across the street.25

At midcentury, the Pioneer Hotel, like Phoenix’s Westward Ho, was a 
central gathering place for elites from both sides of the border. Opened in 
1929 by Tucson businessman Harold Steinfeld— the department- store 
own er and real- estate developer who leased the Jácomes their store’s 
property— business at the Pioneer expanded with the growth of Tucson’s 
tourism industries. The hotel hosted famous guests and meetings of Ari-
zona’s and Sonora’s leading civic and business organizations. Summing 
up the Pioneer’s place in Tucson society, one columnist wrote, “For more 
than four de cades, cattle barons and soldiers bellied up to its bars, brides 
and debutantes whirled around its ballroom, and politicians and business-
men huddled in its back rooms.” For all the press the hotel received dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s, newspapers rarely, if ever, mentioned the Pioneer 
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as a pop u lar destination for Mexicans visiting Tucson despite evidence 
that the hotel management itself acknowledged them. The hotel’s restau-
rant featured a bilingual menu offering melón y fresas en su temporada 
(fresh melon and berries in season) and hotcakes estilo Pioneer (hotcakes à 
la Pioneer). Moreover, a travel agency operated by Aeronaves de México, 
the fi rst airline to fl y between Tucson and Mexico, adjoined the hotel’s 
main entrance to arrange international travel.26

Jácome’s did a great deal to encourage the loyalty of Sonoran shop-
pers. It was the fi rst store to accept payment in pesos even though many 
Mexicans exchanged their currency for U.S. dollars at a local bank before 
they shopped. Jácome’s set a fl at exchange rate of eight pesos per dollar, 
for example, even if the exact rate was .795 or .796, sweeping aside what-
ever loss it incurred as “insignifi cant,” just part of the store’s “promotional 
effort.” During the late 1950s, Jácome’s cashed as many as three to fi ve 
million pesos, or $250,000 to $400,000, each year. Finally, along with a 
handful of other stores in Arizona, Jácome’s advertised widely through-
out Sonora and Sinaloa, buying space at baseball stadiums, on bill-
boards, and in newspapers. These advertisements called Jácome’s the 
“home for Sonorans in Tucson.” They said that women who shopped at 
Jácome’s would create a “memory that lasts,” and to the store’s male cli-
ents they offered “internationally famous” brands that  were “made to 
fi t.” Underscoring the class position of the Mexican clientele Jácome’s 
targeted, the store did not advertise on Sonoran radio stations because 
their listeners  were overwhelmingly illiterate and poor and could not af-
ford to travel to Tucson, let alone purchase the items in Jácome’s depart-
ment store. Even if Jácome’s did not appeal to all Mexicans, its work to 
attract well- to- do Mexican clientele paid off. By the time of the store’s 
closing in 1980 it maintained thirty thousand accounts, of which ap-
proximately 25 percent, or seventy- fi ve hundred, belonged to Mexican 
nationals, including many Sonoran growers who paid their bill at the 
end of every harvest season.27

José Vázquez, an engineer from Ciudad Obregón, Sonora— an agri-
culture and livestock stronghold in the southern part of the state— was 
representative of Jácome’s Mexican clientele. A student at the University 
of Arizona’s College of Agriculture from 1963 to 1967, he recalled Jácome’s 
as a gathering place for Mexicans in Tucson. Born in Hermosillo in 1942, 
Vázquez shopped at Jácome’s from the time he was a child. He visited 
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Tucson at least four times a year throughout the 1940s and 1950s. At the 
change of every season, his mother bought him new clothes. As soon as 
the Vázquez family arrived at Jácome’s department store, Jácome escorted 
Vázquez and his siblings downstairs to the basement, where he removed 
change from his coat pocket and bought them a soda, leaving their mother 
free to shop without distraction. It was a savvy business strategy. Visits to 
Jácome’s by Vázquez continued on a more regular basis after he moved to 
Tucson in 1963 to attend the University of Arizona. At that time, Vázquez 
remembered, Jácome’s was a rendezvous for young Mexicans studying at 
the University of Arizona or at one of Tucson’s college preparatory schools. 
He visited the store weekly not only for social purposes but also for a more 
pressing reason. Vázquez’s father, a doctor in Sonora, had arranged with 
Jácome for his son to receive an allowance for books and other living ex-
penses from the store, which Jácome’s charged to the Vázquez family ac-
count. Vázquez’s experience at Jácome’s department store and with the 
Jácome family blurred the line between personal and business connec-
tions. Like many of Jácome’s Mexican clients, members of the Vázquez 
family became friends of the Jácomes.28

The Vázquez family was also similar to Jácome’s other Mexican cli-
entele in that they formed part of Sonora’s upper class. Ranchers, doctors, 
developers, bankers, politicians, and other well- to- do individuals: these 
 were the Mexicans with means to shop at Jácome’s. They benefi ted from 
Sonora’s postwar modernization, which increased their purchasing power 
at home and abroad. A July 1956 article published in a Sonoran newspaper 
read like a high- society gossip column, suggesting that a reunion of Mexi-
cans at Jácome’s was a see- and- be- seen affair that conferred status and in-
fl uence. Describing the store, the article read, “Jácome’s department store 
is the meeting place of the most distinguished businessmen and families 
from Mexico’s West Coast.” The article continued, “ ‘We’ll see each other 
at Jácome’s!’ That is the saying of visitors from Nayarit, Jalisco, Sinaloa, 
and, above all, Sonora, who pass through the Old Pueblo on their way to 
the many other cities of this grand country.”29

In addition to being an attraction for Sonora’s most distinguished citi-
zens, the author suggested that Jácome’s, and Tucson in general, was a 
common point of departure. The city was the fi rst stop in the United 
States from which Mexican visitors continued their travels throughout the 
Southwest; it was the city that linked them to other regions much like a 
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hub linked spokes to a larger wheel. The article also offered an illustrious 
history of Jácome’s and of the infl uence of Jácome in par tic u lar. “Of all of 
Carlos Jácome’s children,” it read, “Alejandro is the most well connected 
with Mexican bankers, farmers, and industrialists.” Finally, the author of-
fered the names and vitae of the Sonoran visitors he saw at Jácome’s on 
just one day. The list included Rodolfo Elías Calles, the governor of So-
nora from 1931 to 1935; René Gándara, who in 1956 was the mayor of Ciu-
dad Obregón; and Guillermo Acedo Romero, the secretary general of the 
state of Sonora. More than mere reportage of facts, this article confi rmed 
for readers in Sonora the elite status of those with means to shop and 
travel beyond their home state. Their ability to shop in Tucson and other 
U.S. cities reinforced their status back home, demonstrating that the main-
tenance of their prominence within Sonora depended upon both their 
professional acumen and their ability to participate in mass consumerism 
and high society north of the border. But if Jácome and his store had be-
come well known on both sides of the border, he stressed that he had 
forged these relationships through years of hard work.30

Jácome explained the pro cess of developing relationships with Mexi-
cans in a speech he delivered at the Tucson Optimist Club in the late 
1950s, which became an allegory for his vision of U.S.- Mexico relations 
more broadly. He told members of the club, which aggressively promoted 
Tucson’s growth and economic development, how they and the city might 
profi t from increased business relationships with Mexicans. In his speech, 
Jácome revealed several of his core ideas about progress and moderniza-
tion, while at the same time positioning himself as Tucson’s resident ex-
pert in international relations. Even while still in college at the University 
of Arizona, he said, he “could observe the business potential in customers 
from Mexico.” Seeking to increase Tucson’s international trade, he visited 
“towns south of the border.” Traveling along Sonora’s “unpaved” roads in 
his “trusty Chevrolet,” he stopped in towns such as Santa Ana and Mag-
dalena, where he met “most of the infl uential people.” The purpose of 
these early trips was not to sell anything but rather to make the acquain-
tance of elite Sonorans. After “eating dust for several years,” as he put it, 
Mexicans fi nally invited him into their homes, which he saw as a break-
through. “That, in Mexico and Latin America,” he said, “is the set high 
standard that you have been accepted as a friend— a true amigo.” Business 
relationships developed from these personal friendships. Several acquain-
tances Jácome made during his travels through Sonora began to visit him 
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in Tucson, at fi rst, perhaps, as clients of the other stores but ultimately as 
loyal customers of Jácome’s.31

Sonora’s modernization paralleled Arizona’s during the mid- twentieth 
century, and when Jácome referred in his speech to the “unpaved” Mexi-
can roads he traveled during the late 1920s, he established a contrast 
between the moment of his speech and the past about which he spoke. 
Having experienced rapid development and incorporation within the 
consumer economies of Mexico and the United States, businesspeople 
and politicians on both sides of the border contemplated how they could 
move forward together. In 1959, they formed the Arizona- Mexico West 
Coast Trade Commission, which later became the Arizona- Mexico Com-
mission. Prominent men in both countries had conceived of the or ga ni-
za tion; founding members included governors Paul Fannin and Álvaro 
Obregón Tapia, the son of former Mexican president Álvaro Obregón 
Salido. Governor Fannin stated that the commission sought “renewed 
friendship” and a “greater social, cultural, and economic relationship be-
tween our two states.” Jácome’s business and his customers seemed to be 
the perfect embodiments of these ideals. Originally a supporter of the 
new or ga ni za tion, Jácome came to believe that it merely sought fi nancial 
gain rather than friendship. He forged his own path, using his department 
store as a platform for brokering international relations and regional ethnic 
politics.32

A  M o s t  A b l e  Re p r e s e n t a t i ve

As Jácome’s department store played an increasingly important role in 
developing consumer, commercial, and po liti cal cultures between Ari-
zona and Sonora, Jácome articulated his conviction that Mexico and the 
United States shared a common po liti cal future and that this belief had 
always guided his business dealings. In part because of Jácome’s success 
in cultivating Mexican clientele, Arizona and Sonora borderland resi-
dents viewed him as one of Tucson’s foremost diplomats to Mexico and to 
Latin America in general. Early in his life, he even aspired to become a 
U.S. diplomat, but his father’s passing gave him greater responsibilities at 
their store. Nonetheless, Jácome had an opportunity to fi ll several offi cial 
posts as Tucson’s honorary vice consul to Mexico, U.S. delegate to the 
1954 Inter- American Indian Conference in Bolivia, and U.S. representa-
tive to a trade mission in Spain. He was seen as a leader in the realm of 
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U.S.- Mexico relations because of his cultivation of cross- border friendship 
between Arizona and Sonora, yet many Mexican Americans in Tucson 
viewed him with disdain or ignored him completely. Because of his wealth 
and conservative politics, he was a controversial character who embodied 
tangled histories of ethnicity, class, and national belonging in the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland.33

Although Jácome observed the high- level negotiations of diplomats 
in Mexico City and Washington, D.C., his vision for U.S.- Mexico rela-
tions relied on the personal and professional relationships he formed dur-
ing his de cades as president of Jácome’s department store. In a 1969 letter 
to Luis Echeverría Álvarez, who at the time was Mexico’s interior secretary 
under President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, Jácome wrote, “I have great love” 
for Mexico “because my parents are of Mexican descent (from Sonora), 
and therefore Mexican blood fl ows in our veins.” Although he worked to 
strengthen relations between the United States and Latin America in gen-
eral, he spent most of his energies locally, focusing his efforts on issues 
that affected Arizona and Sonora. From Tucson, Jácome wrote letters to 
admissions offi cers at the University of Arizona to secure spots for Mexi-
can students; helped Mexicans fi nd doctors in Tucson to cure their vari-
ous illnesses; and arranged for the immigration of Mexicans to work at his 
department store. These efforts formed part of his favor exchange, a poli-
tics of personal favors that was a microcosm of his vision for U.S.- Mexico 
relations more broadly.34

During the Cold War, local and state politicians considered Jácome’s 
counsel on ethnic politics and international relations indispensable. Be-
lieving Mexico’s support critical to their mission of protecting the “secu-
rity of the free world”— as offi cials at Davis- Monthan Air Force Base de-
scribed their role both locally and internationally— they relied on Jácome’s 
assistance in helping them counter charges of U.S. racism. He was a living 
example that people of Mexican descent could succeed in the United 
States, one of only a handful of Mexican American members of civic orga-
nizations such as the Tucson Rodeo Committee, the Tucson Rotary Club, 
and the Tucson Chamber of Commerce. He played host to visitors from 
Mexico during rodeo week, or ga nized meetings in Sonora with Mexican 
Rotarians, and invited friends, including Ignacio Soto Jr., son of the 
 Sonoran governor Ignacio Soto, to speak in Tucson. In 1950, President 
Miguel Alemán nominated Jácome to serve as Tucson’s honorary vice con-
sul to Mexico. In 1952, he became the only Mexican American member of 
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the University of Arizona’s Board of Regents and in 1959 served as its presi-
dent. As the 1960s began, Jácome approached the pinnacle of his career as 
a businessman, regional power broker, and international diplomat.35

Jácome’s department store was a successful family business, yet it also 
became a site for the negotiation of regionally defi ned relations between 
the United States and Mexico. Jácome developed relationships with many 
Mexicans who called on him for help, even those with whom he had little 
personal connection. Some favor seekers did not even know where exactly 
to mail their requests, so they generically addressed them to “Alejandro 
Jácome, Tucson, Arizona.” One Hermosillo resident, for example, having 
heard what Jácome did to help the son of a mutual friend, solicited the 
department- store own er’s help in arranging for his sixteen- year- old son to 
study in the United States. “Although I have not had the plea sure of know-
ing you personally,” he wrote, “I am well aware of your reputation for car-
ing for Mexico and her people.” He argued that, if his son  were “able to 
realize his dream” of studying in the United States, it would be a “wonder-
ful way for him to begin his professional studies and, in a not- too- distant 
future, begin a distinguished profession for the honor and satisfaction of 
his country and his family.” The urgent tone of his letter combined with 
the fact that he addressed it to a stranger demonstrated that Jácome had 
become someone whom many Mexicans solicited for help in realizing 
their goals in the United States.36

In addition to an education in Tucson, Sonorans sought Jácome’s 
help in procuring medical ser vices north of the border. When Jácome re-
ceived letters from Mexicans explaining their various ailments or the ill-
ness of a family member, he forwarded them to a specialist and sometimes 
took it upon himself to call the appropriate doctor to arrange an appoint-
ment. In 1965, he made an appointment for a woman from Guaymas with 
an ophthalmologist whom Jácome described as a highly sought- after, fi rst- 
rate doctor. He managed similar health- related requests into the last years 
of his life. In 1975, he responded to the request of a Sonoran offi cial to 
help a friend of his, who, because of his “precarious fi nancial situation,” 
needed a doctor in Tucson willing to perform an operation at little or no 
cost. He addressed his concerns to Jácome, in par tic u lar, “because we are 
familiar with your spirit of ser vice to society and for the interest you have 
always demonstrated in similar cases.” Recognizing what Jácome did for 
Mexicans who solicited his help, one Tucson doctor wrote, “You seem to 
inherit the medical troubles of the world!”37
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Finally, at the request of friends such as Ignacio Soto, Jácome offered 
the sons and daughters of acquaintances in Mexico positions at the de-
partment store. In 1957, for example, he arranged for the immigration of 
Hermosillo’s Abelardo Betancourt León, who accepted a bookkeeping 
position at Jácome’s that paid $200 per month, from which he would pay 
his own room and board. In a letter to the Tucson department- store 
own er, Soto listed Betancourt’s profi ciencies as a banker and then added, 
“the young man Betancourt belongs to a distinguished family from Her-
mosillo, whose forebears are of the best quality.” Soto’s letter prompted 
Jácome to fi le immigration papers on Betancourt’s behalf. He made simi-
lar employment arrangements for other Mexicans as well, including indi-
viduals from Nogales and Agua Prieta, Sonora; Valle del Bravo, Mexico; 
and Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua. In a letter written to support one Mexi-
can immigrant, Jácome assured immigration authorities that the individ-
ual in question was of “good character” and would “abide by the laws of 
our country.” By helping them immigrate, Jácome helped forge Tucson’s 
postwar Mexican immigrant community, in addition to the efforts of bra-
cero labor recruiters and others who helped arrange their migration and 
settlement.38

Each favor to Mexicans seeking employment, education, or health 
care demonstrated that the practice of international relations between the 
United States and Mexico often was a matter of informal local and re-
gional initiative. According to Arizona’s state- and federal- government 
representatives, Jácome exemplifi ed this form of diplomacy. As Governor 
Fannin put it in a letter to Jácome, “In all my relations with the people of 
Mexico I have never found any Arizonan that was more admired and 
trusted than you and this is certainly in evidence by the number of people 
from Mexico that call on you when they are in Tucson.” In 1956, near the 
end of his fi rst term as a U.S. senator, Barry Goldwater acknowledged the 
same when he recommended Jácome for the position of undersecretary of 
state for Latin America. Goldwater wrote, Jácome was “regarded among 
the Mexicans as one of the most able representatives this country has in 
its relationship with that country.” Surely Goldwater and other Arizona 
politicians— Republicans and Demo crats alike— fawned over Jácome in 
order to cultivate relationships with Arizona’s Mexican American voters, 
but they also earnestly relied upon him to provide advice in matters of 
U.S.- Mexico relations. Arizona’s Demo cratic senator Morris Udall wrote 
in a 1962 letter to Jácome, “If I  were Secretary of State I think one of my 
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fi rst acts would be to recruit about fi fteen men with your background and 
ability and turn them loose in Latin America.”39

Jácome sought to counter what he saw as a general failure of U.S. di-
plomacy in Latin America. His primary criticism was that diplomats from 
the United States had little or no knowledge of the people and countries 
to which they  were assigned. He resented that the “diplomatic corps” was 
full of people who “in one day know what’s wrong with the country, ex-
pressing themselves without thinking.” In his view, the United States 
threw money at Latin American countries, but, as he said many times 
over, “dollars do not buy friendship.” He emphasized this point in his 
speech at the Optimist Club, in which he argued that Latin American 
countries— through their provision of “tin, rubber, molybdenum, copper, 
tungsten, lead, silver, petroleum, hemp, sugar, coffee, quinine and hun-
dreds of [other] items”— had helped win the war. But “what did we do af-
ter the war?” he asked. “We completely forgot our friends” and tried, once 
again,

[to] buy friendship under the guise of helping the vanquished 
nations get on their feet and to protect ourselves against Com-
munism by helping all the under- developed nations of the 
world! . . .  We are treated with scorn in most of the countries . . .  
where we have dumped our billions of dollars. I am sure that 
Latin America does not want our dollars . . .  all they would have 
wanted after the war is friendship and understanding, and good- 
will from our fellow citizens and our great country.

A native of the border region who was well acquainted with its transna-
tional communities and politics, Goldwater recognized this problem as 
well. “God knows, we may wind up with Mexico as our only friend,” he 
wrote, “but there are times when I think our offi cials are even trying to 
lose them.” Such criticisms became particularly signifi cant during the 
Cold War, when the United States prioritized winning the allegiance of 
Latin American nations. Even though U.S. diplomats worked to cultivate 
U.S.- Mexico relations during the early years of the Cold War as well, only 
after the Cuban Revolution in 1959 did Mexico, and Latin America in 
general, become the “center of Washington’s conceptualization of the 
Cold War as public diplomacy.” In this context, Cold Warriors such as 
 Jácome became highly valuable to the United States for their willingness 
and ability to positively represent the country.40
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While he served the United States loyally, Jácome also confronted 
the diffi cult issues that arose between Arizona and Sonora. Even as cross- 
border commerce and favor exchanges provided opportunities for the two 
states to forge friendly relationships, bureaucratic obstacles and patterns of 
discrimination plagued interactions both between Arizona and Sonora 
and between the United States and Mexico more broadly. Jácome wrote 
to Goldwater when problems arose along the border. The mutual under-
standing they expressed in their correspondence demonstrated concern 
for their home region. In 1957, in the middle of debates over renewal of 
the Bracero Program, for example, Jácome expressed his dismay with the 
exploitation of braceros in Arizona. They  were charged four hundred pe-
sos, a lifetime of savings, just to receive interviews for jobs, and in the 
United States they worked on farms that  were like “concentration camps” 
that caused “nothing but ill will toward the United States.” Jácome also 
complained about the injustices Mexicans suffered at the border; opposed 
the barring of Mexican children from schools in Arizona; criticized the 
harassment of Mexican dignitaries as they tried to enter the United States 
on offi cial business; and protested the unnecessary medical examination 
of Mexicans on their way to Tucson. In such instances, Goldwater re-
sponded, “I will continue to press for what ever resolution of this situation 
you deem advisable.” Importantly, Jácome, expecting federal border pol-
icy to support transborder economic connections, based most of his griev-
ances on the prevention of money and goods from fl owing across the 
border rather than on complaints of racial discrimination.41

Jácome and Goldwater corresponded about not only U.S.- Mexico re-
lations but also many other dimensions of culture and politics in the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland. For more than thirty years, from the early 
1950s until his death in 1980, Jácome carried on an extensive dialogue 
with Goldwater, offering a window into the ways in which Mexican Amer-
ican conservatives negotiated power and infl uence during the 1950s and 
1960s. Most Goldwater biographers have focused on his relationships with 
Washington politicians, while none have mentioned his relationship with 
Jácome or with any Mexican Americans. Jácome’s relationship with Gold-
water, however, reframes narratives of U.S. conservatism’s rise during the 
late twentieth century, demonstrating how it evolved with support from 
some Mexican Americans and in dialogue with conservatives in Mexico 
in addition to populist activism in American suburbs and evangelical 
Christianity.42
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By the mid- twentieth century, Jácome and Goldwater had known 
each other for de cades. Both hailed from two of Arizona’s most prominent 
merchant families. The fathers of both men, Carlos Jácome and Baron 
Goldwater, served in Arizona’s constitutional conventions in 1910 and 
1912, and Jácome and Goldwater just missed each other as students at the 
University of Arizona. During the 1940s, they went on joint buying trips to 
New York to stock their department stores. They also  were members of La 
Alianza (Goldwater of Phoenix’s Lodge 129 and Jácome of Tucson’s Logia 
Fundadora, or Founding Lodge). During Goldwater’s hiatus from na-
tional politics— between his failed presidential bid and his 1968 reelection 
to the U.S. Senate— the Goldwaters and the Jácomes traveled together to 
Guadalajara, where Jácome introduced Goldwater to friends, including 
the own er of Sauza Tequila. What becomes clear from their correspon-
dence is that Jácome and Goldwater thought of one another as po liti cal 
confi dants, coconspirators in conservative politics, and, not least, as resi-
dents of the Arizona- Sonora borderland with shared concerns about their 
home region. Goldwater shared Jácome’s faith in cross- border commerce, 
which he believed would strengthen ties between the United States and 
Mexico well into the future. In 1962, on the fi ftieth anniversary of Arizona 
statehood, he looked ahead to the year 2012, when Arizona would cele-
brate its centennial. Ignoring national debates about Mexican immigra-
tion, he wrongly predicted that the “Mexican border will become as the 
Canadian border, a free one, with the formalities and red tape of ingress 
and egress cut to a minimum so that the residents of both countries can 
travel back and forth across the line as if it was [sic] not there.”43

Jácome and Goldwater traded letters on many subjects, from the na-
tional minimum wage, politicians’ terms of offi ce, and the Vietnam War 
to Goldwater’s courtship of Mexican American voters, bilingualism, and 
U.S.- Mexico relations. When Goldwater was in Washington, D.C., Jácome 
advised him on many matters related to the U.S.- Mexico border and U.S.- 
Latin American relations. Their correspondence increased when Goldwa-
ter began his career as a U.S. senator after serving four years on Phoenix’s 
city council and as Jácome became increasingly involved in national and 
international affairs. They helped each other with their respective endeav-
ors. When Goldwater sought election to the U.S. Senate in 1952 and 1958, 
Jácome tried to persuade Demo crats who needed convincing that “Gold-
water is O.K.” He served as Goldwater’s unoffi cial po liti cal advisor in 
Tucson, offering advice about attracting Mexican American votes, and for 
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the 1950s’ campaigns, the Jácome family home became one of Goldwa-
ter’s campaign headquarters.44

Jácome also worked to get out the vote for Goldwater. The night before 
elections, Estela Jácome remembered, Jácome called his “cronies” to make 
sure they planned to vote. He and his brothers also closed the department 
store for a few hours on Election Day, while they drove voters to polling lo-
cations across Tucson. While encouraging Tucsonans to vote, the Jácomes 
highlighted the us- versus- them mentality of the Cold War. One advertise-
ment stated, “Remember, it isn’t WHO you vote for . . .  but that you DO 
vote! HAVE YOUR SAY THE AMERICAN WAY, Vote! . . .  If you forget 
or ignore your right to vote, remember that enemies of good government 
can vote, too . . .  and THEY will not forget!” While language like this was 
often deployed during the Cold War in order to red- bait people of Mexican 
descent, the Jácomes used it to demonstrate their family’s patriotism.45

Alex Jácome with Senator Barry Goldwater (right) and Senator Carl Hayden’s 
aide, Joe González. (Estela Jácome personal collection.)
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Jácome encouraged other Mexican Americans to be po liti cally en-
gaged, especially if they supported conservative candidates. Just a week 
before the 1958 U.S. Senate election, a rematch between Goldwater and 
Arizona’s pop u lar Demo cratic governor Ernest McFarland, Jácome sent 
Goldwater a letter to notify him that a leafl et in support of his candidacy 
had been sent to twenty- seven hundred “residents of Mexican descent” 
in the Tucson area. With hope that proved false— since Goldwater nar-
rowly lost Pima County despite winning the state— Jácome added, “It 
looks very good in this county,” but “in order to be sure” of victory, he 
wrote that Goldwater had “better put candles on all the saints, and don’t 
forget the ‘Tiradito,’ ” a folk religious wishing shrine of great importance 
to Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American communities. Goldwater 
returned the favor of Jácome’s help and advice by using his Washington 
connections to recommend him for various diplomatic honors and 
posts.46

As their correspondence grew more prolifi c during the 1960s, Jácome 
continued to offer Goldwater po liti cal advice, particularly during the run-
 up to Goldwater’s failed bid for the U.S. presidency. Jácome did not limit 
his comments to analysis of Tucson’s Mexican American voters. He also 
offered a poignant critique of Goldwater’s brash style in general, which 
many in the United States echoed. After Goldwater made comments 
about First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy that Jácome considered “a little too 
vituperous,” Jácome wrote a letter to his friend that said, “I hope you won’t 
mind a little fatherly advice . . .  You, ‘my Knight in Shining Armor from 
the virile West,’ should always be gallant and chivalrous with the femi-
nine sex.” He continued, “Your words regarding her should only be used 
in places like the ‘Ranchito.’ ” Suggesting that there was an appropriate 
time and place for men to speak freely about women, such words offered 
a glimpse of Jácome’s traditional gender politics. They also demonstrated 
the level of intimacy and confi dence with which the two had come to re-
gard one another. Jácome remained loyal to Goldwater even as the sena-
tor’s po liti cal career reached its low point after the 1964 presidential elec-
tion, in which Lyndon Johnson defeated him by a wide margin. When 
Newsweek published a piece that Jácome read as unfairly biased, he wrote 
a letter to the editor that read, “Senator Goldwater and the Republican 
convention  were the victims of a vicious and mendacious diatribe. I have 
known Barry Goldwater most of my life and can testify that you have 
grossly misrepresented the man and his principles.”47
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Because Goldwater often relied on Jácome’s counsel, when he ran for 
president, speculation was widespread that Jácome would earn a position 
in a Goldwater cabinet. Mindful of how such an outcome might affect 
their state, Sonorans observed the 1964 election closely, and some ex-
pressed excitement at the prospect of having “our friendly neighbors from 
Arizona” in or near the seat of national power. Enrique de Alba, a colum-
nist whose articles appeared in newspapers throughout Sonora, wrote to 
Jácome months before the 1964 election to describe how Goldwater’s elec-
tion might benefi t Mexico. In pro- government papers like El Imparcial, he 
and others wrote approvingly of Goldwater’s anti- Communism and promo-
tions of free enterprise. In his letter to Jácome, de Alba stated, “All So-
norans are thrilled that a distinguished son (Goldwater) of our neighboring 
state of Arizona has reached such a high po liti cal position.” He continued: 
“We receive even greater satisfaction knowing that you, because you are a 
distinguished member of the Republican party, are so closely identifi ed 
with Senator Goldwater.” In one of his articles, de Alba referred directly to 
Jácome: “If Goldwater triumphs, you can already imagine how many of 
our Republican friends from Arizona will be appointed to high positions in 
his administration!” Even though Goldwater lost, their imagination dem-
onstrated an unrecognized facet of cross- border relations between Arizona 
and Sonora: that conservative politics based on ideologies of free enterprise 
and anti- Communism linked the United States and Mexico.48

In Arizona, fellow Republican Mexican Americans— or Americans of 
Mexican descent, as Jácome preferred to call them— also admired Jácome 
and his family and believed him to be a leading representative of his eth-
nic group. After reading “The Jácome Story,” Carlos Ronstadt, general 
manager of the Baboquivari Cattle Company and member of one of Tuc-
son’s leading Mexican American families, sent Jácome a letter that read, 
“The success your family has had and the contributions to a better Tucson 
are unrivaled.” Ronstadt recognized the Jácome family’s mobility and suc-
cess in a city whose social, economic, po liti cal, and cultural elite was 
overwhelmingly white. Other admirers cited his potential to inspire the 
uplift of all Mexican Americans. Roy Laos Jr., a Mexican American who 
served on Tucson’s city council, for example, felt that the family’s example 
“contributed greatly to the future development of greater respect for the 
accomplishments and abilities of the Mexican- Americans of this country.” 
All Mexican Americans, he concluded, “must admire and endeavor to 
pursue” the same path Jácome followed.49
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Despite the rapid infl ux of white settlers who reconfi gured Tucson’s 
social, cultural, and po liti cal landscape, the Jácomes maintained their 
place within Tucson’s power structure through the success of their store. 
In an interview, one of Jácome’s sons commented that it was during the 
1960s that Tucson transitioned from a “sleepy little pueblo” to a “thriving 
metropolis.” He claimed that his father was as responsible for this transi-
tion as anyone  else in the city. Perpetuating a narrative typical of the 
Arizona-Sonora Sunbelt borderland, in which businesspeople nurtured 
regional economic development and modernization, he said that his father 
had fi gured prominently in what seemed to be every major negotiation 
among city leaders, especially those involving Tucson’s relationship with 
people of Mexican and native descent. However, there was a darker side to 
such stories, including the increased marginalization of Mexicans and na-
tive peoples as a consequence of the economic and po liti cal schemes that 
favored powerful men like Jácome and his associates on both sides of the 
border.50

It was an inescapable fact that Jácome and his family  were excep-
tional, one of only a handful of Mexican American families to join the 
“inner circles of the town’s business community,” as one historian put it. 
Their wealth and conservatism placed them at odds with most Arizo-
nans and Sonorans of Mexican and native descent. Jácome’s position as 
a small business own er shaped his conservative views of labor, mini-
mum wages, government spending, and other issues. He protested César 
Chávez’s United Farm Workers, which he caricatured as a Communist- 
inspired or ga ni za tion led by an egotistical, power- hungry self- promoter. 
Jácome’s criticism of Chávez, one historian has argued, responded to the 
threat Chávez and other labor organizers posed to the “established social 
system of which the Jácome family had become a part.” But Jácome also 
argued that a  union to represent his employees would be superfl uous be-
cause he already treated them well. Store employees never wanted a 
 union to represent them, according to Jácome’s son, and when newer 
employees sometimes tried to raise the issue of  unionization, store veter-
ans shunned them. Jácome used a similar argument to protest a national 
minimum wage. He already paid his employees a fair wage, he said, and 
offered them plenty of opportunity for advancement. “As soon as they 
show any interest in their department,” he wrote in a letter to Goldwater, 
“most of our employees . . .  receive an increase in their salaries.” A wage- 
raising amendment to the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act, which fi rst 
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established the national minimum wage, Jácome argued, would hurt him 
as a “small in de pen dent retailer” and his employees as well, since a boost 
to their wages would mean that he could hire fewer of them.51

Even when a par tic u lar issue had no direct connection with his busi-
ness, Jácome used department- store analogies to bolster his positions. He 
wrote a letter to Goldwater that called space exploration a waste of taxpay-
ers’ dollars: “Don’t you think  we’ve had enough trips to the moon?” Já-
come asked. “Let’s quit throwing our money away, pal . . .  When you 
 were in the Department Store business, you had to use your money where 
it would do the most good to continue paying your bills on time,” he con-
tinued. He represented antiunionism, opposition to a minimum wage, 
and curbs on government spending as fundamentally conservative beliefs 
that somehow  were distinct from issues of ethnicity or race. Nevertheless, 
these positions  were inseparable from ethnic politics, and they clashed in 
almost every way with beliefs held by most other members of his ethnic 
group.52

People of Mexican descent in Tucson came under attack from several 
directions during the 1950s and 1960s, and Jácome claimed to defend their 
history and culture even as he rejected the increasingly aggressive tactics 
of Chicano youth. Mexicans and Mexican Americans remained segre-
gated in Tucson’s barrios. They  were not permitted to speak Spanish in Ari-
zona’s classrooms. As part of their city beautifi cation projects, efforts to 
build tourism industries, and baldly anti- Mexican campaigns of one sort of 
another, cities across the country demolished sites of importance to Mexi-
can and Mexican American communities. Tucson’s white leadership— 
businesspeople, politicians, and civic organizations— proposed several re-
development plans. Jácome’s and other large retail businesses remained 
unaffected by their proposals, and Jácome publicly voiced support for ur-
ban renewal as a  whole, believing that it would expand business opportu-
nities downtown. But he also endorsed the activities of Mexican Ameri-
can groups that opposed redevelopment and allowed them to set up tables 
outside his store to raise funds for their campaign to counter the effort. 
Nevertheless, as part of a federally funded urban- renewal project, the city 
of Tucson in the late 1960s redeveloped eighty acres of land and destroyed 
almost three hundred homes, businesses, and other structures that for 
more than a century had formed the core of the city’s Mexican and Native 
American barrio, replacing them with the Tucson Convention Center 
and a faux Mexican village called La Placita.53
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Sunbelt borderland– development schemes also affected the Tohono 
 O’odham, as Jácome and others negotiated the redevelopment of their 
reservation lands. Arizona’s economy began to shift by the late 1960s to-
ward high- tech and ser vice industries. This transition left fewer off- 
reservation farming, ranching, and mining jobs for  O’odham workers, 
leading to renewed efforts to create jobs on the reservation and encour-
agement for  O’odham to pursue permanent jobs away from home. Almost 
40 percent of  O’odham settled and found work in nearby communities 
like Tucson or more distant places like Chicago and Los Angeles. By the 
early 1960s, Tucson, as a result of these migrations, became home to the 
largest  O’odham community anywhere. Moreover, U.S. government ter-
mination and relocation policies, purportedly designed to grant Native 
Americans greater autonomy, in reality reinforced  O’odham dependence 
on tribal and federal governments and on corporations. For example, the 
 O’odham and other Native American groups regained their rights to sub-
surface minerals on reservation lands, but this opened the door for many 
 O’odham families to lease their land to mining corporations like the 
American Smelting and Refi ning Company. Leasing to outsiders caused 
tense debates within the tribe about how to share profi ts among individual 
landowners, districts, and the tribe as a  whole.54

Even if Jácome’s motives  were less profi t-driven than those of the 
mining companies, he, too, played a role in the leasing of  O’odham land 
to non- Native Americans. Considering it as part of the region’s develop-
ment and cultural advancement, he helped negotiate a deal with the To-
hono  O’odham Tribal Council that allowed the University of Arizona to 
build Kitt Peak National Observatory on  O’odham land. At a time when 
many Tucsonans still considered the  O’odham to be antimodern relics 
from a distant past, Jácome prided himself and his ancestors on dealing 
with them fairly. His father, Carlos Jácome, spoke their language and bar-
tered with them, accepting payment in “corn, wood, watermelons, or 
beans” when they could not pay in cash. According to Tucson newspa-
pers, Carlos Jácome’s  O’odham customers called him a chief, but Alex 
Jácome used the goodwill his father had established to help the university 
lease  O’odham land. Newspapers claimed that the  O’Odham  were at fi rst 
reluctant because they considered the land sacred and feared that the 
United States would use the mountaintop to launch rockets. Members of 
the Tohono  O’odham Tribal Council— dominated by residents of the 
southeastern districts closest to Tucson— conceded, the papers claimed, 
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only after they saw the moon through telescopes at the university. They 
called the astronomers and their instruments “men with long eyes” 
and agreed to lease the land if it would be used for research purposes 
only.55

Because of the role he played as a wealthy and conservative power bro-
ker, Jácome was frequently at odds with Tucson’s broader Mexican Ameri-
can community. In par tic u lar, he battled the Mexican American youth 
who, during the emerging civil rights era, called themselves Chicanas and 
Chicanos. Together, the Jácomes and Chicano youth represented two 
points on a spectrum of po liti cal activism. Describing the feeling that 
many Chicanas and Chicanos held toward Jácome, Guadalupe Castillo, a 
student and community leader during the 1960s and 1970s, recalled that 
he was not someone whom she or others “looked up to.” Jácome’s identifi -
cation with the Spanish conqueror, explorer, and proselytizer contrasted 
with the self- fashioning of Chicanas and Chicanos, who articulated their 
real and imagined relation to indigenous populations throughout the 
Americas and protested discrimination and marginalization by defi antly 
asserting their history in the Arizona- Sonora borderland. Another view of 
Jácome held by some participants in the civil rights struggles of the 1960s 
was that he simply did not matter. He was so far removed from the con-
cerns of a majority of Chicanos as to be irrelevant. He was an anomaly, an 
exception, and unrepresentative. Many dismissed him as a “fat cat” who 
had “made it.” Jácome, of course, preferred comparisons with Spain’s 
friars and conquistadors. Castillo— who attended the University of Arizona 
as an undergraduate in the midsixties and then as a graduate student pur-
suing degrees in history and education—did not think of Jácome as an 
adversary or as a sellout; he was just a department- store own er, “somewhere 
very far away.”56

The Jácomes therefore demonstrated both the possibilities and the 
limits of ethnic upward mobility during the postwar era. They became 
widely recognized as one of Tucson’s leading families, regardless of race. 
Particularly with the rise of the Cold War, celebrations of expansion, 
growth, and prosperity— or the ability to produce and consume, as one 
historian has posited— reinforced claims to U.S. citizenship by the Já-
comes and Tucson’s other ethnic leaders. In one sense, attendance at the 
1951 store- expansion celebration by Thomas Segundo of the Tohono  O’odham 
Tribal Council and Frank Wong of the Chinese Chamber of Commerce 
signaled the multiethnic accommodation promised by postwar civic 
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celebrations such as La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. However, in another sense, 
their participation also demonstrated that ethnic upward mobility de-
pended on the extent to which par tic u lar individuals  were able to incorpo-
rate themselves as members of Tucson’s business elite by articulating their 
faith in capitalism and economic development. Nevertheless, this inner 
circle excluded a majority of Mexicans, native peoples, and others who 
experienced economic inequality and racial discrimination.

Alex Jácome and Jácome’s department store  were products of the 
1950s’ and 1960s’ borderland, a time and place defi ned by the cross- cutting 
currents of the Cold War era. At a basic level, each of these currents re-
vealed the striking diversity of the region despite the Cold War’s drive for 
cultural and po liti cal consensus. At the same time that mutual recrimina-
tions fl ew between him and Chicanos, Jácome carried on an extensive 
correspondence with local and national politicians that touched upon the 
most pressing issues affecting relations between the United States and 
Mexico. Meanwhile, he developed relationships with many members of 
Sonora’s upper class. The tensions demonstrated the deep divisions that 
existed among Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American communities, 
while the friendships forged between politicians and wealthy Mexicans 
in Arizona and Sonora showed the possibilities of cross- border alliances 
based on the conservative ideologies of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt 
borderland.

I n  t h e  C ave  o f  Te r r o r

All the while, commerce across the Arizona- Sonora border continued as it 
had for more than a century. Take the year 1970, for example. Even as Já-
come, in April, wrote a letter to the Arizona Daily Star to protest what he 
saw as the unpatriotic demonstrations of Chicana and Chicano students, 
shoppers from Mexico traveled to Tucson during the holiday season, like 
they did every December, to shop for gifts to take back to Mexico for 
Christmas celebrations. Advertisements in Hermosillo’s El Imparcial read, 
“for your holiday shopping, Tucson awaits you.” But a tragic fi re at the Pio-
neer Hotel, where many Mexican shoppers stayed, made that holiday 
season particularly unforgettable. The fi re transformed Tucson and the 
Arizona- Sonora border region for years to come, threatening to undo the 
Sunbelt borderland and foreshadowing an increasingly tense period in 
U.S.- Mexico relations.57
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Twenty- eight guests died as the Pioneer Hotel burned to the ground 
on December 20, 1970: seventeen from carbon- monoxide poisoning, 
seven from severe burns, and four by leaping to their deaths in a “futile 
effort to escape the smoke and fl ames.” One article called the fi re “a holo-
caust never before experienced by the city of Tucson.” More than three 
hundred Hughes Aircraft employees  were attending the company’s an-
nual Christmas party when a fi re was reported shortly before midnight, as 
it moved swiftly from the sixth fl oor to the eleventh. One Sonoran guest 
recalled that, from their room, she and her mother heard “terrifi ed cries 
coming from the hallways.” Once they escaped, they saw women throw-
ing themselves from hotel windows and “smash[ing] into the pavement.” 
Fire and medical trucks arrived too late to prevent these horrors. Finding 
him guilty of arson, a jury sentenced sixteen- year- old Louis Taylor— whose 
father was African American and mother was Mexican American— to 
twenty- eight consecutive life sentences, one for each death. Taylor had 
grown up in public housing in one of Tucson’s Mexican barrios. He main-
tained his innocence into the twenty- fi rst century and wondered whether 
a white man would have been convicted. After the fi re, the hotel own ers 
tried to resurrect their business as quickly as possible. But the Pioneer 
never recovered and fi nally closed in 1974.58

Articles recounting the fi re, particularly those written de cades after 
the incident, focused on its devastation of downtown Tucson rather than 
its impact on Sonora. They told of the suffering experienced by the 
 relatives of hotel own er Harold Steinfeld and his wife, Peggy Steinfeld, 
who both perished in the fi re as they slept in their pent house on the top 
fl oor. Only a few focused on its impact on Sonoran families as well. Amid 
the ashes of the Pioneer Hotel  were the bodies of thirteen Sonorans— 
three adults and ten children— who had traveled to Tucson to do holiday 
shopping. A total of sixty- six Mexicans  were guests at the hotel that eve-
ning. All of the dead  were members of the Luken, Soto, and Antillon 
families; they  were “close friends and part of the upper class of Hermosillo 
and Sonora,” one reporter wrote. Governor Faustino Félix Serna called 
acquaintances in Tucson to ask what had happened and for an update on 
the survivors. Sonoran offi cials left for Tucson immediately to investigate 
the scene, and when they arrived at the hotel, the bed frames in the rooms 
where the fi re had struck  were still hot. Almost unimaginably, Francisco 
Luken lost his wife and fi ve of his seven children. “My life is undone,” he 
said. Leon Levy, own er of Levy’s Department Store, visited the city 
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morgue at around 3 a.m. that night to help identify the bodies. He looked 
at “body after body,” recognizing all of them. Then he saw the Lukens, a 
“Mexican family of six lined up on slabs.” He and the Jácomes recalled 
seeing them in their stores just the day before.59

Demonstrating how closely linked ideas about Sonora’s moderniza-
tion, progress, and future prospects had become with business and poli-
tics, observers wondered what would happen to the state after the fi re. 
Referring to the Luken, Antillon, and Soto families, one reporter lamented 
that the fi re had “virtually wiped out” the “scions of three of the most 
prominent families of Sonora.” Francisco Luken was a police chief; José 
Jesús Antillon was “one of Mexico’s best- known and most skilled cardiolo-
gists and chest surgeons”; and the Soto family included some of Sonora’s 
most powerful politicians. They would have been “assured prominent posi-
tions in the state’s future.” Reeling from grief, however, most Sonorans did 
not consider such consequences. One of the thousands who, in Hermosillo, 
met the airplane carry ing the Soto children told reporters, “All Hermosillo 
is completely knocked off its emotional balance by this tragedy, no one 
can think about possible po liti cal effects . . .  The families of all Sonora 
are in mourning— the country is in spiritual pain.”60

The Sonorans directly affected by the fi re  were overwhelmed with 
grief. They tried to insulate their home state from experiencing their per-
sonal sadness. On December 22, Francisco Luken attended a mass at 
Tucson’s San Agustín cathedral held for all of the victims, where he stood 
next to his only surviving children: Alejandro, age twenty- three, and 
Yolanda, age eigh teen. Francisco and Alejandro had not made the fateful 
trip to Tucson, and while Yolanda did go, she decided to stay with a friend 
from Tucson rather than at the Pioneer with the others. One newspaper 
article described how Father Arsenio Carrillo said the Mass in Spanish as 
“rain fell quietly outside within view of the 11- fl oor downtown hotel where 
13 Mexicans and 15 Americans lost their lives three days before.” After 
Mass, a “60- car funeral pro cession formed behind six hearses” heading 
toward Tucson’s South Lawn Cemetery, where Luken had chosen to tem-
porarily entomb his wife and children in a stone mausoleum. He did not 
want to take them to Hermosillo, he explained, because “The pain and 
loss is mine, I don’t want to bring this sorrow to the people of Sonora.” In 
Tucson, Governor Félix Serna, Vice Governor César Gándara, Secretary 
of Agriculture Alfonso Reyna, Cananea mayor Roberto Elz y Torrez, No-
gales mayor Octavio García, and San Luis mayor Jorge Flores all stood by 
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Luken’s side as the grief- stricken husband and father bid farewell to his 
wife and children.61

In addition to the gatherings at San Agustín and South Lawn, several 
other memorials in the days after the fi re indicated how the sense of 
mourning pervaded the Arizona- Sonora borderland. At a memorial in Tuc-
son on December 24, altar boys carried an “American fl ag and the fl ag of 
the Republic of Mexico.” One article, titled “Hotel Fire Brings Grief to 2 
Nations,” explained that the tragedy made clear the “bonds existing be-
tween the border states, this time regretfully a bond of tragedy.” For days 
after the fi re, Hermosillo’s El Imparcial printed condolences not only from 
Sonoran families, businesspeople, and politicians but also from Jácome’s 
department store, the Tucson Trade Bureau, the University of Arizona, 
and other Tucson retailers.62

In chronicles of the city, the tragedy at the Pioneer is considered one 
of the main causes of downtown Tucson’s decline, along with the move of 
Cele Peterson’s in 1962, Levy’s in 1967, and Steinfeld’s in 1971 to shopping 
centers east of downtown, such as El Con. As Tucson businessman Roy 
Drachman explained in his memoir, even though the “fl ight of important 
retail stores” hurt downtown, it was still the “heart of the city,” and the 
“Pioneer Hotel was that heart as much as any one place could be.” But “all 
that ended” after the fi re, he continued, because Tucson “never recovered 
from the loss of its heart.” The fi re’s signifi cance for Tucson was undeni-
able, but the fact that its equal devastation of families from Sonora went 
unmentioned became a fi tting meta phor for how most Tucsonans ignored 
Sonora’s role in shaping the city. Even though Mexicans perished in the 
fi re, only the deaths of white “pioneers” such as the Steinfelds  were remem-
bered in pop u lar accounts.63

Although the fi re also affected Jácome’s trade with Mexico— the 
Lukens, Sotos, and Antillons  were longtime customers of the store— other 
factors limited trade between Arizona and Sonora as well. These included 
the growing indebtedness of many Sonoran businesspeople and the coun-
try as a  whole, devaluation of the Mexican peso in 1976, and an increase 
in violence against Mexican immigrants that threatened U.S.- Mexico re-
lations. The decline of their currency was for a few wealthy Sonorans an 
opportunity to invest in Tucson real estate, which they saw as a relatively 
stable venture, but most Mexicans could no longer afford shopping trips 
to Arizona. Nevertheless, Jácome’s remained open until 1980, by which 
time profi ts had declined and shareholders— various members of the 
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extended Jácome family— contemplated ways to salvage their investment 
by selling the store.

The year the store closed, Jácome’s eldest son carried a Mexican fl ag 
in the rodeo parade as a tribute to his father. Only a month before, on 
January 14, Jácome had died of a heart attack while working at his desk at 
the store. With his passing, El Imparcial proclaimed, Tucson lost one of 
the “pillars” of the community, “beneath whose shadow” the city had 
grown. The pro cession would be a fi tting way to honor a man whose life 
and work helped shape Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland. The 
occasion also commemorated the Jácome family’s annual participation in 
La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Jácome rode in the parade from the 1930s to the 
1960s, when his son picked up the reins and carried forward the family 
tradition. In 1976, the Rodeo Parade Committee recognized Jácome’s life-
long contribution to the city by naming him that year’s grand marshal. He 
became only the second Mexican American to be so honored, following 
Ambassador Raul H. Castro, who was the parade’s grand marshal in 1970. 
Praising the parade committee’s selection of Jácome, Castro, who by 1975 
had become Arizona’s fi rst Mexican American governor, said, Jácome 
“typifi es Tucson and has made our neighbors to the south and southern 
Arizona become as one.”64

The 1980 parade became a funeral pro cession for the Tucson depart-
ment store that his father, Carlos Jácome, had founded eighty- four years 
earlier. Noting the double signifi cance of the occasion, one reporter wrote, 
Jácome’s son “looked splendid that day in a magnifi cent sombrero with a 
gorgeous  horse dancing beneath him. He was smiling. But he carried 
within him not only the recent death of his father, but also the knowledge 
of yet another death in the pioneer Jácome family— the closing of their 
store.” After almost a century in business, Jácome’s could no longer stay 
afl oat in Tucson’s and the U.S.- Mexico border region’s shifting economic 
environment. Throughout the 1950s, as Tucson’s business core remained 
downtown, Jácome’s department store was one of its main anchors. But as 
Tucson’s population exploded, city government annexed expanses of land 
east of downtown, which over the years fi lled with neighborhoods, schools, 
and shopping centers that eventually spread across the valley. Just a week 
after the 1980 rodeo parade, Jácome’s son prepared to announce the store’s 
closing to more than one hundred store employees and the general public. 
“We’re beginning to see the total collapse of commerce in the old center of 
Tucson,” he told a Sonoran reporter. Newcomers to Tucson, he believed, 
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 were unfamiliar with the heritage of the Jácomes and their store, and he 
was glad that his father did not live to see the day. He thanked Sonorans 
one last time for their “valuable and constant support.”65

As the Jácomes shuttered their business, another institution sought to 
rebuild Tucson’s connections with Sonora and establish itself as an inter-
national hub in the middle of the Sonoran Desert. The University of Ari-
zona stood less than two miles east of the Pioneer Hotel and Jácome’s de-
partment store, in the new heart of Tucson, and at the center of the city’s 
eastward expansion. It became another borderland institution representa-
tive of the city’s exchanges with Sonora during the 1960s and 1970s, one 
that demonstrated faith in the border region’s modernization, scientifi c 
advancement, and intercultural understanding and also revealed cracks in 
the façade of the Sunbelt borderland built by men like Jácome.
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T he fi rst Arizona- Sonora conferences, held during the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, celebrated the postwar “civic and moral progress” of both 
states. Participants discussed the profi ts to be reaped from regional 

industries, including ranching, agriculture, fi shing, and tourism. The fi rst 
gathering took place in Hermosillo in 1959, with support from professors 
and students at the University of Arizona (U of A) and la Universidad de 
Sonora (Uni- Son). The second was held the next year in Tucson, where 
Ignacio Soto— the Sonoran businessman, former governor, and president 
of Uni- Son’s board of trustees— served as its cochair with Arizona banker 
Lewis Douglas. Governors Fannin and Obregón attended as well, and 
months before he became the U.S. secretary of state, Dean Rusk, who at the 
time served as president of the Rocke fel ler Foundation, gave a speech, called 
“Borders and Neighbors,” which detailed the history of international coop-
eration between the United States and Mexico. The U of A and Uni- Son 
sent delegations of teachers and students who sought a greater “cultural ex-
change” with each other, but most conference participants  were not academ-
ics. Before the meeting, Soto and Douglas recruited leading bankers and 
industrialists. All vowed to work together for Arizona’s and Sonora’s mutual 
benefi t. Summarizing the sentiment of the conference, the governors of both 
states proclaimed, “God made us neighbors— Let us be good neighbors.”1

When politicians, businesspeople, students, and teachers came to-
gether at the U of A and Uni- Son, they marked those institutions as pin-
nacles of the Sunbelt borderland’s modernization. State and national gov-
ernments on both sides of the border invested in education during the 
mid- twentieth century. Their representatives believed that universities 
 were symbols of postwar progress and would be engines of economic devel-
opment in the future. Founded in 1885 as a land-grant institution, the U of 
A celebrated its seventy- fi fth anniversary in 1960, when rodeo organizers 

4
S T U D E N T  M O V E M E N T S
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selected university president Richard Harvill as the grand marshal of that 
year’s parade. Also marking the occasion, Douglas Martin’s ode, The Lamp 
in the Desert, told a tale of frontier triumph. From a “barren campus of 
forty acres,” he wrote, the U of A became “one of the nation’s great institu-
tions of advanced education.” Like Jácome’s department store, the U of A 
by 1960 had benefi ted from the region’s demographic expansion and high- 
tech industrialization, becoming a leader in anthropology, astronomy, arid 
land studies, and other fi elds. Meanwhile, Uni- Son, founded in 1942, was 
only twenty years old. But Sonoran politicians and businesspeople saw the 
institution as the height of postrevolutionary progress. The growth of 
Sonora’s middle class expanded educational opportunities, governors lav-
ished money on Uni- Son, and businesspeople supported programs that 
advanced their interests.2

Offering their arguments for increased collaboration, administrators, 
teachers, and students at both universities mimicked the Good Neighbor 
rhetoric of politicians and businesspeople, a hallmark of the postwar era. 
Interactions between universities on both sides of the border would in-
crease international goodwill and understanding, they claimed. But they 
also referred to a long history of academic exchange between the United 
States and Mexico. University administrators received honorary degrees 
from neighboring countries. Professors developed cross- border research 
agendas. Students moved back and forth between the countries as partici-
pants in student- exchange programs or as tourists seeking plea sure. 
Wealthy Mexican families, including those of Sonora’s leading business-
people and politicians, sent their children to high schools and universities 
in the United States. The U of A and Uni- Son, therefore, served as gateways 
for cultural, intellectual, and economic exchanges.

As study abroad programs and the pursuit of degrees abroad demon-
strated student activities beyond activism, student protests at the U of A 
and Uni- Son revealed the widening fault lines in the Arizona-Sonora 
Sunbelt borderland. Students, infl uenced by their working- class back-
grounds or middle- class aspirations, expressed their frustration with per-
sis tent ethnic, social, and economic disparities despite the promises of 
postwar economic development. Tucson students, especially Mexican 
Americans who increasingly called themselves Chicanas and Chicanos, 
protested the underrepre sen ta tion at the U of A of minority students and 
faculty. They mobilized beyond the university as well, arguing against 
the marginalization of Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American 
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communities and highlighting the consequences of the city’s growth and 
so-called progress. Businesspeople, politicians, and boosters continued to 
argue into the late twentieth century that economic development had ben-
efi ted all of the city’s residents fi nancially, socially, and culturally. However, 
Mexican American journalist Leyla Cattan, writing on the U of A’s one- 
hundredth anniversary in 1985, denied that this was the case for “Hispanic” 
students. They continued to struggle for equality. Students at Uni- Son also 
criticized state and federal claims about the benefi ts of postwar progress 
and modernization as well as the po liti cal corruption and the nondemo-
cratic nature of their university. The expansion of agriculture, ranching, 
manufacturing, and mining industries had yielded great profi ts for a few 
Sonorans but left the vast majority of them in poverty. Rather than ad-
dress these inequalities head-on, the purpose of the university for business-
people and politicians, they believed, was to perpetuate the gap between 
rich and poor by training an aspiring class of professionals to ignore the 
social and economic challenges limiting opportunities for most Mexi-
cans. In short, students on both sides of the border protested against the 
failures— or the gap between rhetoric and reality— of U.S. and Mexican 
states during the postwar era.3

The tensions that exploded at universities during the 1960s and 1970s 
refl ected much deeper troubles that threatened to unravel the world envi-
sioned by Jácome, Soto, and other businesspeople and politicians on both 
sides of the border. In addition to a region shaped by development, prog-
ress, harmony, and international goodwill, the borderland, students at the 
U of A and Uni- Son demonstrated, was riddled by economic, social, and 
cultural divisions. These divisions  were not entirely new, of course. Mexi-
can Americans had struggled against in e qual ity, discrimination, and mar-
ginalization since before World War II. Likewise, Mexico’s PRI spent de-
cades trying to limit damage caused by criticisms that it did not represent 
the goals of the Mexican Revolution. Mexican workers, small landowners, 
and students or ga nized against po liti cal corruption, policies that favored 
large- scale landowners, and growing economic and racial injustices.

Nevertheless, the sense that borderlands society was increasingly di-
vided gained new urgency during the 1960s and 1970s, given the shifting 
currents of regional and global history. Not only did people of Mexican 
and indigenous descent confront the reality of undelivered, decades- old 
promises but youth movements, confl ict around the world, and economic 
uncertainties for working- and middle- class residents in the United States 
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and Mexico also created conditions that led to increased tensions and the 
unmaking of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland. Throughout the 
Americas, the United States backed repressive military dictatorships work-
ing to crush leftist movements. The rhetoric and violence of these confl icts, 
albeit on a much smaller scale, infi ltrated the Arizona- Sonora borderland 
as students at the U of A and Uni- Son fought for change. Businespeople 
and offi cials on both sides of the border dismissed these protestors as anar-
chists, radicals, and Communists. Ultimately, the turbulence of the period 
resulted from the failures of liberal regimes that did not improve life for— or 
even truly represent— a majority of their citizens. In the Arizona- Sonora 
borderland, the U of A and Uni- Son—like universities around the world— 
therefore became institutional arbiters of shifting international relations, 
culture, and politics.4

Two  U n i ve r s i t i e s ,  O n e  Re g i o n

Between 1960 and 1980, administrators, professors, and students at the U 
of A engaged in a wide variety of exchanges with their counterparts at 
Uni- Son and throughout Mexico. For them and for the politicians of Ari-
zona and Sonora, such cross- border connections  were pivotal elements 
of the past and present for the U of A and Uni- Son, which also shaped 
Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland. The institutions became rep-
resentative of the  progress and modernization of the entire region. The 
Lamp in the Desert chronicled the careers of professors who attracted capi-
tal investment in the territory’s industrialization, designed the Phoenix 
area’s Roo se velt Dam, and conceived of war time rationing programs. Pres-
ident John Schaefer’s annual reports highlighted the institution’s leader-
ship in astronomy, archaeology, and other fi elds, emphasizing the univer-
sity’s adoption of the “most modern” technologies. He and his successors 
echoed regional boosters, businesspeople, and politicians, who cast Tuc-
son as a haven for the economic development that would light the path 
toward the university’s future success.5

Meanwhile, Uni- Son quickly became a symbol of Sonora’s modern-
ization and cultural enlightenment. During the mid- 1950s, Sonorans be-
lieved that their state’s continued growth depended on the expansion of 
educational opportunities to a greater number of citizens. Federal and state 
governments, with additional support from private investors, built second-
ary schools and expanded Uni- Son. They bought desks, lab equipment, 
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machinery, and books, including hundreds of volumes about the state’s 
“historical, geo graph i cal, social, and economic” character that  were 
shelved in Uni- Son’s “Sonoran Library.” They also established agriculture, 
livestock, business, nursing, and engineering schools at Uni- Son that in-
troduced growers and ranchers to new technologies and trained Sonorans 
to make lasting contributions to their state’s progress. For their part, 
 Sonoran governors allocated hundreds of thousands of pesos to fellow-
ships for university students and levied new state taxes that went directly to 
Uni- Son’s coffers.6

But if the U of A and Uni- Son represented the growth of Arizona and 
Sonora, respectively, offi cials at both universities understood the success 
of their institutions in relation to the surrounding region. Schaefer high-
lighted two U of A radio programs as evidence that the university cared 
about international and “minority affairs.” These  were called Latin Ameri-
can Week and Fiesta, a Spanish- language program that targeted the re-
gion’s Mexican and Mexican American communities. He also mentioned 
the university- funded “low- energy humidifi cation- cycle desalting plant” 
in Puerto Peñasco, Sonora, which sought solutions to the scarcity of water 
in the desert. Schaefer also listed agricultural projects in Mexico along-
side work in Brazil and Iraq, as well as statistics about international stu-
dents from Mexico, Africa, China, Iran, and other countries. The univer-
sity’s internationalism helped bolster his claim that the U of A was the 
“most complete university in the arid or semiarid area of the world.” 7

While Schaefer highlighted these late twentieth- century programs, 
the U of A’s relationship with Mexico, and Sonora in par tic u lar, spanned 
the century as a  whole. In 1919, U of A president Rufus Von KleinSmid 
had visited Mexico City’s Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(UNAM), where he met Mexican president Venustiano Carranza and re-
ceived an honorary degree. One Mexican professor observed that relations 
between the U of A and Mexican universities had been “forever cemented 
by the visit of your president to our country and our national institution.” 
The very next year, UNAM’s rector, José Macías, visited Tucson, where 
KleinSmid awarded him an honorary degree. Moreover, the scions of 
prominent Sinaloan and Sonoran families earned degrees at the U of A. 
These histories paved the way for continued relationships during the post-
war era.8

Professors also conceived of research agendas intended to nurture 
cross- border understanding. One early effort came in 1955, when professors 
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from multiple disciplines coauthored “An Arizona- Sonora Research Re-
port,” a systematic effort to defi ne the relationship between the U of A and 
Sonora and to determine its future scope. The report envisioned dozens of 
cross- border research projects in the social sciences, physical sciences, 
humanities, and other areas. It offered a sweeping statement about the 
shared histories of the two states. “From the time of earliest man in the 
Southwest,” the report stated, “the areas of Sonora and Arizona have been 
one geo graph i cal entity.” Spanish conquistadors, Father Kino, and their 
followers joined in the common project of civilizing the area. “No line of 
demarcation divided this region,” the report continued, “until the Gads-
den Purchase in 1853 imposed an international boundary line between 
Mexico and the territory of Arizona.” The work of university professors, the 
report implied, would continue the projects begun by Spaniards. These 
historical antecedents grounded their argument that the U of A should 
play a central role in the development of Arizona- Sonora relations.9

Authors of the report saw the postwar era as a particularly favorable 
moment to develop future projects in Sonora because of Mexico’s parallel 
modernization. After World War II, the growth of agricultural industries 
and increased trade with the United States signaled to many that the re-
gion was ripe for research and economic development. After the Gadsden 
Purchase, the report claimed, “growth” in Sonora “was at fi rst retarded,” 
but the situation of the state had improved, and during the postwar era it 
became “apparent that the natural advantages of the area will permit its 
development as one of the country’s major breadbaskets.” In the language 
of economic imperialism, which emphasized what Arizona had to gain by 
expanding its fi nancial investments in Mexico, the report continued, “the 
development of Guaymas and other seaports, the rapidly expanding com-
merce and traffi c between the United States and Mexico via the Arizona- 
Sonora points of entry, the opening of the new Nogales– Mexico City 
highway— all indicate the economic potential of this area.” The authors of 
the report therefore demonstrated that they shared the profi t motives of 
the businesspeople and politicians who sponsored conferences in Her-
mosillo and Tucson and who fi nanced regional economic development. 
They at least recognized that appealing to them was essential to gaining 
funding for their research agendas in Mexico.10

Not surprisingly, the report acknowledged Jácome as an important 
link between the U of A and Sonora’s educational and business interests. 
Jácome helped arrange a visit to the U of A by faculty and administrators 
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from Uni- Son, planning dinners at the Old Pueblo and Rotary Clubs and 
a tour of the U of A’s Agricultural Experiment Station. According to 
El Imparcial, by the time they left Tucson to return to Sonora, they had 
resolved to apply at Uni- Son what they had learned in Arizona and make 
their university the “cultural bulwark” of Sonora and northern Mexico. 
Jácome also helped arrange President Harvill’s trip to Jalisco, where Har-
vill hoped to learn Spanish and meet Jácome’s business associates. Similar 
to the gatherings of rodeo week, these visits  were both social gatherings 
and opportunities to develop fi nancial relationships between the univer-
sity and Mexican businesspeople. Jácome also arranged visits to Tucson by 
prominent Mexicans like Ignacio Soto Jr., who enrolled in a U of A course 
called “Business for Executives.” Recognizing his work, the U of A awarded 
Jácome an honorary degree at its 1974 commencement exercises. A blurb 
about the award in the Tucsotarian—the newsletter of the Tucson Rotary 
Club— praised his “achievements in business and civic affairs” and “his 
distinguished ser vice in the fi eld of international relations.”11

Anthropologist James Offi cer followed up on the Arizona- Sonora 
Research Report with his own study, “A Proposal for a Joint Economic 
Survey of Arizona and Sonora.” Offi cer’s proposal also emphasized that 
both states shared common histories. Both had similar geographies and 
faced similar environmental challenges. Mining, livestock, and agricul-
tural industries  were vital to the economies of both states; Arizona and 
Sonora shared similar demographic traits, including rural- to- urban mi-
gration. Finally, according to Offi cer, Arizona and Sonora followed simi-
lar trajectories of modernization. Both had moved from a “pioneering 
phase” typical of “folk society” toward industrialization. The 1955 and 1960 
reports together established a framework for understanding Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s joint development. Both proposals implied that commercial in-
terests played a key role in the U of A’s relationships in Mexico. However, 
if Offi cer’s proposal again demonstrated the connection between business 
and university interests in Mexico, it had social, cultural, and historical 
motivations as well.12

Offi cer’s proposal envisioned a wide variety of research collaborations 
between academics in Arizona and Sonora, enabling the kind of “cross- 
cultural analysis” fundamental to his proposal. It would be a multiyear 
project that would involve selecting research teams, conducting general 
surveys of both states, and completing several research projects “on spe-
cifi c delimited problems common to each state.” Offi cer explained how 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



S T U D E N T  M O V E M E N T S

142

the “viewpoints of researchers with differing cultural backgrounds operat-
ing within the same broad framework and working in a culture other than 
their own should provide insights otherwise diffi cult to obtain.” The uni-
versities would accomplish such mutual understanding by having Uni- 
Son researchers live and work for a month at the U of A, and then U of A 
researchers would do the same at Uni- Son. Even if such exchange pro-
grams never blossomed as Offi cer had imagined, they anticipated several 
later developments, including the construction of experimental stations 
for the production of potable water and for a joint project by marine biolo-
gists from both universities, who partnered with regional fi shermen to 
study animals in the Sea of Cortez. Then during the 1970s, U of A profes-
sors, including Thomas Sheridan, formed small groups like the “Menudo 
Society,” a forum for them to discuss their work on Sonora, while histori-
ans and anthropologists from the U of A and Uni- Son or ga nized symposia 
on both sides of the border to share their research.13

At the U of A and Uni- Son, the anthropology departments in par tic-
u lar worked to cultivate cross- border relationships. Byron Cummings, an 
archaeologist at the U of A, had set a pre ce dent during the 1920s, when he 
excavated Mexico City’s Cuicuilco, an ancient Mesoamerican site south 
of Teotihuacán. Moreover, during his sixteen years as chair of the Depart-
ment of Anthropology at the U of A, Raymond H. Thompson invited 
Mexican anthropologists to teach at the U of A and helped establish sym-
posia on regional topics. At the fi rst “Conference on the Anthropology and 
History of Northwestern Mexico,” held in Hermosillo in January 1974, he 
delivered the keynote address. Only an “artifi cial” border divided Arizo-
nans and Sonorans, Thompson said. “For us in the Southwestern United 
States,” he continued, the “study of the anthropology and history of North-
western Mexico is the basis of our cultural inheritance, much like it is the 
root of yours.” In part because of their work to establish cross- border col-
laborations, the Mexican government chose Hermosillo for one of the fi rst 
six regional centers of the National Institute for Anthropology and History, 
precisely because of Hermosillo’s proximity to Tucson and the U of A.14

Because of its specialization in research on the border region, the 
anthropology department established itself as one of the best in the na-
tion. During the early 1950s, the university funded the Bureau of Ethnic 
Research (BER) as a department subdivision, which by the 1970s had car-
ried out studies on border health issues, local impacts of modernization 
on Arizona’s Native American populations, and Mexican migration. The 
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department also offered courses on the Southwest, Mexico, and Latin 
America in general and became an early sponsor of courses on race and 
ethnicity in the United States, such as “Minority Peoples of the U.S.,” 
“Native Peoples of the Southwest,” and “Mexican American Culture.” 
Despite topics that covered their histories and cultures, few Spanish- 
surnamed or Native American students took these courses.15

At the same time that professors encouraged expanded relationships 
between the U of A and Uni- Son—and deeper knowledge of the U.S.- 
Mexico borderlands in general— businesspeople, governments, institu-
tions of higher education, and civic organizations on both sides of the 
border created opportunities for students to travel and study abroad. Hosted 
by students at Uni- Son, U of A business and accounting majors visited 
Hermosillo’s cement factories, cooling plants, food- processing plants, and 
tele vi sion stations, as well as Uni- Son’s museums, libraries, athletic fi elds, 
and classrooms— all symbols of Sonoran progress. They also enrolled in 
the university’s Guadalajara Summer Program, which shaped their per-
ceptions of Mexico and also infl uenced Mexican views of the United 
States. The program began during the immediate postwar era and for de-
cades remained the university’s only program in Mexico. Faculty and stu-
dents boarded a train in Nogales, stopped in Guadalajara, and then con-
tinued on to Michoacán, Morelos, and Mexico City.16

The Guadalajara Summer Program gained a national reputation, 
and college students from across the United States with interests in inter-
national relations applied to participate, in part because of the Cold War 
spirit of Pan- Americanism. In 1966, students came from forty- one states 
and 173 different universities. For most, it was their fi rst visit to Mexico. 
Many had an interest in U.S.– Latin American relations before they ap-
plied. During the 1960s, Aeronaves de México initiated direct fl ights from 
Tucson to the interior of Mexico, which made it con ve nient for students to 
embark from the U of A. But students also frequently traveled from the 
border by bus. After arriving, they took courses for six weeks with U of A 
professors, Mexican professors hired specifi cally for the program, and 
others hired summer by summer from U.S. universities. Students could 
take courses in law, art, music, religion, or economics; slightly more 
focused courses such as “Contemporary Mexican Literature,” “Mexican 
Culture and Manners,” or “Mexican Affairs”; or specialized courses such as 
“Colonial History,” “Women in Mexico,” or “The Radio and TV Industry 
in Mexico.”17

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



S T U D E N T  M O V E M E N T S

144

Renato Rosaldo, a professor in the Spanish department at the U of A, 
pitched the program as a comprehensive learning experience through 
which participants would become intimately familiar with Mexico and 
Mexicans, who also got to know something about their guests. Stays with 
Mexican host families and the tour of Mexico that followed the course-
work had a great impact on the students. The U of A took great care to en-
sure that their students lived with “better than average middle- class fami-
lies,” preferably those with college- aged children. Program administrators 
inspected each  house before the students arrived to ensure that it met the 
program’s standards of cleanliness, respectability, and modernity. Stu-
dents “concerned about whether or not there would be plumbing,” Rosal-
do’s successor, Macario Saldate, recalled, “arrived to fi nd swimming pools.” 
The program sought to give students the impression that life in Mexico 
could be similar to that in the United States. Students developed deep 
attachments to their host families—“laughing with them, crying with 
them,” as one put it. They participated in family conversations, traveled, 
shopped, and prepared meals together.18

As guests in middle- class Mexican homes, students experienced only 
one small, preselected slice of Mexico’s social, cultural, and economic stra-
tum. Nevertheless, for the program participants, the Mexican host fami-
lies represented Mexico as a  whole. As one female student wrote, the host 
families “were Mexico, just as for them we  were the United States of 
America.” Recognizing that national ste reo types streamed across the bor-
der in both directions— that Mexicans, too, had their own preconceptions 
about what it was like to live in the United States— she continued, “Most 
of them seemed surprised that we  were not millionaires’ daughters 
and that our parents  were not divorced as they had seen in all American 
fi lms.” Their surprise demonstrated the power of the cinema to shape the 
ste reo types Mexicans held about the United States. Moreover, to the ex-
tent that ste reo types about high divorce rates among U.S. couples bol-
stered ideas in Mexico about the relative stability of Mexican families, 
exchanges between Mexican hosts and their guests led these parties to 
question their assumptions about both countries. For Rosaldo, this was 
precisely the point. Such interactions, he wrote, worked to “acquaint them 
fi rst- hand with Mexican culture and manners” and “promote mutual un-
derstanding between citizens of Mexico and the United States.”19

Their experience in Mexico led many students to see themselves as 
unoffi cial ambassadors of the United States. After six weeks in class, they 
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traveled throughout Mexico for an additional two, visiting small towns 
such as Jiquilpan, Zamora, Pátzcuaro, and Janitzio; tourist destinations 
such as Taxco, Acapulco, and Cuernavaca; and Mexico City, where they 
visited the National Museum, National Palace, Chapultepec Castle, Xo-
chimilco, and the Basilica of Guadalupe. Interacting with Mexicans and 
representing the United States wherever they went, students returned 
from Mexico believing that they had, in fact, worked to improve relations 
between Mexico and the United States. As one participant wrote, refer-
ring explicitly to Eugene Burdick and William Lederer’s 1958 novel, The 
Ugly American, “If more young people  were given such opportunities, I 
feel that, gradually, we Americans might become a little less ugly in the 
eyes of our neighbors.” He continued, “This program accomplished much 
in the fi eld of human relations on both sides of the fence.”20

Sonoran students who spent a few days at the U of A also gained posi-
tive impressions of the United States and hoped that their interactions 
with students in Tucson might strengthen cross- border relations. One vis-
ited Arizona in December 1963 at the invitation of a group of U of A 
alumni. A law and social sciences student at Uni- Son, he sat in on classes 
at the U of A and claimed to immediately notice differences in “environ-
ment” and “custom.” One “breathes” differently in Arizona, he wrote. 
Students in the United States had a greater range of educational experi-
ences to choose from because there  were many more universities there 
than in Mexico, he observed. They also had great vitality and energy and 
 were highly interested in Mexican politics and society. Their way of think-
ing was not all that different from how Sonoran students thought, he 
noted, and their concerns, joys, ambitions, and group affi liations also 
 were the same. Drawing a conclusion that was similar to what U of A stu-
dents took away from their time in Mexico, the student explained that, if 
students from the United States and Mexico had even more occasions to 
interact with each other, their time together might “result in the removal 
of any problems between the United States and Mexico that might arise 
in the future.”21

If the Guadalajara Summer Program helped U.S. and Mexican fami-
lies and students better understand each other, it also helped Mexican 
Americans learn about themselves and their families. Very few Mexican 
Americans participated in the program— fi rst, because few of them at-
tended college, and second, because, for those who did, travel- abroad pro-
grams  were a luxury they could not afford. Spanish major Patricia Ann 
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Preciado was able to participate in the program only because she received 
one of twenty Carnegie Fellowships awarded nationally. A native of Tuc-
son, Preciado attended the U of A from 1957 to 1960. She went to Guada-
lajara the summer after she graduated. Even though she had spent her 
entire life near the border, she had never visited Mexico— not even 
 Nogales, Sonora, sixty miles away. She “wasn’t allowed,” she recalled, be-
cause “parents of that generation  were pretty strict” or at least “my father 
was very strict.” So when she caught the bus from Nogales, Sonora, to 
Guadalajara, Jalisco, she had little knowledge of the wider world beyond 
Arizona. “Here I was,” she said, “all of a sudden on a bus . . .  going to 
Guadalajara, twelve hundred miles away from home.” What unfolded, 
she explained, was a pro cess of self- discovery.22

Describing the program’s effect on her, Preciado said, in Guadalajara 
“this  whole world about Mexico opened up to me.” She had taken many 
courses in the Spanish department, but most of that coursework focused 
on the literary history of Spain rather than Mexico. Preciado recalled that 
Chicano studies did not exist during the late 1950s and stated that students 
certainly “didn’t learn anything at all” about the history of Mexican 
Americans in Tucson. At the university, her only exposure to “Mexican 
culture” came through the courses she took with Rosaldo, a role model to 
Preciado and her older sister, who also studied at the U of A. Preciado’s 
parents  were “proud of being Mexican,” she recalled, but her father’s expe-
rience working in mines in Jerome, Arizona, and in California led him to 
encourage his daughters to assimilate and learn En glish. In Tucson, Pre-
ciado claimed, she was not “aware of being different.” But when she ar-
rived in Mexico, she thought, “this is my heritage . . .  this is who I am.” 
Later, Preciado became an acclaimed author of short stories and ethno-
graphic work on the Arizona border region’s Mexican and Mexican Amer-
ican communities. Books such as Images and Conversations (1983), Songs 
My Mother Sang to Me (1992), and Beloved Land (2004) have demon-
strated Preciado’s deep knowledge of Mexican culture and language. The 
success of interviews with Mexican elders, she said, depended on it. She 
attributed her biculturalism and bilingualism to the Guadalajara Summer 
Program. “It was Mexico that did it,” she said, “I just came back a different 
person.”23

For pleasure- seeking road trippers from the U of A, the idea of Mexico 
opening up a new world to them meant something  else entirely. Instead 
of opportunities for ethnic self- identifi cation, mutual understanding, or 
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goodwill, visits to Mexico— only one hour away— provided many U.S. stu-
dents an opportunity for leisure and mischief. If students who traveled 
throughout the Mexican interior as part of the Guadalajara Summer Pro-
gram took seriously their role as ju nior ambassadors and watched their be-
havior, students who stayed closer to home, traveling to northern Mexico’s 
beaches and border towns, seemed more likely to seek out the kinds of 
vices that would get them in trouble in the United States. To be sure, stu-
dents who traveled to the interior of Mexico found trouble, and many stu-
dents who traveled only to beaches and border towns stayed out of it. More-
over, college students also found vice in the United States. Nonetheless, 
pleasure- seeking students demonstrated how Mexican borderlands pro-
vided a space where U.S. students sought carnal plea sure and adventure.

Between the fall and spring semesters, during spring break, for a long 
weekend or even for an eve ning, students sought plea sure in Sonoran 
towns such as Nogales, Guaymas, or Puerto Peñasco, which Arizonans 
referred to as “Rocky Point.” While there, they indulged in Mexico’s 
younger drinking age, went deep- sea fi shing in the Gulf of California, 
danced the Watusi to American music, sunbathed, had sex, and went to 
bullfi ghts. An article in the student newspaper described a sanitized ver-
sion of what awaited them: “when University students combine sun, sand, 
suds, and water skiing, the result is often a weekend of fun and relaxation 
at Rocky Point, Mexico.” In addition to fun and relaxation, however, some 
landed in jail. In 1966, thirty of the two hundred undergrads who “in-
vaded” the beach town of Mazatlán, Sinaloa— some fi fteen hours from 
the Arizona- Sonora border by car— found themselves imprisoned follow-
ing a “wild party in one of the beach bars.” Students who witnessed or 
took part in the chaos failed to acknowledge their own bad behavior, 
thinking that Mexican authorities had set out to arrest them.24

Although the Guadalajara Summer Program, according to its partici-
pants, had a positive infl uence on U.S.- Mexico relations, leisure trips to 
the Mexican border and coastal cities frequently had the opposite effect. 
In January 1965, hundreds of students from the U of A traveled to the 
beach town of Guaymas, Sonora. One eve ning, they held an all- night 
party at the Hotel Miramar that led manager Juan Alcántar to threaten to 
report the students to university administrators. The year before, students 
tore sinks from bathroom walls and broke six screen doors, ten glass doors, 
and hundreds of glasses from the hotel bar. In 1965, they burned a beach 
 house to the ground, set off cherry bombs in the hotel bar, and shattered 
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several windows, and some even refused to pay their hotel bills. Even 
though students  were a vital source of income for Sonoran businesses, 
Alcántar broke up their celebration. Mexican police arrested seven. The 
Guaymas newspaper El Diario ran an article under the headline “Un-
pleasant Presence of Foreign Tourists in Our City; They Behave like Sav-
ages, Abusing the Hospitality Which They Are Given  Here.” The resi-
dents of Guaymas had shown much consideration in welcoming students 
into their community, yet the students did not return the courtesy they 
received.25

The unruly behavior of U.S. spring breakers visiting Mexico tar-
nished the reputations of both the U of A and the United States. The U.S. 
vice consul in Nogales insisted that “the vacation of students,” despite 
their meddling, was in no way “troublesome” to U.S.- Mexico relations. 
Nevertheless, Mexicans formed their own opinions. Some claimed that 

American tourists dancing in Guaymas, Sonora. (Arizona Historical Society, 
Charles and Lucile Herbert, Western Ways Features Manuscript and 
Photograph Collection, MS 1255, Folder 276, N.)
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the U of A “stakes its prestige very low” due to the students’ conduct. Rec-
ognizing that student travel abroad carried risks, at the beginning of each 
break administrators warned students to mind their manners. Just before 
the 1965 debacle in Guaymas, the U of A’s dean of men explained, “stu-
dents must help build United States and University relations when visiting 
Mexico.” He continued, “Any student in trouble refl ects adversely on the 
University as well as the country.”26

Instead of apologizing or demonstrating shame for their behavior, 
these university students cast the Mexican response as a gross overreac-
tion. Two days after the Wildcat reported on the incident in Guaymas, the 
student newspaper ran another commentary, this time a po liti cal cartoon. 
It showed a college student blindfolded, arms behind his back, and bound 
with rope tied around his chest and legs. He stood before a fi ring squad 
taking aim at him, as a thickly mustachioed caudillo, or military leader, 
wearing a sombrero and bandoliers, raised his sword, ready to issue his 
order to shoot. In a fi nal effort to save his own life, the student in the car-
toon exclaimed, “FOR THE LAST TIME, IT WAS A PARTY, NOT A 
REVOLUTION.” The student seemed to have pleaded his case many 
times, but his defense fell on deaf ears, and now he would pay the price. 
Students went to Guaymas only to have fun, the cartoon implied, not to 
cause trouble. They may have gotten a little carried away, but certainly 
they intended no harm.27

While U of A students traveled to Mexico for a wide variety of 
 reasons— to participate in study- abroad programs or to enjoy leisure 
time— Mexican students traveled to Arizona to pursue undergraduate and 
graduate degrees in Tucson. By the 1970s, the U of A considered itself an 
international university not only because of its faculty but also because of 
its student body. The annual President’s Reports emphasized that U of A 
students hailed from more than seventy countries, including Turkey, 
China, India, Lebanon, Nigeria, and Pakistan. Nevertheless, Mexican 
students, particularly from Sonora, formed the University of Arizona’s 
largest bloc of international students. They gained access to U.S. universi-
ties through a combination of po liti cal connections and fi nancial means, 
and, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the U of A remained a leading insti-
tution for the education of wealthy Mexicans. This changed slowly during 
the 1970s, with the establishment of Mexican government and U of A 
scholarship programs that demo cratized the pursuit of secondary degrees 
outside Mexico and the broader shift among elite Mexicans toward 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



S T U D E N T  M O V E M E N T S

150

sending their children to more prestigious institutions elsewhere in the 
United States and Eu rope.28

Postwar economic growth enabled some Sonorans to attend U.S. 
universities. A new and increasingly urbanized middle class of small- 
business own ers, professionals, teachers, and others sent their children to 
Uni- Son, but other students benefi ted from family wealth or new fellow-
ship opportunities that paid their way at the U of A. Sonoran students chose 
the U of A primarily because it was close to home. As one alumnus said, 
“Like all Mexican families, we like to keep close to our parents or our 
children.” Moreover, Mexican students felt that Mexican culture sur-
rounded them in Tucson. Sonoran families with children at the U of A 
sometimes purchased second homes in the city. Tucson real- estate devel-
opers catered to them, advertising in Sonoran newspapers one-, two-, and 
three- bedroom apartments that cost between $35,000 and $50,000, or be-
tween $100,000 and $130,000 in early twenty- fi rst century prices. Realtors 
called their apartments the “best investment in Tucson,” highlighting 
their con ve nient location near El Con mall, medical centers, and the U of 
A. During their visits, Sonorans maintained family and business connec-
tions as they dropped in on their children.29

Another reason that Sonorans sent their children to the U of A was 
that agricultural industries constituted a signifi cant part of the state’s 
economy, and the U of A had a strong College of Agriculture. By encour-
aging their children to study there, own ers of Sonoran farms and ranches 
hoped to “prolong the empire” by helping their children take over the 
family business, as one U of A offi cial put it. Finally, the Mexican govern-
ment’s Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología (CONACYT) scholar-
ships, established during the 1970s, enabled Mexicans to pursue secondary 
degrees abroad. In addition, U of A scholarship programs specifi cally for 
students from Mexico and Latin America also created opportunities for 
them. Nevertheless, Mexicans who studied in the United States  were still 
seen as privileged individuals likely to join the ranks of Sonora’s professional 
classes after receiving their degrees. For all of these reasons, throughout 
the 1970s, the U of A hosted more Mexican students than any other uni-
versity in the United States.30

Humberto Acuña and María Eugenia Flores  were representative of 
the Sonoran students who attended the U of A during the 1970s. Their 
journeys from primary schools in smaller Sonoran towns to high schools 
in Hermosillo and then to high school and college in Tucson demonstrated 
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postwar educational opportunities and revealed the migratory circuits that 
many Sonorans traveled to the United States not only as laborers but also as 
students. Acuña and Flores followed parallel paths from the small mining 
town of Cananea, Sonora, to the U of A. Both of their families worked in 
the mines. Originally from Bacoachi, Sonora, a small town where the So-
noran River begins to fl ow south toward Hermosillo, Acuña’s father worked 
as a traffi c manager for the American- owned Anaconda Copper Mining 
Company. After 1971, when Mexican president Luis Echeverría Álvarez 
nationalized the mine, it became the Compañía Minera de Cananea. 
Flores’s father worked as a purchasing agent for the same company. Their 
mothers were  house wives.31

Acuña and Flores had other experiences in common before they 
moved to Tucson. Acuña’s parents “trea sured education as the best thing 
for their kids,” he recalled. Similarly, Flores remembered her father say-
ing, “If there’s anything I can leave you, it’s a good education, and then 
you do what ever you want with that.” As children, both Acuña and Flores 
attended the American school operated by the mine, which, they said, the 
company had established mainly to educate the American children whose 
parents  were executives. After the eighth grade, both left Cananea for 
boarding schools in Hermosillo. As the valedictorian of his class at the 
American school, Acuña was offered a Compañía Minera de Cananea 
fellowship to attend Colegio Regis, a Catholic boarding school in Her-
mosillo. Although she did not receive a scholarship, Flores also moved to 
Hermosillo to study at a nun’s school named Colegio Lux. Both then 
moved to Tucson for their fi nal year of high school and, afterward, enrolled 
at the U of A during the late 1970s. According to Flores, “many, many, 
many” Mexicans followed similar trajectories from Sonora to the U of A.

Several Cananeans had business or family connections in southern 
Arizona, and their familiarity with the region became an important factor 
as they considered sending their children to the U of A. Two of Acuña’s 
friends from Cananea enrolled at the university while Acuña was still in 
Hermosillo completing his educación secundaria, the equivalent of high 
school in the United States. They recruited him to Tucson by telling him 
that the U of A had a good engineering program and that he would be 
able to capitalize on his command of both Spanish and En glish. Simi-
larly, the Flores family had a son who had studied at Salpointe Catholic 
High School, enrolled at the U of A, and completed a year of coursework 
there before returning to Mexico to fi nish his degree at the Technological 
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Institute of Monterrey. After Flores moved to Tucson, her two younger 
sisters followed her to the U of A. Flores’s mother also had a good friend in 
Tucson, whose family owned a large ranch just outside Cananea and 
whose presence in Tucson made Flores’s parents comfortable sending 
their daughter to study there. Another important consideration for Flores’s 
parents was that Salpointe was a Catholic school. According to former 
Salpointe student Felipe Jácome, Alex Jácome’s youn gest son, this was the 
main reason that many Mexican parents sent their children to Salpointe 
instead of to other schools in Tucson. Jácome estimated that between fi ve 
and ten of two hundred students from his graduating class in 1975  were 
Mexican nationals.32

Tucson’s proximity to Mexico of course meant that Mexican parents 
could frequently visit their children at the U of A, crossing the border ca-
sually for a few days in the city. Acuña recalled that his parents visited him 
approximately once a month. While in Tucson, Acuña said, his parents 
liked to do the things they “could not do” in Sonora. They went to the 
Arizona- Sonora Desert Museum, Old Tucson Movie Studios, El Con 
Shopping Center, and other pop u lar tourism and shopping destinations. 
The Flores family, meanwhile, was particularly eager to visit Tucson be-
cause three of their six children lived there. After her sisters followed her 
to Tucson, Flores moved with them into an apartment near the university. 
Her father sent them money for rent and food, but Flores and her sisters 
also held various work- study jobs in order to earn spending money. Al-
though their visits provided opportunities to shop and socialize with 
friends from Cananea, they visited mainly to check in on and pamper their 
daughters. “They came over to help us,” Flores recalled, saying that her 
mother cooked meals in Cananea and brought them to her “little girls.”

Acuña’s and Flores’s different po liti cal experiences also shaped the 
way they remembered their time in Tucson. Acuña participated in the U 
of A’s “New Start” program to recruit minority students, through which 
he became familiar with Chicano politics. The individuals who ran New 
Start at the U of A  were members of El Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano 
de Aztlán (MEChA), a student group established in the late 1960s. Acuña 
listened to their conversations and came to believe that MEChA served 
only Mexican Americans. “I’ve always considered myself a mexicano 
from Mexico,” he explained. “Maybe some of the language they talk I 
can identify with, but not the actual culture.” Meanwhile, Flores had no 
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connection to Chicano politics, stating bluntly, “I  wasn’t interested in 
that.”

Acuña and Flores both attended the U of A during a period of transi-
tion for cross- border exchange and border politics more broadly. Acuña 
was there from 1977 to 1981, and Flores from 1977 to 1982. Following a 
1976 peso devaluation, it became diffi cult for all but the wealthiest of So-
norans to send their children to universities in the United States. To make 
up for the decline caused by Mexico’s economic situation, the U of A of-
fered as many as twenty- fi ve fellowships per year to students from Mexico. 
These paid full tuition, leaving students responsible only for their room 
and board. Unlike wealthier Sonorans, Acuña and Flores  were able to 
study in the United States only because of such fellowships. Along with 
agriculture, mining, and business administration, engineering was one of 
the more pop u lar majors for Mexican nationals, particularly men, who 
more often than women “went into the technical fi elds.” These majors, 
Acuña believed, furnished skills Mexicans needed for successful careers 
in Sonora. Mexican nationals pursued other fi elds of study as well, includ-
ing home economics, liberal arts, or foreign languages, but these “softer 
kinds of areas,” as Flores called them, targeted women in par tic u lar. Flores 
was one of the few women to choose business administration as a major, 
demonstrating how traditional gender norms in Mexico and the United 
States circumscribed the experiences of Sonoran women even if the edu-
cational landscape opened up to make higher education possible for more 
of them during the 1970s.

Ultimately, the experience of Mexican students at the U of A helped 
train them for careers in business, politics, and other endeavors in both the 
United States and Mexico. Oftentimes their careers had an international 
bent, involved multiple moves across borders, and followed trends in 
broader transnational po liti cal economies. By the time he graduated in 
May 1981, Acuña had already secured a job in Tucson with an engineering 
fi rm. The company folded, however, when metal prices plummeted in 
the early 1980s. Because he was in the United States on a temporary work 
visa, he had to return to Mexico, where he found a job with a mining com-
pany near Nacozari, Sonora. He worked there for two years before moving 
to Hermosillo, where he accepted a job as a resident engineer at the re-
cently opened Ford Motor Company assembly plant. After a few years he 
and a business associate opened a water- treatment company in Hermosillo, 
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and Acuña fi nally returned to Arizona to work at a water and wastewater 
engineering fi rm in Phoenix.

Flores’s career also crossed borders throughout the Americas, demon-
strating the emergence of globalization in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands 
and throughout the Americas. After her graduation from the U of A, she 
accepted a job at a bank in Guadalajara. When that bank opened an of-
fi ce in Hermosillo, she transferred in order to be closer to her family. Like 
Acuña, she, too, accepted a position with Ford. She remained with the com-
pany into the twenty- fi rst century, spending long periods in Hermosillo, 
Mexico City, Detroit, and São Paolo, Brazil. Even if Flores’s and Acuña’s 
experiences crossing borders  were distinctive, their lives shed light on 
broader patterns of international migration that  were ignored as the region 
became the focus of national debates about undocumented laborers.

T h e  S u n b e l t  B o r d e r l a n d  U n m a d e

Several cross- border exchanges hosted by the U of A and Uni- Son demon-
strated the ways in which institutions of higher education symbolized the 
Sunbelt borderland’s continued rise, but student activism at both universi-
ties also revealed signs that, by the 1960s and 1970s, the world envisioned 
and created by Arizona’s and Sonora’s businesspeople and politicians con-
tinued to produce tensions. Administrators held up the U of A and Uni- 
Son as examples of regional progress and modernization. Professors on 
both sides of the border argued that joint research projects would have 
cultural, po liti cal, and economic benefi ts for both states. Students from 
the U of A believed that their participation in the Guadalajara Summer 
Program cultivated greater international understanding between the 
United States and Mexico, and Mexican students pursued degrees at the 
U of A that enabled their transnational careers in business, engineering, 
and other fi elds. But at the same time, U of A and Uni- Son students of-
fered critiques of the inequalities and injustices that characterized postwar 
borderland society, conditions that in many ways  were the consequences 
of decisions made by politicians and businesspeople. Ironically, the rela-
tive demo cratization of educational opportunities for students of Mexican 
descent on both sides of the border— through the GI Bill and other fellow-
ship programs— led to their increased repre sen ta tion at universities that 
 were the product of societies that, according to them, failed to deliver on 
promises of postwar progress. Chicanas and Chicanos in Tucson  rose up 
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against what they saw as a racist university in a racist city, and Mexican 
students at Uni- Son protested a nondemo cratic administration that, as 
they saw it, was representative of the authoritarian nature of the Mexican 
government.

Throughout the United States during the 1960s and 1970s, Mexican 
American youth increasingly identifi ed as Chicanas or Chicanos, self- 
descriptions that signaled radical politics rejecting not only white racism 
but also the moderate or conservative po liti cal positions of an older gen-
eration of Mexican Americans, including Jácome and his ilk. As an or ga-
ni za tion, La Alianza had played a central role in the social and po liti cal 
life of Tucson’s Mexican American community, in many ways serving as a 
gravitational force that held together members of different generations and 
class backgrounds. However, after La Alianza folded in 1965 as a result of 
internal and fi nancial disputes, Tucson’s Mexican American community 
had no or gan i za tion al core. Several groups fi lled the void to combat local 
and regional labor, educational, and racial discrimination. In 1967, for 
example, Chicana and Chicano students at the U of A established a group 
that two years later became MEChA, when their peers from around the 
country fi rst established that group at a conference held in Santa Barbara, 
California. Following MEChA’s formation at the U of A, other chapters 
formed at Pima County Community College and local high schools. 
Many Chicanas and Chicanos in Tucson  were the children of minework-
ers and agricultural laborers. They  were mindful of their parents’ earlier 
struggles as they mobilized against injustice.33

Several causes animated the national Chicano movement, infl uenc-
ing student and community activism in Tucson. Building on both the 
successes and the failures of earlier efforts to achieve equality, many Chi-
canos in the United States or ga nized during these de cades to fi ght dis-
crimination. Members of MEChA at the U of A connected with these 
wider movements by attending the 1969 Chicano Youth Conference in 
Denver, traveling to Los Angeles to participate in the 1970 Chicano mora-
torium protest of the Vietnam War, and supporting strikes in Phoenix in 
1972 led by César Chávez in support of Arizona farm workers. But they 
focused primarily on local issues, especially the university’s failure to re-
cruit and retain minority students and faculty, their demand for commu-
nity resource centers, and enduring educational inequalities, including 
the segregation of African Americans and Mexican Americans in Tucson 
schools well into the 1970s.34
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In 1969, the U.S. Department of Housing, Education, and Welfare 
(HEW) bolstered MEChA’s claims of discrimination with a report charg-
ing the U of A with institutional racism. Government researchers spent 
several days conducting interviews and asking university affi liates to 
complete surveys. Based on its fi ndings, the agency delivered a report that 
accused the administration of failing to recruit minorities, a relatively new 
term applied to populations that, for most of the area’s history, had consti-
tuted majorities. The report also charged the university with not develop-
ing a curriculum or student centers for minority affairs. “The University 
of Arizona, located 67 miles from the Mexican border, has always oper-
ated in a bi- cultural environment,” and the “large numbers of Mexican- 
Americans who reside in this area and throughout the State of Arizona 
have contributed much to the development of every facet of life in Ari-
zona.” When “large numbers of American Indians and increasingly large 
numbers of Negroes and other minorities are added to this social setting,” 
it continued, “it becomes evident that this educational institution serves 
an extremely diverse, multi- racial population.”35

President Harvill defended the institution against the report’s fi nd-
ings by claiming not only that the U of A “avoided any kind of discrimina-
tion” but also that “many special steps have been taken over the years to 
provide special kinds of consideration and help for minority group young 
people.” But the evidence Harvill offered in support of his claim only un-
derscored the accuracy of the government’s report. Harvill argued that, in 
1960, African Americans represented only 3.3 percent of Arizona’s popula-
tion and 3 percent of Pima County’s population in 1960, much lower than 
the national averages. Their underrepre sen ta tion at the U of A, he argued, 
was therefore to be expected. He then took a similar tack toward the ques-
tion of Native American repre sen ta tion, arguing that they represented 
only 2.8 percent of Pima County’s population, while they represented 6.4 
percent of Arizona’s population. The largest reservations  were in the north-
ern part of the state, not near Tucson, and Native Americans, he argued, 
 were reluctant to attend college so far from home. However, the fact that 
the U of A claimed to represent the entire border region made his argu-
ments about Tucson’s population seem provincial. He also offered no solu-
tions to underrepre sen ta tion, suggesting that it was simply a fact of life, 
given Tucson’s demographics. Harvill remained silent about the universi-
ty’s students of Mexican descent, who accounted for 2 to 3 percent of all 
students in 1960 even though they represented 15 percent of Arizona’s 
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population and 16.7 percent of Pima County’s population. He could hardly 
have applied the same logic to them since they made up a greater propor-
tion of Tucson than other communities, and because the percentage of 
Pima County’s Mexican- descent population was larger than that of the 
state as a  whole.36

Throughout the 1970s, community members, faculty, and students 
echoed the government report’s fi ndings. The struggles of African Ameri-
cans, Mexican Americans, and Native Americans for equality at the Uni-
versity of Arizona  were representative of their fi ght against economic, so-
cial, and po liti cal marginalization more generally. In 1970, between 20 
and 30 percent of their communities lived below the poverty line despite 
three de cades of economic growth. Almost 20 percent of Mexican and 
Mexican American heads of  house hold  were unemployed, and most of 
those who held jobs worked in construction, gardening, or mines sur-
rounding Tucson. Many Tohono  O’odham also  were unemployed, while 
most with jobs worked in mines, cotton fi elds, or unskilled positions. 
Believing education to be key to lifting them out of this situation, they 
demanded that the university increase the enrollment of minority stu-
dents. They argued for “parity,” or a proportion of students equal to their 
repre sen ta tion in Pima County. The university never met this demand, 
but the enrollment of Mexicans and Mexican Americans as a percentage 
of the student population grew as the de cade came to a close. Neverthe-
less, a 1978 survey revealed that only 5 percent of the twenty- four thousand 
degrees awarded since 1973 went to people of Mexican descent, who at the 
time constituted 23.4 percent of Pima County’s population. By 1982, their 
enrollment had increased to 8 percent of all undergraduates, while Pima 
County’s population of Mexican descent stood at 25 percent.37

Just as troubling, many minority students fared poorly at the univer-
sity. Even though they constituted 5 percent of all undergraduates in 1978, 
they accounted for 11 percent of all undergraduates on probation. A 1980 
breakdown of probation and dropout rates found that 57 percent of all 
“Hispanic,” 54 percent of all African American, and 39 percent of all Na-
tive American undergraduates  were either on probation or had fl unked 
out of school. Frank Felix, who served as an Arizona state senator from 
1973 to 1979 before taking an administrative post at the university, called 
these fi gures “appalling.”38

Statistics on minority faculty during the 1970s also  were “dismal.” Ac-
cording to one newspaper article, by 1983, “Affi rmative Action just hasn’t 
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taken place.” That year, the university appointed a committee of eleven 
faculty members to author a report on the institution’s minority hiring 
and promotion practices. It found that minorities represented only 3.5 
percent of full professors, 7.5 percent of associate professors, and 8.6 per-
cent of assistant professors. Since 1970, only one African American had 
been promoted to full professor, while during the same period the num-
ber of full professors of Mexican descent increased from four to seven, and 
the number of Native American full professors increased from one to 
three. These fi gures led the chairman of the committee to conclude, 
“there has been little improvement” at the U of A, and in many ways the 
“situation is worse than it was.” President Henry Koffl er, who succeeded 
Schaefer in 1982, attributed the university’s defi cit of minority faculty to the 
“empty pipeline” of individuals pursuing doctorates. Yet many argued in-
stead that it stemmed from the per sis tence of racial discrimination. On 
balance, minority underrepre sen ta tion refl ected poorly on the university. 
As one article put it, “A university that remains a white male enclave can-
not adequately serve a state in which . . .  minorities comprise nearly 28 
percent of the population.”39

Minority underrepre sen ta tion at the U of A was one of the main is-
sues driving Tucson’s Chicano student movement, which spread from the 
university throughout the community. By the late 1960s, Mexican Ameri-
cans in Tucson had, in fact, worked for decades to increase the presence 
of students of Mexican descent at the U of A. During the 1950s, the 
 Jácome family established the “Carlos C. Jácome Fellowship in Merchan-
dising,” named after the family’s patriarch. The award went to a U of A 
student of “Mexican” or “Spanish” descent who majored in business and 
demonstrated fi nancial need. In 1968, Tucson’s League of Mexican Amer-
ican Women created a fund that managed to raise more than $100,000 by 
the late 1970s; the purpose of the fund was to offer female students “an 
opportunity to become a source of strength for the entire Tucson com-
munity.” The next year, the Mexican American Scholarship Foundation 
was established to provide fellowships for seven students of Mexican de-
scent. Other community groups such as the Tucson Co ali tion for Jus-
tice, Image of Tucson, La Raza Legal Alliance, the Southwest Voter 
Registration Project, and Chicanos por la Causa also worked to increase 
the number of Mexican Americans at the U of A. These efforts notwith-
standing, the government report and Tucson’s Mexican American com-
munity concluded that the U of A had made little progress.40
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During the Chicano movement, U of A students ramped up recruit-
ment efforts in area high schools, ju nior high schools, and even elemen-
tary schools. With modest fi nancial support from a university administra-
tion that sought to limit negative publicity, students fi rst reached out to 
Cholla, Tucson, Sunnyside, Pueblo, Salpointe, Nogales, and Douglas high 
schools because many of these had minority populations that exceeded 
50 percent of the student body. University students visited these schools to 
discuss the benefi ts of a college education. They also met parents with the 
goal of developing a “healthy attitude in the home toward attending col-
lege.” By the early 1980s, the university had also designed summer courses 
for ju nior high and high school students in creative writing, computers, 
drama, speech, and other fi elds. According to one reporter, these became 
an important way for the university to establish relationships with Mexi-
cans and Mexican Americans in Tucson. Once students arrived at the 
university, they found new tutoring ser vices, “skill centers,” and cultural 
organizations that would help them ease their transition.41

Beyond offering college prep guidance, Chicana and Chicano stu-
dents at the U of A encouraged high school students to become po liti cally 
active. Undergraduates and MEChA members Salomón Baldenegro and 
Raúl Grijalva, for example, in 1969 helped or ga nize student walkouts at 
Pueblo and Tucson high schools approximately one year after the famous 
East L.A. blowouts, during which Chicana and Chicano high school stu-
dents walked out of classes at multiple Los Angeles schools to protest that 
city’s educational inequalities. Because Tucson’s superintendent of public 
schools had refused to meet with them, hundreds of students walked 
out of class in February and March 1969 to demand classes in Mexican- 
American history, Spanish- language classes for Spanish- speaking stu-
dents, and more “Chicano” teachers and administrators in Tucson’s high 
schools. They also contributed essays, poetry, and opinion pieces to El 
Coraje (Courage), a newsletter published by Tucson’s Mexican Ameri-
can Liberation Committee (MALC) and distributed throughout the 
community.42

Currents of university- community exchange exposed rifts between 
Mexican Americans in Tucson based on different understandings of eth-
nicity, race, and class. Chicanos clashed with individuals like Jácome, 
whom they referred to as a “vendido,” someone who had sold out his race. 
Even older Mexican Americans described their ambivalence toward 
the  department- store own er, simultaneously admiring his success and 
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criticizing his alleged abandonment of Mexican culture. He did not care 
about social, po liti cal, and economic in e qual ity, Chicanos believed, and 
others like him  were called “armchair generals” who felt entitled to com-
ment on the problems of Mexican Americans, yet did nothing to alleviate 
the injustices they experienced. Articles in El Coraje echoed these claims. 
One praised Chicano students who gave their time and money to repair 
and improve homes in Tucson’s barrios, while middle- and upper- class 
Mexican Americans with more resources mustered a mere fi ve dollars 
and volunteered none of their time. Another article, titled “Commit-
ment Gap,” contemplated more existential divisions. The “real Mexican- 
Americans (Chicanos),” wrote the author of the article, “are the ones who 
will help their people, the ones who care about the problems of the 
Mexican- Americans in the area,” not the ones who “think and act like they 
 were Anglo- Americans.” These divisions resulted in “a deep feeling of suspi-
cion.” There was indeed a border to be found in Tucson, and it divided 
people of Mexican descent from each other.43

Mexican Americans like Jácome experienced the division as well, 
but they felt that Chicano youth had betrayed them, not the other way 
around. The 1970 El Rio controversy was a telling episode. From summer 
through fall of that year, the El Rio Co ali tion Front— a group led by 
Baldenegro that claimed to represent more than ten thousand west- side 
residents— battled with the city to convert the private El Rio Country 
Club and Golf Course into a park and community center. Shortly after 
the urban renewal that razed the barrio histórico, they voiced a broad cri-
tique of postwar Tucson’s urban development and encroachment into 
their neighborhoods. As a member of the golf club, Jácome opposed the 
initiative not only because he believed it would deprive the area of in-
come from membership dues but also because of the manner in which 
the El Rio Co ali tion Front protested. They held public demonstrations 
and hearings, sometimes heckling golfers and making it “uncomfortable” 
for them to approach the course. On September 5, 1970, their protests 
turned violent. “A group of about 30 militants forced their way onto the 
grounds, picketed, milled [about], and fi nally stoned patrol cars, broke 
windows, and forced open the main gate.” Reports claimed that “un-
known vandals” returned later that eve ning and “damaged greens, tore up 
benches and ball washers, and overturned an electric drinking fountain.” 
Borrowing redbaiting antiprotest language typical on both sides of the 
border, Jácome labeled their activism “anarchy” and “militancy.”44
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The incident concluded in December 1970, when the city agreed to 
the El Rio Co ali tion Front’s demands by converting the course from private 
to public and building a community center in a small corner of the park. 
The  whole movement defi ed what Jácome considered to be the civility, 
dignity, and respect of Tucson’s community of Mexican descent. In one 
sense, the incident marked a generational gap between Chicano youth and 
their parents. But generational difference did not explain how the El Rio 
Co ali tion Front had galvanized the support of youth and adults alike. The 
real shift was the much broader mobilization around social, po liti cal, and 
ethnic issues that in a fundamental way undermined the position of 
Jácome— who seemed genuinely confounded by Chicano radicalism— and 
also the logic of growth, progress, modernization, and harmony, which 
had been key to almost thirty years of Sunbelt borderland development.45

Jácome took issue with the separatist rhetoric of Chicanas and Chica-
nos. Just before the El Rio incident, Jácome wrote an op- ed for the Ari-
zona Daily Star that bluntly criticized Chicano student activists. “We are 
Americans 100 percent,” he wrote, and “we should not segregate ourselves 

Salomón Baldenegro with loudspeaker at El Rio protest. (Jack Sheaffer 
Photograph Collection, MS 435, 40463, 41, courtesy of University of Arizona 
Libraries, Special Collections.)
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and call ourselves Chicanos, Raza, or any hyphenated names.” He made 
the same argument when ideas for the U of A’s Mexican American Stud-
ies and Research Center (MASRC) fi rst gained momentum. Its name was 
still up for debate. University administrators had not decided whether it 
would include terms like “Chicano” or “Raza.” Expressing his own 
thoughts on the matter, Jácome wrote in a letter to the dean, “I think the 
University of Arizona should eliminate” such words. During a conversa-
tion with professors Adalberto Guerrero, Macario Saldate, and Henry 
Oyama— a part Japa nese, part Mexican American teacher who worked on 
minority- education issues and whose family had been interned in Arizona 
during World War II— Jácome launched into a tirade about the very word 
“Chicano.” He asked, what did it mean? “¿Que chingado es, Chicano, ch-
ingado, Chicano, chingado?” Saldate recalled that Jácome became red in 
the face as “he kept confusing the word ‘Chicano’ with ‘chingado,’ ” a 
crude expletive. The delegation left, having said not a word. “It was a one- 
way conversation,” Saldate remarked.46

As their failure to communicate suggests, Jácome and Chicano activ-
ists spent the 1960s and 1970s caricaturing one another. Conservatives like 
Jácome called activists revolutionaries without a cause, Communists, and 
radicals, and the activists called Mexican Americans like Jácome vendidos, 
pochos, and other names meaning sellouts or servants to the white race. 
None of these characterizations accurately portrayed the ideological diver-
sity of Tucson’s communities of Mexican descent. Many Mexican Ameri-
cans identifi ed neither as conservatives nor as radicals. The Mexican 
American students who belonged to “los universitarios” gathered socially 
and raised money for scholarships. Others supported MEChA but  were not 
members themselves. Isabel García, an undergraduate during the early 
1970s, recalled participating in the regional labor struggles of Mexican and 
Mexican American workers in Arizona. Her father was an or ga niz er for the 
International  Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers (IUMMSW), and 
she became po liti cally active because of her parents’ infl uence. But she did 
not consider her activism part of Tucson’s Chicano movement. Instead, she 
believed it was part of the broader fi ght for workers’ rights. She was “be-
yond MEChA,” she said. This broad range of activities demonstrated the 
diversity of Mexican and Mexican American responses to the Chicano 
movement.47

Competing understandings of class and ethnic politics not only frac-
tured communities in Tucson but also shaped the encounters of people of 
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Mexican descent from both sides of the border. Even though Chicanos, as 
Sonoran newspapers noted, fancied their connection to Mexico and de-
scent from a mythical homeland in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands called 
Aztlán, many Chicanos and Mexicans came from different economic 
and social backgrounds. They rarely socialized as a group at the U of A. 
Mexicans formed cliques of students from Hermosillo, Obregón, Cananea, 
and other cities. Others affi liated with Mexicans from similar class back-
grounds. As Humberto Acuña put it, “the higher- up people that had a 
 whole bunch of money to spend, they  were a little group,” and “then the 
people that really had to study because their parents  were making a big 
effort to have them there  were in another group.” Mexicans at the U of A 
also rarely socialized with white students. They sat at par tic u lar tables in a 
Mexican restaurant at the student  union, gossiping, making plans, and 
going to class as their schedules demanded. Several issues separated Chi-
canos from Mexicans, Mexicans from each other, and Mexicans from 
whites.48

Mexican student activism at Uni- Son rocked Hermosillo at the same 
time that Chicano activism deepened rifts in Tucson. Nevertheless, stu-
dents at the U of A and Uni- Son worked in isolation despite their avowed 
solidarity with global liberation movements and common criticism of 
states that failed to achieve justice and equality for all of their citizens. 
Student activists in Arizona and Sonora  were aware of efforts by their 
counterparts just across the international line, but they sought redress 
from their respective states and nations. Guadalupe Castillo recalled that 
a few Mexican students sought refuge in Tucson when Mexican university 
administrators lashed out at them. Chicano students hosted them, she 
said, but, according to Baldenegro, Chicano and Mexican students never 
or ga nized together. Chicano students at the U of A protested against ra-
cial discrimination and their continued marginalization within Tucson, 
while Mexican students at Uni- Son waged campaigns against statewide 
po liti cal corruption, the lack of transparency at their institution, and the 
growing gap between rich and poor. Students at both universities claimed 
to support farm workers, miners, and other laborers in their respective 
states, but they did not offer a regional or transnational criticism of the 
negative effects of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland.49

The 1960s and 1970s shook Uni- Son, its administrators, and the state 
as a  whole. Student activism in Mexico began during the 1950s with a se-
ries of strikes that merged leftist factions, including labor organizations, 
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the Mexican Communist Party, cardenistas, and supporters of Third 
World– liberation movements. Together with middle- class teachers, bank-
ers, lawyers, laborers, and others, students throughout the country criti-
cized the government as postwar regional and national economies de-
clined. In Sonora, student strikes led the police and the military to employ 
violence against them. A 1967 strike gained steam after Sonora’s PRI, 
without consulting students or workers, imposed on them its choice of 
Félix Serna to run for the governorship of Sonora. In response, members 
of la Federación de Estudiantes de la Universidad de Sonora (the Uni- Son 
Student Federation) instead backed Fausto Acosta Romo, who withdrew 
from the race after police sprayed students with tear gas and beat them 
with clubs, pipes, and chains. Describing their frustration with Sonora’s 
electoral politics, students wrote in 1973, at the time of the next guberna-
torial election, that the “same circus gets staged every six years” and that 
all governors represent “the same thing.” Students argued for the forma-
tion of po liti cal parties that  were in de pen dent of the PRI and the more 
conservative Partido Acción Nacional (National Action Party, PAN). More 
strikes during the early 1970s unfolded for similar reasons, and the 
 government again used force to quash them. During these de cades of 
activism, Arizona’s governor, Jack Williams, assisted his Sonoran coun-
terparts by sending tear gas to Hermosillo to repel the so- called radical 
activists.50

Like Chicano students at the U of A, Mexican students at Uni- Son 
denounced their university’s administrators, charging them not with rac-
ism but rather with cronyism, neglect, and pandering to the state’s business 
and po liti cal leadership. Sonora’s po liti cal, business, and university lead-
ers  were often one and the same. Ignacio Soto served as president of the 
board of trustees after serving as governor, and Luis Encinas had been the 
rector of Uni- Son beforehand, which struck many students as the height of 
po liti cal and educational corruption. Students also complained about 
outdated textbooks and classrooms, insisted on better teachers, and ar-
gued for “freedom of thought” in their classrooms. They believed they 
would achieve these reforms only if they “linked the problems of the uni-
versity with the problems of society as a  whole.” So they called on their 
professors to engage global issues, including the Vietnam War, sixties 
counterculture, drug addiction, and growing economic in e qual ity. Stu-
dents throughout Mexico called for courses on Marx, Lenin, Stalin, and 
Mao. In Sonora, they demanded a “critical education,” one that did not 
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simply “justify” the “exploitative system in which we live” but rather strove 
for a more “humane and just society.”51

Uni- Son students framed their criticisms of government and univer-
sity within the context of Mexican society during the twentieth century, 
especially the Mexican Revolution and post– World War II economic 
growth. In its broadest terms, their activism during the 1960s and 1970s was 
a stinging rebuke of postrevolutionary Mexican politics in general. Stu-
dents praised Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata as the true leaders of the 
revolution, but they claimed that “industrialists, landowners, merchants, 
and bankers”— the boosters of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland— 
had become its main benefi ciaries. Through violence, briberies, and lies, 
the rich had removed poor farmers from their land. Students also found 
fault with former revolutionaries who, they believed, had become cor-
rupted through their association with the PRI. Nevertheless, the Mexican 
government “exalted” the “achievements” of the revolution. From the 
1940s forward, Mexican leaders cited the country’s economic growth as the 
fruit of the revolution, clear evidence of progress. Moreover, the benefi cia-
ries of postwar growth claimed responsibility for the “heroic gestures” that 
led to Sonora’s economic development. Mexico had benefi ted from 
 war time production in the United States, which created opportunities for 
Mexico’s increased production for domestic and, even more important, 
international consumption. However, for Uni- Son students, this narrative 
of Mexico’s economic growth only demonstrated the “contradictions of 
capitalist society.”52

Student critics wrote that the displacement of indigenous communi-
ties and other poor farmers from their land, the decline of collective farm-
ing, exploitation of agricultural workers, the ascent of a “divine caste,” and 
subordination of politics to the interests of large landowners was the “true 
history” of postwar Sonora. The classes that benefi ted from Sonora’s 
growth  were the same ones that “defeated masses of farm workers” during 
the revolution and had strong ties to “North American imperialists.” After 
reversing the gains of the Cárdenas era, the government supported new 
lending policies that favored individual ejidatarios, thereby causing col-
lective landowners to literally lose ground. “Ejidatario devoured ejidatario” 
as individual landowners assimilated to a postwar economy that con-
verted some from poor farmers into members of a “rural bourgeoisie.” As 
a result, unemployed Sonorans migrated to cities like Hermosillo, Guay-
mas, and Ciudad Obregón, whose growth benefi ted from the “misery and 
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exploitation of thousands and thousands of workers.” At fi rst the Mexican 
government “desperately” sought to alleviate tensions between the “class 
in power” and the “pop u lar masses,” but then repression increasingly be-
came the government’s answer to activism among students, teachers, and 
workers. Cycles of activism and repression during the 1950s set the stage 
for the violence of the late 1960s, most notably the massacre at Tlatelolco 
on October 2, 1968, during which Mexican government forces killed hun-
dreds of students in the public square of Mexico City. These earlier bat-
tles, Sonoran students insisted, animated their struggles during the 1970s 
against federal and state governments, police, and university administra-
tions.53

Although students at Uni- Son rhetorically linked their movement 
with others throughout Mexico, Latin America, and beyond, their posi-
tions did not neatly match up with the anti- imperialist sentiment surging 
among students elsewhere around the world. They observed conditions in 
Yucatán, Nuevo León, Chihuahua, Puebla, Sinaloa, and the capital city 
that  were similar to those in Sonora. They hung on Uni- Son’s walls pic-
tures of Ho Chi Minh, Che Guevara, and Genaro Vázquez Rojas, a radi-
cal activist from Guerrero, Mexico. The students felt “solidarity with the 
Viet nam ese people,” one student wrote, because of the “capitalist regime” 
that was “drowning them.” They also expressed outrage at the toppling 
and assassination of Chilean president Salvador Allende and called Rector 
Alfonso Castellanos Idiáquez the “Pinochet of Uni- Son,” referring to the 
Chilean dictator who upended Allende with help from the United States. 
For Uni- Son students, the rise of Augusto Pinochet demonstrated the ef-
forts of Chile’s “dominant classes” to disempower “workers in the fi elds and 
in the city” and to “hammer” and “crush” labor and student movements 
with a “wave of bloody repression.” Global protests helped the students ar-
ticulate their condemnation of Mexican authoritarianism, demands for 
national sovereignty, and notions of solidarity with other Latin American 
countries. But Uni- Son students also argued against Fidel Castro’s regime 
in Cuba and against Communism in general. One decried the way in 
which Cubans had suffered under Castro, while another criticized those 
who wanted to see Mexico become “another Cuba or Rus sia” in order to 
impose, as in those countries, a “tyrannical,” nondemo cratic regime that 
would destroy Mexico’s economic and religious institutions. Throughout 
Mexico, the Cuban Revolution inspired students but also disillusioned 
them because of its perceived threats to democracy.54
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Uni- Son, students believed, was the “only place” where they could 
criticize a government that was incapable of controlling price infl ation, 
had not solved the problems of unemployment, and relied on police re-
pression to keep the rich in power. There they could shine a spotlight on 
the plight of “farmers without land” and “workers without jobs.” Some 
forty or fi fty “millionaires,” they said, controlled Sonora. These powerful 
men sent their children to universities in Mexico City or the United States 
and therefore cared little about the fate of Uni- Son. The rich even hoped 
for its demise, students claimed, since that would “condemn future So-
norans to ignorance” and allow state leaders to “freely exploit” them. The 
alliance between businesspeople and politicians led students to believe— 
somewhat contradictorily since it suggested that the university served a 
purpose for them, after all— that Uni- Son had become a mere instrument 
for the development and advancement of a professional class that had lit-
tle sympathy for the “social reality of exploitation.” New scientifi c discov-
eries and technologies only “increased the economic and po liti cal power 
of a dominant minority” that comprised bankers, merchants, and industri-
alists rather than furthering the “collective interests” of the  whole. This 
so- called progress accrued wealth only to the accounts of the few and was 
an “inevitable consequence” of “capitalist production.” Protesting stu-
dents claimed that members of Uni- Son’s Comité Pro Defensa del Orden 
Universitario (Committee to Defend Order at the University) voiced the 
interests of Sonora’s aspiring professional class. They accused newspapers 
like El Imparcial and El Sonorense of serving as mouthpieces for Sonora’s 
“commercial oligarchy,” landowners, and ranchers complicit with “Yan-
kee imperialism.” The tactics of these newspapers could not be more 
“coarse,” the students said; they articulated the interests of only priístas 
and panistas, businesspeople, and religious leaders who saw student activ-
ism at Uni- Son as a clear sign of Sonora’s “communist infi ltration.”55

Even if local particulars shaped student activism in Tucson and Her-
mosillo, and even if a transnational denunciation of postwar society might 
have lent greater power to their individual and collective voices, youth on 
both sides of the border criticized the discriminations and inequalities that 
 resulted from Arizona’s and Sonora’s postwar development. Their parents 
had struggled in the region’s fi elds and mines or, as labor representatives, 
had or ga nized workers in these places. These youths arrived at universi-
ties in Tucson and Hermosillo because their parents, who themselves had 
struggled to succeed, instilled in them the belief that education would 
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lead to progress. In a real way, it did. More people of Mexican descent at-
tended college than ever before, many of them with support from newly 
established fellowships. But in the context of widespread student activism 
around the world, universities in Arizona and Sonora became sites of pro-
test against rampant injustices on both sides of the border. These universi-
ties symbolized postwar growth, modernization, and even enlightenment. 
Businesspeople and politicians had spent de cades selling the idea that 
progress and harmony characterized the postwar de cades. However, stu-
dent movements during the 1960s and 1970s eroded such notions by main-
taining that profi ts and po liti cal power for some had led to discrimination, 
po liti cal corruption, and economic in e qual ity. The tensions that  were 
both cause and effect of their censure spread across the borderlands dur-
ing the late twentieth century, a contentious period of regional history 
that rendered postwar assertions of progress relics from the past.

By the early 1980s, several university- sponsored programs demonstrated 
progress in international relations between Arizona and Sonora and for 
people of Mexican descent in Tucson. Yet students on both sides of the 
border simultaneously critiqued their academic institutions and postwar 
borderlands society in general and revealed cracks in the Sunbelt border-
land that widened as the twentieth century wore on. Developments at the 
U of A and Uni- Son during the 1960s and 1970s  were representative of 
the region’s transition from an era when ideas about state- led economic 
growth, modernization, and progress dominated public discourse to an era 
shaped by neoliberal economies and social, po liti cal, and cultural ten-
sions and confl icts.56

A steady stream of research had brought together academics from 
both sides of the border, whose work expanded knowledge about the bor-
derlands and encouraged mutual understanding between the United 
States and Mexico. The Guadalajara Summer Program remained one of 
the university’s most pop u lar study- abroad opportunities, and the univer-
sity had developed an alumni base in Sonora and other Mexican states. In 
response to pressure from Chicanos and Tucson’s broader Mexican- 
descent community, the U of A and Arizona’s state legislature increased 
funding for programs that benefi ted so- called minority students. In 
1978, President Schaefer allotted a meager $5,000 for the recruitment of 
“Hispanic” students, but for the 1981– 1982 academic year the state legisla-
ture designated almost $500,000 to develop such initiatives.57
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The founding of the MASRC and of a Hispanic alumni association, 
in par tic u lar, demonstrated gains from two de cades of mobilization. The 
MASRC had been in the planning stages since 1968, and throughout the 
1970s students and professors discussed what a Chicano, Raza, or Mexi-
can American studies program might look like. In 1981, the Mexican 
American Studies and Research Center became a reality, and in 1983 it 
received state funding. The University of Arizona Hispanic Alumni Asso-
ciation was established in 1982, when a group of “Hispanic community and 
business leaders”— former members of the Los Universitarios social club— 
held a meeting attended by Arizona governor Bruce Babbitt, U of A presi-
dent Koffl er, and more than seventy Mexican Americans from Tucson. 
It was an event that, according to one article, could not have happened 
twenty- fi ve years earlier because there would not have been enough 
alumni to attend. One Mexican American considered the event a celebra-
tion of progress. “That night,” he said, “we saw how far  we’ve come since 
the end of World War II.” Columnist Ernesto Portillo added, “It’s a good 
indicator of progress when, every day, an individual or a community raises 
its goals, its vision, and its aspirations.” The U of A, he concluded, is “our 
university, period.”58

The appointment of Edie Auslander to the board of regents as the 
fi rst Mexican American woman to hold that position, as well as the Ari-
zona Historical Society’s Mexican American Heritage Project, which set 
out to collect photographs and oral histories from Tucson’s residents of 
Mexican descent, seemed to confi rm progress. The project marked a sig-
nifi cant turnaround for an or ga ni za tion that, during the early twentieth 
century, sanitized Arizona’s histories of ethnic and racial confl ict. Al-
though the historical society was not formally linked to the university, 
most of its researchers  were university affi liates. Anthropologist Tom Sher-
idan directed the effort and from its collected materials wrote his seminal 
study of Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American communities, Los 
Tucsonenses.59

Despite these signs of advancement, more than ten years after Chica-
nos and the HEW charged the U of A with institutional racism, the situa-
tion they observed had barely changed. Several professors of Mexican de-
scent believed that the fi nancial support MASRC received was a mere 
“illusion”; it did not come with an ideological commitment to or an under-
standing of the center’s work. In 1982, shortly after the MASRC opened, 
President Koffl er stated that the center would be a place where students of 
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Mexican descent could “feel culturally comfortable.” Many students and 
professors took offense, claiming that Koffl er had undermined the center’s 
teaching and research agendas. That same year, the university halved the 
new center’s bud get, leading its director, Macario Saldate, to present Presi-
dent Koffl er with a “10- year history of academic neglect of Hispanics at the 
UA.” Because of community pressure applied by more than two hundred 
“Hispanic leaders,” the center received more than $200,000 for the 1982– 
1983 academic year. The incident nevertheless reinforced the belief that 
the university acted only when forced to do so.60

Moreover, the U of A student senate cut MEChA’s bud get, citing the 
or ga ni za tion’s po liti cal activities and calling on the group to “alter” its 
“intent.” Ironically, Tucson newspapers had recently published articles 
about the successes of several MEChA alumni who had studied at the uni-
versity during the early 1970s. Instead of “picketing ‘the system,’ ” as they 
once had done, now they  were “making the system work” for them. Balde-
negro was the director of Tucson’s Youth Ser vices Bureau; Grijalva was a 
board member of the Tucson Unifi ed School District; and Guadalupe 
Castillo taught history at Pima County Community College. At the same 
time, recruitment efforts also suffered. As Sunnyside School District board 
member Camilo Castillo put it, “I see more Army recruiters . . .  than I 
see university recruiters.” Despite more than a de cade of social and po liti-
cal activism, the conditions that had inspired their engagement  still 
remained.61

Meanwhile, the U of A and Uni- Son became models for cross- border 
collaboration during de cades that gave rise to greater tensions between 
the United States and Mexico. Professors in departments at Sonoran uni-
versities had earned their doctoral degrees in Tucson. One newspaper ar-
ticle stated, “When Mexican engineers gather for cocktails in Cananea, 
Sonora, they often salute the school that endowed them with their skills— 
the University of Arizona.” Describing how university exchanges mini-
mized separations caused by the border, the article stated that Arizona and 
Sonora are “fused by an intricate web of educational ties.” The U of A and 
Uni- Son therefore would remain “sister institutions” despite episodes of 
confl ict that threatened to divide them.62

Divisions within and between Arizona and Sonora became more 
pronounced and moved well beyond universities on both sides of the 
border. The transformation of local, national, and global economic and 
po liti cal conditions during the 1970s and 1980s led to greater confl icts 
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throughout the Americas. Transnational connections and the cross- border 
diplomatic efforts of men like Alex Jácome and Ignacio Soto endured. 
Their quest for profi ts and harmony continued, and shoppers, tourists, 
students, and families moved between Arizona and Sonora daily. But these 
actors in the mind of the public no longer embodied cross- border relations 
between Arizona and Sonora. Changing commercial relationships and 
mounting debt transformed borderland economies, and undocumented 
immigrants, smugglers, and refugees— who migrated to the area in re-
sponse to these shifting circumstances— claimed increasing attention and 
 were seen as dangerous, illegal threats.
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A fter Isabel García graduated from the University of Arizona’s law 
school in the early 1970s, the Arizona- Sonora borderland became 
the focus of national and international attention when Mexican mi-

grant workers  were kidnapped and tortured, and Central Americans 
sought refuge from violent civil wars. García and others immediately estab-
lished advocacy organizations to support them. Greatly infl uenced by her 
parents’ experience or ga niz ing Mexican and Mexican American laborers 
in and around Tucson, she dedicated her career to fi ghting for immi-
grants’ rights. Fewer Latin Americans settled in Arizona than in California 
or Texas, but the state was hardly the “backwater” that immigration 
scholars have described. The growing number of documented and un-
documented immigrants of Latin American descent incited both a nativist 
backlash and the formation of equally forceful movements for immigrants’ 
rights. Battle lines formed along axes of sovereignty and the rule of law 
on one side and of social justice and human rights on the other, shaping 
Arizona’s border debates into the twenty- fi rst century.1

The shifting economies and politics of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sun-
belt borderland created the immigration and border debates of the 1970s 
and 1980s, which  were characterized by the decline of an extended period 
during which rhetoric about cross- border relations focused on the promo-
tion of growth, modernization, and progress. To be sure, in the late twenti-
eth century cross- border exchanges of the sort celebrated from the 1940s 
through the 1960s persisted. More tourists traveled between the United 
States and Mexico. Animals, grains, and produce continued to stream into 
the United States from Sinaloa and Sonora. Mexican shoppers, even if 
their fl ow temporarily decreased in the late 1970s, remained loyal customers 
of stores in Nogales and Tucson. Students from Sonora still received de-
grees from the University of Arizona, while those from Tucson visited 
Nogales and Puerto Peñasco. Yet global, hemispheric, and national 

5
V I O L E N C E  A N D  S A N C T U A R Y
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economies and politics led to important transformations in the commer-
cial, consumption, and migration patterns of the Arizona- Sonora border-
land. These changes created friction throughout the region.

The transition from a state-driven to a neoliberal economy character-
ized by the increasing power of private development and investment by 
foreign corporations, in addition to increasingly tense Cold War politics, 
marked this new era of domestic and international confl ict. The U.S. 
and Mexican governments decreased their investments in Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s agricultural and livestock sectors, as the economies of both states 
shifted toward the ser vice sector. Meanwhile, the mechanization of farm 
and ranch work and soil exhaustion led to rising levels of unemployment, 
especially among the poorest members of society. The Mexican growers 
and ranchers who had grown wealthy during the postwar era— Jácome’s 
Mexican clientele, in other words— became increasingly indebted as they 
earned less yet tried to maintain the lifestyles to which they  were accus-
tomed, spending lavishly on automobiles, homes, clothes, and travel. As 
one scholar wrote, the “crisis in private agricultural circles” of the late 
1960s and early 1970s stemmed “in large part from the inability of the 
wealthy to adjust their standard of living.” In the emerging world of con-
sumer credit on both sides of the border, these middle- class spenders in a 
sense  were ideal “consumer- citizens,” demonstrating how U.S. and Mexi-
can debt economies from the 1970s forward shaped the lives of borderland 
residents. But the increased indebtedness of individuals and nations alike 
destabilized borderland economies and deepened the economic, po liti cal, 
and ethnic inequalities that had led to protests at the University of Arizona 
and La Universidad de Sonora.2

In Sonora and other Mexican border states, the establishment in 1965 
of the Border Industrialization Program (BIP) was intended to alleviate 
some of the fi nancial problems caused by agricultural decline. The BIP 
led to the development of maquiladoras, or Mexican border factories owned 
by international corporations that assembled raw materials into fi nished 
products for distribution around the world. The premium these factories 
placed on cross- border exchange built on the postwar logic of borders that 
 were open for commercial trade but also foreshadowed the signing of the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, when neolib-
eral logic reached its apex in the United States and Mexico. The cross- 
border commerce created by the maquiladora industry helped set in 
motion the migrant streams of the late twentieth century, as did shifting 
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Cold War dynamics in Central America. Brutal U.S.- backed regimes and 
guerrillas repressed leftist movements and worked to destabalize leftist 
governments. Cities throughout the Americas offered sanctuary to refugees 
from po liti cal violence. Many borderland residents and politicians in the 
United States reacted to the new migrations by calling for increasingly 
restrictive immigration policies that focused on preventing unauthorized 
immigration, human smuggling, and drug traffi cking.

Until the 1970s, migration between Arizona and Sonora was, by and 
large, a regional phenomenon, but increased migration during that de-
cade from other areas of Mexico and Central America altered the demo-
graphic landscape of both states. Up to three- quarters of Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans in Arizona traced their roots to Sonora. But the end 
of the Bracero Program in 1964, passage of the 1965 Immigration and Na-
tionality Act (Hart- Celler), establishment of the BIP in the same year, and 
the fi nancial and po liti cal crises of the 1970s brought an increasing num-
ber of immigrants from countries throughout the Americas. Sonora his-
torically had one of the lowest rates of emigration of any Mexican state, a 
number that included migrants who traveled to other areas of Mexico and 
those who left for other countries. In the 1970s, however, an increasing 
number of Sonorans left their state, both with and without documenta-
tion. As a result, Arizona’s foreign- born Mexican population doubled in a 
de cade. The state still received a fraction of the undocumented immi-
grants that settled in California and Texas, yet their presence incited 
waves of anti- immigrant sentiment and violence.3

Increased Mexican immigration reversed population trends in Arizona 
that had shaped the state since the early twentieth century. Whites became 
Arizona’s majority population in the 1920s, and the gap between white and 
Mexican populations widened as a result of World War II– era and postwar 
migrations. But higher birthrates among Mexicans and Mexican Ameri-
cans and the rise of Mexican immigration altered these dynamics. People 
of Mexican descent constituted an ever- greater percentage of Arizona’s 
population, and demographers expected them to surpass the state’s white 
population sometime during the twenty- fi rst century. Many whites came 
to believe that Mexicans threatened their livelihoods and took over their 
communities.4

As the region’s shifting economic and po liti cal contexts led a greater 
number of Mexican and Central American immigrants into Arizona, whites, 
people of Mexican descent, native peoples, anti- immigration forces, 
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immigrant rights advocates, and the United States and Mexico increasingly 
debated immigration and border policy. Citizens and the U.S. and Mexi-
can governments alike had confronted these issues in earlier periods as 
well. In virtually all moments of economic or po liti cal crisis during the 
twentieth century, the U.S. government sought to restrict immigration by 
deporting Mexicans seen as fi nancial burdens or po liti cal threats and re-
quiring Tohono  O’odham and others seeking to cross the border to carry 
cards that verifi ed their right to move between Arizona and Sonora. As 
one historian notes, U.S. and Mexican authorities worked together to po-
lice the border. However, beginning in the 1970s, the U.S.- Mexico border 
became increasingly militarized as conservatives and vigilantes lobbied 
the U.S. government to hire more border patrol offi cers, erect more fenc-
ing along the U.S.- Mexico border, and punish employers who knowingly 
hired undocumented immigrants. Legislators worked these ideas into bills 
debated between 1972 and 1986, when the Immigration Reform and Con-
trol Act (IRCA) was passed. At the same time, vigilantes armed themselves 
to protect the border, and immigrant rights advocates opposed restrictive 
policies, arguing for labor protections and citizenship for undocumented 
workers. The increasingly contentious tone of national debates had grave 
consequences for U.S.- Mexico relations and people of Mexican descent 
living in the United States. Even though undocumented immigration 
seemed to be a domestic debate about how to protect U.S. borders and 
national sovereignty, it was in fact the result of transnational po liti cal econo-
mies. Undocumented immigration was only one symptom of the postwar 
rise and decline of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland.5

T h e  Po  l i t i  c a l  Eco n o my  o f  R i s i n g  A n t i -  I m m i g ra n t  A g g r e ss i o n

From the 1960s forward, the Arizona- Sonora borderland experienced dra-
matic economic transformations that ultimately shaped immigration and 
border debates. Borderland economies shifted toward ser vice industries in 
Arizona and toward ser vice and manufacturing industries in Sonora em-
bodied by maquiladoras. Hundreds of thousands of Mexican migrants 
moved to northern Mexico’s borderlands to work in these sectors; many of 
them crossed into the United States to seek employment. The economic 
conditions of the 1970s unfolded against a backdrop of global po liti cal 
change. Markets collapsed, infl ation spiked, and international debt in-
creased, while the Cold War in the Americas entered a particularly tense 
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period shaped by the anti- Communist, U.S.- backed repression of leftist 
movements. Changing economies, politics, and demographics led to anti- 
Mexican sentiment throughout the borderlands.

In 1965, the Mexican government established a program enabled by 
the economic visions of postwar businesspeople and politicians on both 
sides of the border. The BIP led to the construction, from Baja California 
to Coahuila, of maquiladoras, which became a central feature of border-
lands economies into the twenty- fi rst century. The border region’s postwar 
economic development had established infrastructures that paved the way 
for maquiladoras; new construction operations built them, while ex-
panded agricultural and livestock industries nourished their workers, and 
international highways carried materials and fi nished products to and 
from the factories.

The BIP had several advantages for Mexican and U.S. governments 
and businesses, fulfi lling postwar dreams of cross- border trade. Mexico 
also expected the program to alleviate a job crunch created by the mecha-
nization of agriculture and ranching and the conclusion of the Bracero 
Program, which sent hundreds of thousands of migrant guest workers 
back to Mexico. Unemployment reached 50 percent in some Mexican 
border communities. The jobs created by the maquildoras paid more than 
others, reinforcing notions of northern Mexico’s higher quality of life in 
comparison to other parts of the country. For the international corpora-
tions that owned them, the maquiladoras had obvious benefi ts, including a 
cheap labor supply and taxes levied only on the profi t margin of goods pro-
duced in Mexico. As a result, many global corporations moved some or all 
of their manufacturing operations to the Mexican border, thereby open-
ing the region to rising forces of globalization that shifted the production 
of goods from so- called developed to underdeveloped areas of the world. 
Business own ers also expected the factories to lift regional economies in 
general, since they would increase revenue for restaurants, groceries, other 
retailers, and construction companies that built new homes for plant 
employees.6

Because of their perceived benefi ts, the number of maquiladoras— 
and Sonora’s dependence upon them— increased rapidly and transformed 
the state’s economy. Sonora’s fi rst two factories opened in 1967, and by 
1968 twelve maquiladoras employed 550 workers in Nogales, Agua Prieta, 
and San Luis Río Colorado. Between 1970 and 1990, the number of plants 
increased from thirty to more than one hundred, and the number of 
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workers they employed increased from 2,700 to some 37,000. Maquilado-
ras also expanded beyond the border itself and, indeed, throughout Mex-
ico. A network of plants formed between Hermosillo and Tucson, which 
became a free- trade zone that distributed maquiladora-produced goods 
across the United States. The biggest factory in Sonora’s interior, the Ford 
Motor plant that opened in 1984 and employed University of Arizona 
alumni María Eugenia Flores and Humberto Acuña, produced more 
than a hundred thousand cars per year during the mid- 1980s. The So-
noran government constructed a gas pipeline to meet Ford’s energy needs, 
created industrial parks, and provided the company with water, cheap 
electricity, and tax benefi ts. Ultimately, one Sonoran scholar wrote, the 
cross- border exchange facilitated by the maquiladoras converted the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland into an “industrial corridor” that lessened 
Sonora’s economic dependence on agriculture, while at the same time 
maintaining its dependence on the United States.7

Although the maquiladoras had some positive effects, they also had 
negative consequences both for employees and for regional businesses in 
general. The factories created tens of thousands of jobs not only for labor-
ers but also for professionals. Half of all economic activity in Nogales and 
Agua Prieta depended on the maquiladoras, and in Naco the factories 
employed 65 to 80 percent of all residents. Yet they also revealed a darker 
side of economic development. Employees worked long hours, often with-
out breaks. Eighty to 90 percent of them  were women, and many became 
victims of sexual harassment and other forms of violence. The factories 
also highlighted deep social and class divisions. As cities expanded— both 
as a result of and to accommodate the maquiladoras— their poorest neigh-
borhoods, where many employees lived, became overpopulated, infra-
structurally strained, and polluted, with no drinking water, sewers, elec-
tricity, or paved roads. The broader export economies favored large- scale 
operations able to mass- produce goods, and as corporations took control, 
labor movements waned. Finally, Sonorans spent half of their earnings in 
Arizona, thereby depriving Sonoran businesses of income. Even though 
Arizona companies operated one- third of Sonora’s maquiladoras or pro-
vided their supplies, and even though Sonoran businesses benefi ted from 
the maquiladoras, profi ts generally followed their parent corporations back 
to their international headquarters.8

As Sonora’s maquiladoras grew, shifting economic and po liti cal 
contexts created tensions between the United States and Mexico that 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



V I O L E N C E  A N D  S A N C T U A R Y

178

overshadowed praise for the benefi ts brought by cross- border exchange. 
Tourism industries still promoted cross- border travel, and during the early 
1980s, hundreds of thousands of Arizonans and Sonorans crossed the bor-
der every month. Even though Jácome’s had closed, Mexican consumers 
still visited Tucson’s shopping malls. Local department stores like Gold-
water’s and national chains like Montgomery Ward and J.C. Penney con-
tinued to advertise in El Imparcial and accept payment in pesos despite 
the currency’s instability. In the late 1970s, University of Arizona econo-
mists and the Arizona Offi ce of Tourism began studying the habits of 
Mexican shoppers and found that they came from all class backgrounds. 
The vast majority lived in Sonora, while a small percentage came from 
Jalisco, Sinaloa, and Baja California. The working- class Mexicans who 
visited Arizona tended to live in border cities, cross by foot, stay for less 
than a day, and spend less money than members of “professional,” “tech-
nical,” and “managerial” groups, who traveled greater distances by car or 
airplane, stayed longer, and went primarily to Tucson and Phoenix. In to-
tal, Mexican shoppers spent more than $300 million in Arizona every 
year, including almost $10 million in local and state taxes. In the thirteen 
years after the survey, between 1978 and 1991, yearly border crossings by day 
laborers, tourists, shoppers, and families with relatives on the other side 
increased from 13.7 million to 19.4 million. While these factors pointed to 
the continued cross- border exchanges many considered hallmarks of the 
postwar period, much attention also shifted to the confl icts that shaped 
border debates into the twenty- fi rst century.9

Economic travails in the 1970s and 1980s shaped debates about im-
migration and the border. In the United States, stagfl ation, rising levels of 
unemployment, and market instabilities caused by oil shortages shaped 
the lives of many Americans. Mexicans also suffered signifi cant economic 
blows, both for domestic reasons and because of the global fi nancial mal-
aise. Sonora’s maquiladora and mining industries experienced gains, but 
agriculture suffered from soil exhaustion, forcing scientists to develop new 
techniques. Without recognizing how deeply intertwined the two national 
economies had become— through labor exchanges, international loans, 
tourism, and trade— many in the United States increasingly saw Mexico 
as a risky partner. The Mexican government devalued the peso, which 
led to price hikes, capital fl ight, increased import costs, and even more 
po liti cal pressure on the already- beleaguered PRI. As during earlier eco-
nomic downturns, Mexico sought to lessen its dependence on the United 
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States, this time by seeking to establish fi nancial partnerships with Asia, 
Eu rope, and Canada. Moreover, Mexico’s birthrate increased drama-
tically after World War II, leading to social spending that, by 1982, 
amounted to half of Mexico’s GDP. Finally, new oil discoveries in 1977 fed 
optimism that Mexico’s economy would stabilize and the government 
could cover mounting expenses, but in 1981 oil markets crashed, forcing 
Mexico to default on its debt. Mexico’s postwar economic “miracle” was 
over.10

Shifting national and international economies  were inseparable from 
increasingly tense Cold War relations throughout the Americas. The 
United States had wound down postwar economic- development programs 
south of the border. The confl ict in Vietnam challenged its authority. 
Moreover, capitalist development widened inequalities instead of narrow-
ing them, leading to the rise of leftist regimes. Between 1975 and 1979, 
Marxist movements took control of eleven Latin American countries. The 
United States cooperated with right- wing Latin American leaders eager to 
topple them, forming, in 1975, a “continental alliance against the Left,” 
called Operation Condor. The increased polarization of U.S.– Latin Amer-
ican affairs caused tensions between U.S. and Mexican leaders, who ex-
pressed sympathy for leftist movements and denounced U.S. hegemony at 
the same time that they strove for harmonious U.S.- Mexico relations. 
Their posturing both angered U.S. offi cials and strengthened Mexico’s 
bargaining position. Concurrently, the United States and Mexico negoti-
ated shifting domestic politics. In Mexico, from the 1960s forward, the 
conservative PAN party challenged the PRI in municipal and state elec-
tions, particularly in central and northern states, including Sonora. In the 
United States, many Americans considered the Carter administration weak 
on the economy and passive toward Communism— instead of arguing for 
containment, Carter advocated the protection of human rights in Central 
America— which helped Ronald Reagan win the presidency in 1980. 
Under Reagan, direct state sponsorship of anti-Communist violence in-
creased throughout the region.11

Sweeping economic and po liti cal transitions affected the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland and ultimately led to the emergence of Mexican im-
migration as a deeply divisive issue. First, they led to signifi cant demo-
graphic shifts. Until the 1970s, migration in and between Arizona and 
Sonora maintained an overwhelmingly regional character, and Sonora 
had one of the lowest emigration rates of any Mexican state both because 
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salaries in Sonora remained higher than elsewhere in the country and 
because people could work in the United States without moving there per-
manently. In 1973, only 2.6 percent of undocumented immigrants came 
from Sonora. By 1978 that number stood at 3.7 percent and by 1984 had 
grown to more than 5 percent. In little more than a de cade, Sonora 
moved from twelfth to sixth place among Mexican states sending the 
greatest number of undocumented immigrants to the United States, be-
hind Chihuahua, Michoacán, Baja California, Jalisco, and Guanajuato. 
Many Tohono  O’odham, although displaced from their homelands, also 
moved within the region instead of to other parts of the United States or 
Mexico. These regional migration patterns changed during the 1970s, 
however, as former braceros and new migrants from central and southern 
Mexico sought work on both sides of the Arizona- Sonora border.12

In general, Sonora and Arizona experienced increased migration 
from outside the region during the 1970s and 1980s. By the end of the pe-
riod, more than 16 percent of Sonora’s population had been born in an-
other Mexican state. Migrants to Sonora worked in the fi shing and tour-
ism industries of Guaymas and Puerto Peñasco; the fi elds surrounding 
Hermosillo and San Luis Río Colorado; and the maquiladoras of Nogales 
and Agua Prieta. Border cities had higher proportions of non- Sonorans 
living in them than other areas of the state, which offered evidence that 
many migrants planned temporary stays there before crossing over to the 
United States. Indeed, the number of Mexicans entering Arizona increased 
dramatically between 1970 and 1990; the Mexican and Mexican American 
population reached 17 percent of the state as a whole. Southern Arizona’s 
communities of Mexican descent represented 26 percent of the area’s 
population as a  whole, compared with 14 percent of central Arizona and 
5 percent of northern Arizona. Many of them still came from Sonora; one 
survey found that 60 percent of Sonoran emigrants named Arizona as 
their destination. However, compared with earlier periods, many more 
Mexicans came from other parts of Mexico, and Latin American migrants 
increasingly arrived from countries beyond Mexico, especially war-torn 
El Salvador and Guatemala.13

Tohono  O’odham also continued to move throughout the border re-
gion in response to shifting economic contexts, although their migra-
tions became increasingly unidirectional: from Sonora to Arizona. With 
assistance from the Mexican government— and, in par tic u lar, Hermo-
sillo’s land colonization commission, the state agency responsible for 
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disbursing public lands—mestizo farmers and ranchers continued to 
displace Sonoran  O’odham from their small rancherías near Caborca, 
Quitovac, and Pozo Verde. Some of them moved to Sonoran cities, where 
they worked in factories and sold crafts to tourists from the United States. 
But many more moved to Arizona, where they benefi ted from BIA ser-
vices, settled with family members, and found employment as ranchers, 
agricultural workers, and domestics. They earned, on average, eight to ten 
times more than they had in Sonora. As a result, Arizona’s  O’odham pop-
ulation increased steadily from the mid- 1960s forward, with a commensu-
rate decline in Sonora. From the mid- twentieth century to 1990, Arizona’s 
 O’odham population increased from 7,200 to more than 17,000, whereas 
Sonora’s declined from 400 to fewer than 50. The Mexican census in 1990 
counted none.14

Longtime borderland residents and new migrants confronted local 
economies hampered by the global fi nancial downturn and, more imme-
diately, the Mexican peso devaluations of the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
which resulted from the country’s debt crisis. Arizona’s and Sonora’s cat-
tle, mining, tourism, and retail industries suffered. Economic turmoil hit 
border communities particularly hard, leaving them devastated. Governor 
Babbitt called them “economic disaster areas.” Many Mexican consumers 
could no longer afford to shop in the United States, which left in shambles 
the Arizona businesses that relied on them. “My family still goes over,” 
one Mexican shopper said, “but we mostly just look now.” An Arizona 
department- store own er said that the devaluations had a “very depressing 
effect on the Mexican people— they are in no buying mood.” Grim fi nan-
cial reports confi rmed the impact of the devaluations on Arizona’s border 
counties. Retail sales in Nogales fell between 40 and 70 percent. Santa 
Cruz County, with Nogales as the county seat, had the highest rate of un-
employment in Arizona even before the 1976 devaluation, but afterward, 
joblessness  rose by 2 percent in less than a month, to almost 20 percent. 
More than fi ve hundred retail employees lost their jobs as a direct result of 
the devaluations; pedestrian and automobile traffi c entering the United 
States declined sharply.15

The decreased fl ow of capital between the United States and Mexico 
negatively affected borderlands institutions beyond retail shops, including 
universities, ranches, and banks. Many Mexican students  were forced to 
drop out of Pima County Community College and the University of Ari-
zona because they could no longer afford tuition. Wary of Mexico’s 
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economic situation, ranchers sold their cattle and deposited the proceeds 
in U.S. banks. Others followed suit by selling their land and homes and 
transferring money to the United States. According to the Tucson Citizen, 
Sonora’s “big money” families had always invested in the United States, 
but the devaluations led more Sonorans to make deposits. Sonoran busi-
nesspeople also left their home state, became “migrant capitalists,” as one 
Sonoran historian has called them, started new businesses, and created 
thousands of jobs in Arizona. From 1977 to 1987, the number of Mexican- 
owned businesses in Arizona more than doubled, as did their sales and 
hiring. Because Mexican banks lost $3 billion, the Mexican government 
ordered a temporary suspension of all buying and selling of foreign cur-
rencies and gold. While well- to- do Mexicans sheltered themselves from 
the effects of the peso devaluations, working- class Mexicans had no assets 
to convert into dollars. This fact led to an even wider gap between Mexico’s 
haves and have- nots, as one po liti cal cartoonist described them, inspiring 
him to ask, “Pancho Villa, where are you?” The cartoon suggested that 
Villa, the Mexican revolutionary hero— by reputation, a Robin Hood fi gure 
who stole from the rich and gave to the poor— would have protected poor 
Mexicans.16

Government offi cials, fi nanciers, and merchants in Arizona proposed 
several solutions to the woes caused by the devaluations, demonstrating 
their recognition of the profound interdependence of Arizona’s and So-
nora’s border economies. One Nogales department- store own er lowered 
his shop’s prices. Governor Raúl Castro suggested that merchants should 
offer short- term credit to Mexican consumers by maintaining store ac-
counts, as Jácome’s had for de cades. When Governor Babbitt, Castro’s 
successor, pleaded Arizona’s case to the White  House, the U.S. government 
granted “economic dislocation” loans of up to $100,000 each for retailers 
who  were able to prove that the devaluations had affected their businesses. 
For his part, Senator Goldwater suggested that the United States should 
invest directly in Mexico in order to bolster the country’s economy. Mex-
ico was, after all, our “biggest customer” in Latin America, he stated. The 
country’s troubles also led to more qualitative observations about dilapi-
dated borderland economies. Once grand monuments, like the 1964 cus-
toms gateway in Nogales, had become symbols of disrepair. A construction 
designed as a “show window” into Mexico, the gateway was now “fi lthy,” 
projecting a message for tourists that said, “Do not enter this country.”17
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The simultaneous rise of immigration and decline of borderland 
economies sparked heated debates on both sides of the border. Because 
larger states like California and Texas received more immigrants, some 
scholars have argued that Arizona was irrelevant to immigration debates 
until the fi nal years of the twentieth century. Yet the Arizona- Sonora bor-
derland became a focal point of national and international debates in the 
1970s and 1980s. Immigration and border politics there unfolded within 
the context of national tensions over these issues, but events in the border-
land stretching from Tucson to Hermosillo, in particular, shaped the way 
Mexicans and Americans thought about immigrant rights, human rights, 
sanctuary, illegality, and the border more broadly.

Between 1972 and 1986, the U.S. Congress debated several compre-
hensive immigration- reform proposals, most notably the 1972 Rodino 
Bill— named after New Jersey’s Demo cratic senator, Peter Rodino— Jimmy 
Carter’s 1977 Alien Adjustment and Employment Act, and IRCA, which 
eventually passed on July 1, 1986. These proposals emerged as the result of 
increasing pressure to curb the rise of undocumented immigration after 
the mid- 1960s. The end of the Bracero Program in 1964 terminated a 
guest- worker initiative that had provided for the legal, albeit temporary, 
migration of Mexicans to the United States. During the two de cades of 
the program’s existence, Mexican immigrants also crossed illegally, but the 
number who did so increased dramatically after its conclusion. With or with-
out the Bracero Program, Mexicans still sought jobs in the United States. 
Congress passed the Hart- Celler Act in 1965, which— although technically 
restrictive since it capped the number of immigrants from par tic u lar coun-
tries at 120,000 per year— offered family- reunifi cation provisions that led to 
greater immigration from Latin America, Asia, and elsewhere.18

The proposals debated between 1972 and 1986 contained many of the 
same provisions, which ultimately led to the articulation of a four- pronged 
approach to undocumented immigration that remained unchanged into 
the twenty- fi rst century. The centerpiece of the Rodino Bill was sanctions 
against employers who knowingly hired undocumented immigrants. The 
Alien Adjustment and Employment Act kept Rodino’s employer sanctions 
but also introduced highly controversial citizenship- adjustment provisions— 
derisively referred to as “amnesty”— which proposed to grant citizenship to 
millions of immigrants. Both proposals failed to pass Congress because of 
opposition from conservatives and liberals alike. After his election, Reagan 
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revived debates about immigration reform with a proposal that combined 
employer sanctions and amnesty provisions, in addition to increased funding 
for the U.S. Border Patrol and an amendment to the existing work- visa pro-
gram. Shifting national and international politics, as well as a delicate com-
promise among Latinos, enabled the passage of IRCA in 1986.

The points of contention over the various proposals remained fairly 
consistent throughout the 1970s and 1980s. Many conservatives supported 
employer sanctions despite objections from employers who relied on un-
documented Mexican labor. They claimed to support legal migration but 
opposed unauthorized immigration by rearticulating old arguments that 
undocumented Mexicans took jobs from American citizens and burdened 
social- service programs. They vociferously opposed provisions that offered 
undocumented immigrants a path to citizenship, arguing that amnesty 
incentivized undocumented migration, rewarded undocumented migrants 
for breaking the law, and devalued U.S. citizenship because Americans and 
legal immigrants had earned it, whereas undocumented Mexicans would 
get it for free.

Liberals countered these conservative arguments. They generally op-
posed employer sanctions, claiming that they led employers to discrimi-
nate against all Latinos based on accent or appearance. They also refuted 
the ideas that Mexican immigrants took American jobs and burdened 
social- service programs by arguing instead that the United States relied on 
Mexican workers to fi ll positions U.S. citizens did not want and that Mexi-
can immigrants gave more to the U.S. economy than they took by paying 
sales, Social Security, and other taxes even though they did not receive 
benefi ts from these revenues. Finally, they supported amnesty but wanted 
more immigrants to be able to take advantage of citizenship adjustment 
provisions than Carter or Reagan proposed. Carter’s proposal set January 1, 
1970, as the date from which undocumented immigrants had to reside 
continuously in the United States in order to be eligible for citizenship 
adjustment, while Reagan’s proposal designated January 1, 1982. Liberals 
argued that both dates  were arbitrary and maintained that those who 
came afterward, and were therefore ineligible, would constitute a “subclass” 
of people living in the United States. They proposed dates much closer to 
when the legislation would be passed. Finally, conservatives and liberals 
both agreed to increase fi nancial support for the U.S. Border Patrol even 
though they disagreed about the effectiveness of stationing more offi cers 
along the international line.19
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In Arizona, politicians, police, vigilantes, immigrant advocates, and 
ordinary citizens debated the immigration proposals circulating around 
the nation. Governor Babbitt became a sounding board for the full spec-
trum of arguments Arizonans made about immigration. He received their 
letters— or manifestos— and ultimately advocated positions that recog-
nized the rights of migrant workers regardless of their citizenship status. 
Babbitt fi led away news articles about the dangers of population growth 
and the need to create opportunities for disadvantaged U.S. citizens rather 
than undocumented Mexicans. He also puzzled at how the Ku Klux Klan 
and César Chávez’s United Farm Workers both argued for a “tightly re-
stricted border,” although for different reasons. A well- known priest and 
historian, Charles Polzer of Tucson, told Babbitt that he advocated an “al-
most open border,” and Manuel García, a Mexican American attorney 
from Tucson, urged Babbitt to consider that it was “intolerable and im-
moral” to “bring in trainloads of poor people from a less developed coun-
try to pick our crops for substandard wages.” A Tucson group called the 
Mexican Americans for Legalizing Aliens insisted that Mexican immi-
grants did not take jobs from Americans and instead contributed to the 
economy by paying taxes and shopping in Arizona stores. Babbitt listened 
to all of the arguments his constituents made and then delivered public 
proclamations supporting immigrant rights. He lamented their impover-
ished living conditions, the abuses they suffered, and their lack of legal 
protections. Such declarations drew ire from conservatives in Arizona and 
praise from Mexican offi cials, who appreciated his “humanitarian approach” 
to immigration.20

Arizonans also weighed in at hearings held in connection with Carter’s 
1977 proposal, or ga nized by Senator Dennis Deconcini and Congressman 
Morris Udall, both from Arizona. The hearings, which took place in No-
gales and Tucson, refl ected a great diversity of opinions on immigration. 
Border Patrol agents, ranchers, university professors, teachers, graduate stu-
dents, and immigrant rights advocates all testifi ed, and after two days, an 
exasperated Udall said of the seemingly widespread disapproval of Carter’s 
bill, “There is no one  here to claim this monster.” He struggled to make sense 
of the contradictory positions he heard. Some witnesses supported pieces of 
Carter’s proposals, but nobody supported all of them, and many supported 
none. Law- enforcement offi cials believed amnesty was an outrage that 
mocked the rule of law, while those concerned about the “humanitarian 
aspects” of immigration believed that “amnesty is totally inadequate.”21
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Representatives of the Manzo Area Council, an immigrant- rights or-
ga ni za tion based in Tucson, offered some of the most provocative solu-
tions. Established in 1972 as a federally funded War on Poverty program, 
the Manzo Area Council originally served poor Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans in Tucson, offering basic welfare ser vices, senior- citizens as-
sistance, and youth programs regardless of citizenship status. By the time 
of the 1977 hearings, the group had come under intense scrutiny from 
public offi cials, who argued that the Manzo Area Council improperly used 
public funds to support undocumented immigrants. On April 9, 1976, the 
U.S. Border Patrol— in coordination with the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Ser vice (INS) and the U.S. Attorney General— raided the or ga ni za-
tion’s offi ces. After poring through hundreds of fi les, Border Patrol offi cers 
went to the homes of Manzo Area Council clients and deported more 
than fi fty of them. Although the group was cleared of charges, it lost fed-
eral funding. A crucial source of support had been taken away, but in de-
pen dence from the government allowed the group to pursue a more 
 aggressive strategy for protecting the human rights of all migrants. At the 
hearing in Nogales, attorney Margo Cowan, one of the or ga ni za tion’s 
found ers, lobbied for what she called an immigrant’s “bill of rights,” which 
would guarantee equal pay, unemployment insurance, disability payments, 
and permanent- resident visas. The Mexicans there agreed with her, argu-
ing that migrant workers and their families should have the same rights as 
all American workers; receive equal pay and Social Security benefi ts; and 
have protection under United Nations resolutions that declared that all 
nations must respect the human rights of migrant workers.22

The Manzo Area Council remained southern Arizona’s strongest 
voice for immigrant rights into the 1980s. After the hearings in Nogales, 
its members called for protections against deportation, the right to 
housing, and freedom from harassment by police. The group also sug-
gested that, as integral members of U.S. communities, undocumented 
immigrants should be allowed to vote. These proposals would consti-
tute the “most revolutionary immigration package of the century,” 
Cowan said. Beyond its proposals, the Manzo Area Council established 
a foundation for all immigrant- rights organizations in Tucson from 
the 1970s forward and enlisted advocates—many of them women like 
García, Castillo, and Cowan— who anchored the city’s immigrant- rights 
movement for the next several de cades. The group framed its argu-
ments in terms of human rights and combated the anti- Mexican 
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sentiment that was spreading throughout the borderlands and the United 
States more broadly.23

Overall, national immigration debates led to a rising tide of anti- 
Mexican aggression. Many viewed Latinos as a national threat that under-
mined U.S. economy and culture, including white social and economic 
privilege and En glish monolingualism. Latinos increasingly became vic-
tims of scapegoating and physical violence. Border Patrol offi cers harassed 
them regardless of their citizenship status, based on their “physical and 
speech characteristics.” Authorities  were more likely to ask Latinos for 
identifi cation and search their automobiles. In Texas, police murdered 
people of Mexican descent, and a Washington Post article claimed that, 
between 1976 and 1979, “at least 15 killings and more than 150 incidents of 
alleged brutality against Mexican Americans, mainly by law- enforcement 
offi cials” had occurred. One Mexican American attorney argued that 
such violence demonstrated the “continuing pattern of disregard for the 
civil rights and lives of our people.” Because national sentiment was so 
fi ercely anti- Mexican, civil rights groups, including the Mexican Ameri-
can Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF), opposed Rodino’s 
and Carter’s proposals, arguing that no immigration reform was better 
than laws that led to even greater discrimination against Latinos. While a 
broad base of elected Latino offi cials and civil rights workers led the oppo-
sition to immigration reform in the late 1970s and early 1980s, by the time 
of IRCA’s passage in 1986, this co ali tion had broken down in the face of 
mounting pressure to solve problems that allegedly stemmed from un-
documented immigration, including a high rate of unemployment, pov-
erty, welfare, and crime.24

In Arizona’s borderland, anti- Mexican agitators singled out undocu-
mented immigrants as the cause of the area’s troubles. Local newspapers 
blamed Mexicans for several burglaries there in the late 1970s. In Doug-
las, the sheriff ’s department recorded 122 burglary calls between January 
and August 1976, which corresponded with $135,000 in stolen property. 
Local authorities refused to entertain the possibility that U.S. citizens had 
committed the crimes, claiming that Mexican immigrants accounted for 
85 to 90 percent of them. The Douglas sheriff himself said, “Most of our 
problems have come from Mexico.”25

Law- enforcement offi cers and other community members believed 
that the ability to recognize Mexicans as culprits came from years of expe-
rience and that they could identify crimes committed by Mexican 
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immigrants through certain cultural traits. “They kind of stick out,” said a 
Douglas police sergeant, explaining that their muddy shoes and wet pant 
legs  were signs that they had recently “been in the ditch at the border.” 
Also, missing pillowcases, which immigrants supposedly used to “carry 
out the loot,” and a “raided refrigerator,” left empty by immigrants who 
had taken all the food, became telltale signs that Mexicans had commit-
ted the crime. Such notions drew on more than a century of ste reo types 
about greedy, desperate, and hungry Mexicans as bandits and thieves who 
robbed U.S. citizens and then fl ed to Mexico to evade prosecution. How-
ever, one article acknowledged that these assumptions  were just “street 
talk” and, despite what ever claims individuals made, there  were “no fi g-
ures” available for the “number of aliens who burglarize Douglas homes.”26

Still, entire communities armed themselves, and vigilante groups 
formed to police the border and propose their own immigration reforms. 
In early 1977, for example, sixty- fi ve residents of southeastern Arizona es-
tablished the Bisbee Junction Security Group, which called on the U.S. 
government to solve the problem of undocumented immigration. Rather 
than the criminality of Mexican immigrants or Mexico’s economic decline, 
the group blamed the U.S. government itself. Members of the group be-
lieved that Mexican bandits hoped for arrest because they could get “med-
ical or dental care” in U.S. prisons. “We’re the people who are being 
robbed by these guys,” one group member said, because they paid for “all 
these fringe benefi ts for them.” So the group wrote its own four- point pro-
posal that called for the erection of a “new and better” border fence, with 
updated monitoring technologies, including motion sensors; construction 
of a road the length of the border “so the fence can be patrolled and fence- 
jumpers quickly caught”; and creation of a “special strike force to track 
and capture illegal aliens.” Although too extreme for the moment, their 
ideas gained currency in later years, fueled by new waves of vigilante orga-
nizations that policed the border and committed violence— from the Ku 
Klux Klan to Civilian Military Assistance to the Minuteman Project— and 
carried out in conservative border policies.27

Fr i c t i o n  a l o n g  t h e  B o r d e r

Two episodes in par tic u lar demonstrated how anti- immigrant aggression 
on the one hand and immigrant- rights advocacy on the other shaped the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland in the 1970s and 1980s. First, on August 18, 
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1976, white ranchers kidnapped and tortured three Mexican workers near 
Douglas, Arizona. Second, beginning in the late 1970s, organizations in 
Tucson assisted Central American refugees who fl ed violence in their 
home countries. Both episodes sparked regional, national, and interna-
tional controversies. In terms of their personnel, ideologies, and legacies, 
they established the grounds on which immigration and border debates 
would be fought into the early twenty- fi rst century not only in Tucson and 
southern Arizona, which became ground zero for such contests, but also 
across the United States as a  whole.

In Elfrida, Arizona, a town in Cochise County, farm work awaited 
twenty- fi ve- year- old Manuel García Loya, twenty- four- year- old Eleazar 
Ruelas Zavala, and eighteen- year- old Bernabe Herrera Mata. Originally 
from other parts of Mexico— Chihuahua, Sinaloa, and Durango, respec-
tively— at the time they held jobs in Hermosillo. Each had worked in the 
United States before, and they knew they would earn more in Arizona 
than by staying home. The path to Elfrida took them across private ranch-
land owned by the Hanigans, a family that had lived in the area for de-
cades, working their ranch, operating Dairy Queen ice- cream stores, and 
serving as leaders in the state’s Republican Party. Their encounter with 
the Mexican workers focused attention on issues of violence against 
immigrants.28

Soon after the Mexican workers crossed into Arizona, Thomas and 
Patrick Hanigan spotted the migrants from their pickup truck as the three 
walked across the Hanigans’ land. After briefl y questioning the workers 
about why they had entered the United States, the Hanigan brothers 
bound them, forced them into their truck, and drove them to the Hani-
gans’ ranch  house to alert their father, George Hanigan. The migrants 
later claimed that they believed the Hanigans  were U.S. Border Patrol of-
fi cers. The three ranchers then drove the workers into the fi elds, where 
they robbed them of $36, beat them, directed racist remarks at them, 
dragged them across the desert fl oor, suspended them from a tree, held a 
knife to their genitals, and burned their feet. Mexican newspapers claimed 
that the Hanigans also cut their hair to the scalp. After several hours, the 
ranchers cut the men loose and instructed them to go back to Mexico. As 
the workers ran south, the ranchers fi red several rounds of birdshot that 
planted hundreds of pellets in their backs. The migrants made it to 
Agua Prieta, where doctors treated their wounds and reported the inci-
dent to Mexican police, who then notifi ed Raúl Aveleyra, the Mexican 
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consul in Douglas. Reporters, investigators, lawyers, nuns, and other gov-
ernment offi cials visited the men in the hospital. Aveleyra fi led charges of 
kidnapping, robbery, and torture against George, Thomas, and Patrick 
Hanigan.29

Between 1976 and 1981, the Hanigans stood trial three times; twice 
for violating the workers’ civil rights, and fi nally for interfering with inter-
state commerce since the migrants  were on their way to work. Before the 
fi rst trial, held at a state- level court in Bisbee, George Hanigan died of a 
heart attack. Mexican Americans in Douglas believed that God had pun-
ished him, but the all- white jury acquitted his sons Thomas and Patrick 
Hanigan. The second trial concluded in 1980, when a hung jury at a federal 
court in Tucson acquitted the brothers again. Finally, in 1981, a second 
federal trial in Phoenix convicted and sentenced Patrick Hanigan to three 
years in prison but acquitted Thomas Hanigan for a third time. During 
the fi ve years it took to achieve partial justice, the Hanigan case enraged 

Eleazar Ruelas Zavala, Manuel García Loya, and Bernabe Herrera Mata. 
(Copyright 1977 Norah Booth. All Rights Reserved. Antonio D. Bustamante 
Papers, Chicano/Chicana Research Collection, Arizona State University 
Libraries.)
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many borderland residents, Mexican American civil rights organizations, 
immigrant- rights advocates, and Mexican offi cials who viewed the incident 
as a human- rights issue affecting U.S.- Mexico relations. As the Washing-
ton Post put it, the Hanigan case “heightened tensions along the border,” 
created “embarrassing po liti cal problems for the Carter administration,” 
and intensifi ed Mexican American claims that they  were “victims of a 
rising tide of violence.” It was a “good case in point,” one Douglas City 
Council member said, that federal laws  were needed to ensure the security 
of all immigrants.30

In all three trials, the ranchers claimed they had stopped the Mexi-
can workers, believing them to be the same men who, earlier that sum-
mer, had stolen pistols from their ranch  house. The Hanigans maintained 
that they held the workers only to reclaim their property, but some of the 
most damning evidence against them demonstrated that they turned this 
defensive position into offensive sport. Patrick Hanigan’s ex- wife testifi ed 
that, for several weeks before the incident, her former husband “went on 
almost nightly patrols looking for wetbacks.” Both brothers, she said, had 
planned to “pick them up, knock them around, steal what ever money they 
had, and turn them in to the Border Patrol.” Another witness, a waitress at 
a hotel in Douglas, testifi ed that she had overheard Patrick Hanigan say, 
“We fi xed those . . .  wetbacks.” The workers also correctly identifi ed the 
Hanigans in Douglas High School yearbooks from 1972 and 1976, when 
Patrick and Thomas Hanigan graduated. Finally, “without prompting as 
to direction,” the workers led Mexican consul Aveleyra from Agua Prieta 
to the Hanigan ranch. Given such evidence against them, the Hanigans 
found it diffi cult to convincingly portray themselves as innocent residents 
of a border community besieged by “illegal aliens.”31

Nevertheless, the incident’s immediate aftermath frustrated those 
who demanded punishment. The U.S. authorities said they had moved as 
quickly as possible to prosecute the perpetrators of the crime, but it took 
them more than a week to make an arrest even though the Hanigans  were 
considered suspects almost immediately. The La Raza Law Students As-
sociation in Washington, D.C., wondered why it took so long to bring 
charges against the Hanigans, and UFW President César Chávez wrote 
letters demanding prosecution. Mexican newspapers expressed optimism 
when the initial grand jury hearing determined that enough evidence ex-
isted to try the ranchers. An article in El Imparcial mistakenly reported 
that the grand jury had found the Hanigans guilty, claiming that they 
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could each receive up to eigh teen years in prison and the victims could 
receive $100,000 each as a cash settlement. Instead, those hopeful of a 
conviction  were disappointed when the jury in Bisbee found the ranchers 
not guilty.32

If the incident had been a national news story before the trial, the 
acquittal of Thomas and Patrick Hanigan in October 1977 inspired wide-
spread mobilization by Mexican American civil rights organizations and 
immigrant- rights advocates, as well as scathing criticism from Mexico. 
Given the area’s rising anti- Mexican sentiment, lawyers for the migrants 
predicted that their clients could not receive a fair hearing in southeastern 
Arizona, where the Hanigans wielded po liti cal and economic infl uence. It 
did not help that the presiding judge removed the six Mexican Americans 
originally slated to serve on the jury, allowing the objection made by the 
Hanigans’ attorney that these jurors  were eager to convict his clients. Still, 
many considered the jury’s composition unfair, given Douglas’s Mexican 
and Mexican American majority. As the jury deliberated, demonstrators 
from Tucson, Bisbee, and Douglas celebrated mass and called for an end 
to border violence.33

Upon hearing the jury’s verdict, the Mexican consul in Douglas fa-
mously claimed that it opened “hunting season” against “every illegal 
alien” in the United States. Immigrant- rights attorney Margo Cowan 
agreed, arguing that the verdict “set a violent pre ce dent of sanctioned ag-
gression” against “the  whole Chicano people in the Southwest.” Cowan 
called a meeting at Tucson’s San Agustín Cathedral to discuss how her or-
ga ni za tion and other immigrant- rights advocates would respond. More 
than 150 Arizonans and Sonorans attended, representing religious, po liti-
cal, and community groups. They decided that the Manzo Area Council 
would collect signatures for a petition demanding a federal retrial and 
that the group would also sponsor a boycott of Douglas merchants. To 
advertise the action, the Manzo Area Council bought airtime on Mexi-
can radio stations, posted placards on telephone poles, and placed quarter- 
page manifestos in Agua Prieta newspapers. One sign said, “Boycott! 
Mexicans Unite! Don’t Buy from U.S. Border Cities until Justice Is Served 
in the Hanigan Case! Defend Your Race!” Others or ga nized their own 
protests. Some carried signs outside the Douglas Dairy Queen— owned 
by the Hanigans— advising shoppers to not buy ice cream there. Children 
told their friends that “the ice cream is not good.” Meanwhile, just days 
after the court’s decision, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan leader David Duke 
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traveled to Tucson to urge Klan supporters to head to Douglas and sup-
port the ranchers.34

Beyond the borderlands, the Hanigan case drew attention from Mex-
ican American civil right organizations across the United States. Law stu-
dent Antonio Bustamante established the National Ad Hoc Co ali tion on 
the Hanigan Case just one month after the not- guilty verdict, on Novem-
ber 16, 1977. Originally from Douglas, he had fi rsthand experience with 
the area’s long history of racial antagonism. His co ali tion brought together 
several prominent groups, including LULAC, the National Council of 
La Raza, the National Association of Farmworkers Organizations, the 
American G.I. Forum, MALDEF, and La Raza National Bar Association. 
In earlier periods, the differing politics of these groups may have pre-
cluded their alliance, but in the late 1970s, a diverse array of civil rights 
organizations united in opposition to restrictive immigration and border 
policies. Although they did not always hold the same views, opposing the 
torture of Mexican workers meshed with their interest in drawing atten-
tion to racism against all peoples of Mexican descent, regardless of citizen-
ship. The co ali tion spearheaded a letter- writing campaign to state and 
federal offi cials, asking them to intervene on behalf of the Mexican work-
ers. In response to the pressure, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) 
announced that it would indict Patrick and Thomas Hanigan on federal 
charges.35

Mexicans claimed that the incident infl icted deep humiliation on 
them personally and on Mexico in general. Farm workers protested in 
Mexico City’s Plaza de la Constitución, and, in response, Mexico’s assis-
tant secretary of foreign relations assured them that their government 
would seek a severe punishment. Mexican president Echeverría, referring 
to the incident’s ethnic and racial motivations, called it a “consequence of 
irresponsible attitudes.” Another offi cial expressed disappointment that 
individuals motivated by “dark prejudices and barbarous instincts” com-
mitted such violence. Summarizing what many Mexicans felt, an edito-
rial in a Mexico City newspaper said that the incident had left a “nasty 
aftertaste of bitterness.” It inspired corridos about the ranchers and their 
victims and comic books that chronicled the poor treatment of Mexicans 
in the United States. Some compared them to the last Aztec emperor, 
Cuauhtémoc, whose feet  were burned by Spanish conquistadors. As an 
article in the New York Times explained, offi cials in Sonora and Mexico 
City “seized upon [the Hanigan incident] as an extreme example of 
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United States treatment of Mexican migrants.” For their part, the workers 
thought it was ironic that U.S. and Mexican government offi cials paid so 
much attention to their case, considering their general neglect of the 
working poor on both sides of the border.36

To many Mexicans, the plight of the three workers became ensnared 
within the larger web of U.S.- Mexico relations. Mexico’s interior minister 
claimed that the incident was a reminder of the “painful exchange of un-
documented migratory workers,” who frequently became subjects of “ra-
cial sadism” and “exploitation” in the United States. A Mexican newspa-
per explained how the Hanigan incident had “exacerbated” the problems 
of all “Mexican braceros, whose presence in the United States is consid-
ered illegal and has unleashed a massive deportation campaign against all 
undocumented workers.” The author of the article wrote what many Mexi-
can Americans felt, that the Hanigan case, and the mistreatment of Mexican 
migrant workers in general, affected all people of Mexican descent.37

Mexicans also noted the hypocrisy in claiming that Mexican immi-
grants stole jobs and drained the U.S. economy. “We need to remember,” 
one Mexican wrote, “that the Mexican migrant laborer is, in fact, a 
 contributor to the U.S. economy; he  doesn’t deprive U.S. citizens of jobs 
since, unfortunately, he works in such tedious and unpleasant jobs that 
U.S. citizens will not take them.” The author reminded readers that Mexi-
cans had served the United States as braceros from 1942 to 1964 and as sol-
diers in the U.S. military during World War II and in Korea and Vietnam. 
Others noted how U.S. citizens in Mexico also caused trouble. After the 
Hanigans tortured their victims, Mexican newspapers criticized Ameri-
can gunrunners and white drug addicts from Tucson who stole a car and 
tried to hide in Mexico.38

In this period of rising hemispheric tensions— when an increasing 
number of Marxist movements in Latin America met a fi ercely conserva-
tive U.S.- sponsored backlash and Mexicans became victims of violence in 
the United States— communities on both sides of the border sought an 
immediate resolution to the case in order to avoid further confl ict. To this 
end, U.S. and Mexican offi cials engaged in tense exchanges about civil 
wars in Central America and undocumented migration to the United 
States. Members of the U.S.  House of Representatives ignited a contro-
versy when they claimed that Mexico supported Communism. Moreover, 
the United States sparked López Portillo’s ire by backing out of a deal to 
purchase natural gas from Mexico even though Mexico had already spent 
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millions of dollars constructing a pipeline for its transport. When López 
Portillo and Carter met at the White  House, the Mexican president cited 
the Hanigan incident as a case in point for his reluctance to allow Mexi-
cans to participate in temporary labor exchanges. Then when Carter vis-
ited Mexico, he vowed to protect the “basic human rights” of all migrants 
to the United States. Contemplating the incident’s signifi cance within 
this heated climate, one Mexican author argued that it provided one more 
explanation for the “friction along the border.”39

Meanwhile, some government offi cials and businesspeople, still heed-
ing the Good Neighbor rhetoric of the early Cold War, articulated the 
need for cross- border friendship and cooperation. Arizona governor Raúl 
Castro denounced the crime in the strongest of terms, calling it “an inhu-
mane situation” and a “return to the days of slavery.” Still, the U.S. ambas-
sador to Mexico said, it “ought not tarnish the good relations that exist be-
tween the two countries.” Businesspeople and regional boosters responded 
by doing what they had always done; in the midst of the Hanigan trials, the 
Arizona- Mexico Commission planned its 1980 meeting in Guaymas to 
promote tourism to the city, while Tucson and Ciudad Obregón declared 
themselves sister cities and held celebrations attended by mayors Lewis 
Murphy and Adalberto Rosas López. Even though the Hanigan case un-
doubtedly raised the level of tension between the United States and Mex-
ico, the two countries continued to work to resolve their problems because 
of the “inevitable  union that geography imposes upon us,” as one editorial 
explained.40

In Arizona, Mexicans and Mexican Americans remained engaged 
with the Hanigan case into the early 1980s as the federal trial in Tucson 
neared. They believed that they, too, experienced the rise of anti- immigrant 
sentiment and violence throughout southern Arizona. By the time of the 
trials, Mexican Americans had spread across Tucson, although the vast 
majority of them remained on the city’s southwest side. With expanded 
educational and job opportunities, a greater percentage attended college 
and worked as professionals, although they continued to lag behind whites 
educationally and eco nom ical ly. People of Mexican descent opened a 
greater number of businesses than ever before, particularly in ser vice, re-
tail, and construction industries, but most  were small operations that 
struggled to break even. Moreover, most people of Mexican descent came 
from families that had lived in Tucson for several generations. In 1970, 
80 percent of Mexican Americans in Arizona had been born in the United 
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States. Because of these mixed signals of incorporation, many Mexican 
Americans struggled to preserve their rights. The U.S. Border Patrol in-
creasingly raided their neighborhoods, descending on churches and soccer 
games. Recognizing that they suffered collateral discrimination as a result 
of increasingly harsh immigration and border policies, many Mexican 
Americans protested the raids and supported the efforts of civil- and 
immigrant- rights groups.41

Recognizing the symbolic importance of the trial for all peoples of 
Mexican descent, civil rights organizations encouraged Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans throughout the region to follow the trial closely. 
National media claimed that the trial in Tucson would be a “test of the 
government’s concern about Mexican Americans.” Mexicans and Mexi-
can Americans on both sides of the border jammed the phone lines of 
Spanish- language radio stations to express their views on the case. Picket-
ers marched outside the court house, while others gathered in hotel rooms 
to watch tele vi sion together, awaiting the jury’s verdict. When the jury 
could not reach one, thereby acquitting the Hanigans for a second time, 
Mexican newspapers reported that hundreds of people marched in pro-
test. Expecting violence, the Tucson Police Department was put on “alert” 
status, and the DOJ sent community- relations experts to calm tensions. 
Although no riots ensued, a U.S. prosecutor said the verdict had a “chill-
ing effect” on interracial relations in Arizona.42

Federal offi cials announced almost immediately that the U.S. gov-
ernment would prosecute the Hanigans again, but the third trial— or sec-
ond federal trial— would be moved to Phoenix because Judge Richard 
Bilby believed that Tucson was too contentious a venue. “Deep, bitter di-
visions” existed in Tucson, he said, citing a poll that had found that “100 
percent of the Hispanics and 64 percent of the Anglos surveyed expressed 
the opinion that the brothers  were guilty.” Some Tucsonans supported the 
Hanigans. One woman believed that the “Mexican men  were where they 
had no business of being so they got just what was coming to them.” Advo-
cating vigilantism, she concluded, “If more people would do the same, 
maybe we would not be bothered with so many illegal aliens.” Because 
of such tensions within Tucson, as the site of the third trial Bilby chose 
Prescott, a rural, majority- white town a hundred miles north of Phoenix. 
He believed Prescott would be far enough from the border to be free of 
the biases of southern Arizona’s Mexican and Mexican American popula-
tions even though anti- Mexican bias had already worked in favor of the 
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defendants in Bisbee and Tucson. He sought to keep the location secret, but 
those interested in the case fi gured it out. They initiated a letter- writing 
campaign and walked door to door delivering fl iers representing their re-
spective positions, which increased local tensions and caused the judge 
to move the trial once more, this time to Phoenix.43

The guilty verdict delivered there brought little consolation to the 
victims or people of Mexican descent because the jury acquitted Thomas 
Hanigan for a third time. Moreover, many saw Patrick Hanigan’s sentence 
of only three years in prison as shamefully merciful considering his crime. 
Most aggravating was that it took three trials spread over fi ve years to 
achieve one conviction. Patrick Hanigan did not begin serving his sen-
tence until May 27, 1983, when he arrived at the prison in Safford, Arizona, 
nearly seven years after he had robbed and tortured the three workers. In 
an ironic twist, weeks after the jury acquitted Thomas Hanigan, Arizona 
authorities charged him with possessing and transporting 574 pounds of 
marijuana. Residents of the border region had long cited rampant drug 
smuggling by Mexican cartels in their arguments for tighter border en-
forcement and immigration restriction. It must have troubled them that 
Thomas Hanigan had committed such a crime himself, especially consid-
ering their vigorous defense of his character.44

The Hanigan case established an important legal pre ce dent and has 
received more attention from legal scholars than from historians. Prosecu-
tors fi rst argued that the ranchers had violated the workers’ civil rights, but 
the state court in Bisbee claimed that “illegal aliens” did not have rights to 
violate. According to the Washington Post, civil rights law required that an 
“alleged victim of brutality be a citizen or that the alleged attacker be a law 
enforcement offi cial.” Neither was true in this case. Like vigilantes, the 
Hanigans may have taken the law into their own hands, but they  were not 
law- enforcement offi cers. At the suggestion of Mexican American civil 
rights attorneys, the DOJ prosecuted the Hanigans under the 1951 Hobbs 
Act, which prohibited interference with interstate commerce. In arguing 
that the ranchers had prevented the workers from reaching jobs in Elfrida, 
the Hanigan case became the fi rst to apply the Hobbs Act to immigrant 
workers, presenting Mexican labor as a commodity to be traded and de-
personalizing the violence the ranchers committed. On the other hand, 
the Hanigan case was also the fi rst instance of the U.S. government suing 
U.S. citizens on behalf of undocumented migrants, adding to the “arsenal 
of protections for illegal aliens,” as the New York Times stated.45
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Lawyers for the Hanigans pushed back against the application of the 
Hobbs Act to the case against their clients, arguing that protecting un-
documented immigrants was not the purpose for which it had been estab-
lished. Some lawyers within the DOJ argued that the agency bent the law 
in order to try the ranchers. Arizonans expressed their frustration as well. 
When federal prosecutors announced their decision to try the ranchers 
under the Hobbs Act, one man asked, “Who is sponsoring this anti- 
Hanigan co ali tion . . .  Mexico or Rus sia?” He continued, “With this Hobbs 
Act nonsense, anyone I catch vandalizing my property can say he’s on his 
way to Elfrida and he’ll get off. If this case stands, illegals can go where 
they want with impunity.” Others believed that Attorney General Benja-
min Civiletti, by prosecuting the ranchers, sought to improve his image 
among Mexican Americans, who had protested his nomination and con-
fi rmation because he had neglected cases of civil rights abuse pertaining 
to them. Their criticism led Civiletti to make a “nomination- hearing 
pledge” to respond to violence against Mexican Americans and other La-
tinos. He insisted, however, that the decision to prosecute the Hanigans 
had nothing to do with politics.46

Beyond the legal pre ce dents set by the Hanigan case, the torture and 
its aftermath marked a crucial turning point for immigration politics in 
the Arizona- Sonora borderland. Linked with broader national debates 
about anti- Mexican discrimination and immigration reform, the Hanigan 
case signaled a move toward a particularly tense, militarized period in 
the recent history of the U.S.- Mexico borderlands. As the economy de-
clined, the United States experienced increasing levels of undocumented 
immigration, and, as a result, many Americans targeted Mexicans like 
García Loya, Ruelas Zavala, and Herrera Mata. The federal government 
responded by debating immigration reform and building steel walls in 
the border cities where most immigrants crossed; monitoring vigilante 
groups who patrolled the border and detained Mexicans; and cracking 
down on civil- and immigrant- rights organizations who worked to protect 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans.

Rising immigration debates also shaped the context in which border-
land residents reacted to the deaths of thirteen Salvadoran immigrants 
who perished in the Sonoran Desert’s Organ Pipe National Monument 
while seeking refuge from civil wars in their home country. Immigrant- 
rights organizations like the Manzo Area Council immediately supported 
Central American refugees, and religious organizations in Tucson became 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



V I O L E N C E  A N D  S A N C T U A R Y

199

the fi rst in the United States to call for similar groups around the country to 
offer them sanctuary. Sparking a confl ict between immigrant- rights workers 
and the federal government, the sanctuary movement— as the coordinated 
efforts of religious organizations to shelter Central American refugees be-
came known— kept national and international attention focused on Tuc-
son as an epicenter of debates on immigration and the border. Rather than 
a new form of immigrant- rights advocacy, as it frequently has been por-
trayed, the sanctuary movement was part of a longer tradition of migrant 
assistance in the Arizona- Sonora borderland.

As the United States propped up brutal military juntas and sought to 
depose leftist movements and governments in Central America, refugees 
from El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua streamed into the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland. Between 1974 and 1996, more than a quarter million 
Central Americans  were killed, and more than one million fl ed their 
homes to seek shelter from violence and unrest. Some moved to Costa 
Rica or Honduras, and many others journeyed to Mexico, the United 
States, and Canada. Describing its local impact, one Sonoran historian 
called their movement a “migration fl ow theretofore unknown” to the area. 
Before the arrival of Central American refugees, Arizona’s and Sonora’s 
Latino communities  were overwhelmingly Mexican and largely Sonoran. 
But between 1979 and 1981, Central American migration increased fi ve-
fold. Although the sanctuary movement began as a local effort to offer 
shelter to victims of violence, it also sparked an internationally charged 
debate about immigrant and refugee rights, church- state relations, and the 
Reagan administration’s foreign policy toward Latin America.47

Central American immigration patterns in Mexico, the United States, 
and Canada shifted according to the asylum and immigration policies 
of the receiving countries; the fi nancial resources available to immigrants; 
the likelihood of encountering violence during or after the journey; and 
whether individuals or groups of immigrants already had connections in one 
of the countries. Mexico was an attractive destination for Guatemalan im-
migrants because of its proximity. More than 750,000 Guatemalans sought 
shelter there. Canada, on the other hand, was extremely far from home, but 
refugees had a greater chance of receiving po liti cal asylum there than in the 
United States, which, during the 1970s and 1980s, granted asylum to only 
3 percent of all Salvadorans and Guatemalans who applied. Canada, mean-
while, granted asylum to 80 percent. The sanctuary movement in Tucson 
began as Central Americans dispersed throughout North America.48
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Area residents became acutely aware of Central American refugees 
in the summer of 1980, following the death of the thirteen Salvadorans in 
the Sonoran desert. Twenty- six had started out making the trek; the survi-
vors awaited deportation in a Tucson jail. Unlike many Mexican immi-
grants during the 1970s and 1980s— who  were poor and from rural areas— 
these victims of El Salvador’s civil war hailed from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds. They  were doctors, university students, factory workers, and 
salesmen. The refugees together paid $20,000 to smugglers who helped 
them cross the border but then abandoned them. As the refugees died of 
heat exhaustion and thirst, they consumed deodorant, lotion, and urine in 
an effort to stay alive. Some who did not know what to expect of the jour-
ney wore high heels, and the  soles of one woman’s feet  were badly injured. 
The survivors feared that their families in El Salvador would face reprisals 
if their identities  were revealed, so they demanded that the bodies be cre-
mated before being returned to El Salvador.49

The thirteen Salvadorans who died in Arizona became symbolic re-
minders of the hundreds of thousands of Central Americans who, out of 
desperation, migrated to the United States. The majority of them entered 
through Arizona, California, and Texas, both because overland journeys 
 were relatively cheap in comparison to fl ights and because repressive re-
gimes had a harder time monitoring refugees fl eeing by foot than by plane. 
Many passed through the U.S.- Mexico borderlands on their way to other 
areas of the United States and Canada, but those who did stay there be-
came integrated into communities on both sides of the border. In Sonora, 
Central Americans settled in coastal towns, where they worked in agricul-
tural fi elds and factories. In Tucson, many made their homes on the city’s 
historically Mexican and Mexican American southside, reshaping the 
city’s Latino communities. Some became students, workers, and citizens. 
Fifty members of one Guatemalan family came to reside in Tucson.50

On March 24, 1982, John Fife and other leaders of Southside Presby-
terian Church, while seated beside a Salvadoran man and in front of more 
than twenty reporters, announced that the church congregation would 
provide sanctuary to Central American refugees. The declaration had 
been months in the making. In November 1981, Fife told the members of 
Southside Presbyterian that, at the church’s annual meeting in January 
1982, they would vote on whether to declare sanctuary. Between Novem-
ber and January, the church or ga nized several meetings in anticipation of 
the vote to discuss the idea of sanctuary’s Judeo- Christian underpinnings, 
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as well as U.S. immigration law and foreign policy. At the January meet-
ing, the majority of congregants voted for sanctuary, while the few who 
opposed it wrote letters to the FBI to inform the agency of the church’s 
intentions.51

In fact, a de cade of migrant assistance and immigrant- rights advocacy 
in Tucson had laid the foundation for this declaration. Lawyers and religious 
leaders in Tucson had supported Latin American migrants since the early 
1970s by arranging for social ser vices, doctors, legal repre sen ta tion, work op-
portunities, and interpreters to assist families and individuals who fl ed 
poverty in Mexico or escaped Anastasio Somoza’s dictatorship in Nicaragua 
or Carlos Humberto Romero’s in El Salvador. These networks established 
the infrastructure that sanctuary workers relied on in the 1980s and also 
their arguments, which focused on refugee, immigrant, and human rights. 
The Manzo Area Council worked with Mexicans throughout the 1970s, 
and when Central Americans began to arrive in Tucson, the or ga ni za tion 
served them as well. “Literally, a Salvadoran woman walked in with a bullet 
lodged in her ribcage,” Isabel García recalled, and that “started the Central 
American work.” Presbyterians like John Fife and James Corbett have re-
ceived most of the credit, but organizations like the Manzo Area Council 
and its female leaders, including García, Castillo, and Cowan, formed the 
core of immigrant- rights advocacy in Tucson from the 1970s forward.52

The Manzo Area Council increasingly responded to appeals for help 
from Central American refugees. By the beginning of 1981, the or ga ni za-
tion represented thirty non- Mexicans, who told Cowan and Castillo about 
conditions in their home countries, journeys that ended in Arizona, and 
co- nationals apprehended by the U.S. Border Patrol and detained in Cali-
fornia. These stories demonstrated their entanglement within the broader 
world of U.S. and Mexican immigration enforcement. In 1977, the Border 
Patrol apprehended more than 7,000 Salvadorans and 5,000 Guatema-
lans, numbers that  were higher than ever before but that paled in com-
parison with the number of Mexicans arrested. By the early 1980s, ap-
proximately 95,000 Salvadorans and 63,000 Guatemalans had settled in 
the United States. The Border Patrol apprehended some 17,000 and 10,000 
of them, respectively, in addition to more than 1 million Mexicans. Mean-
while, in Mexico, the country’s migratory ser vices agency arrested some 
300 Central Americans every month and set up detention centers in Maza-
tlán and elsewhere. Moved by their stories, Cowan and Castillo drove from 
Arizona to Guatemala to observe the situation fi rsthand. When they 
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returned, they visited the California detention centers and or ga nized 
“bond outs” in Tucson— fundraisers to bail Central Americans out of jail. 
Released from prison, the refugees settled in Tucson or other cities with 
large Central American populations, like Houston and Los Angeles.53

Following the Manzo Area Council’s lead, religious communities 
in Tucson also assisted refugees by declaring their churches sanctuaries. 
Saint Mark’s Presbyterian Church became one of the fi rst after Southside 
Presbyterian, and then sixty- fi ve Catholic and Protestant churches formed 
the Tucson Ecumenical Council Task Force on Central America (TECTF) 
to research U.S. refugee policy and the wars in Central America. The 
TECTF also published newsletters about how to assist refugees, asking Tuc-
sonans to offer their homes, food, and transportation and to help them fi nd 
jobs. Several other organizations formed as well, including the Tucson 
Committee on Human Rights in Latin America and the Tucson Ecumeni-
cal Council for Legal Ser vices for Central Americans. In committing to 
offer sanctuary, they cited the infl uence of the famous liberation theolo-
gian, Archbishop Oscar Romero, shot and martyred in 1980 as he said Mass 
in El Salvador. To some Tucsonans, religious organizations had veered off 
course by participating in politics so explicitly. Some “church people,” one 
resident wrote, have “gone off the deep end to become activists” and should 
“receive swift rebuff.” Adding to his rant, he claimed that Central Ameri-
cans brought “diseases and parasites” with them and argued that they might 
cause “another AIDS- type scourge.” Despite such extremist reactions, 
sanctuary supporters heightened awareness of U.S.– Latin American af-
fairs in general and U.S. interventions in Central America in par tic u lar.54

Tucson’s religious leaders networked with others throughout the 
United States and Mexico, making the sanctuary movement a transna-
tional effort. Cadres of volunteers from across the United States traveled to 
Tucson, and religious leaders in Sonora formed partnerships with their coun-
terparts in Arizona, providing food and shelter along the path from Central 
America to the United States. Five churches in Berkeley, California, de-
clared sanctuary on the same day that Southside Presbyterian did, and 
within a year, Tucson’s “underground” network of sanctuary workers was 
connected with others in Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle, 
New York, Boston, Nogales, Hermosillo, and Mexico City. In Sonora, reli-
gious leaders like Dagoberto Quiñones and María del Socorro Pardo 
played pivotal roles in facilitating the travels of refugees through the state. 
James Corbett cultivated their cooperation. Like Cowan and Castillo, he 
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traveled to the Guatemala- Mexico border to observe the situation there. 
He also personally led refugees from Guatemala all the way to Tucson. 
Corbett had heard of Quiñones’s work in Sonoran shelters, which offered 
Mexicans and Central Americans food and a place to sleep. He asked 
Quiñones whether he would consider joining his network, and Quiñones 
agreed, claiming it was God’s work. He accepted money from sources in 
Arizona to support his migrant centers and even walked with groups of 
refugees from Sonora to Tucson and ranches in southern Arizona.55

Sanctuary workers on both sides of the border believed that Central 
American refugees  were candidates for asylum under the 1980 Refugee 
Act, but they still evaded immigration authorities and hid them in safe 
locations around the United States. Corbett and Socorro Pardo taught 
Central Americans how to appear Mexican. Playing on the idea that, to 
many Americans, Latin American migrants seemed interchangeable, they 

Sanctuary movement poster. (Courtesy of Darlene Nicgorski Papers on the 
Sanctuary movement, Special Collections, Honnold/Mudd Library, Claremont 
Colleges.)
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believed that, if the refugees  were caught, the U.S. Border Patrol would 
deport them to Mexico— most likely Nogales— rather than to their home 
countries. Corbett taught them northern Mexican idioms and Nogales 
street names, while Socorro Pardo taught the women how to dress and 
wear their hair. According to one Sonoran scholar, such activities led to 
friction between Sonoran sanctuary workers and Mexican police, whom 
religious leaders accused of abusing refugees. The sanctuary movement 
also created tension within Sonora’s religious hierarchy, which sanctuary 
workers accused of being too passive in dealing with the Central Ameri-
can crisis and also led to accusations that sanctuary workers skirted inter-
national immigration laws.56

The controversy over the sanctuary movement turned on the ques-
tion of whether Central Americans ought to be considered refugees or 
migrants. Sanctuary workers argued that Central Americans fl eeing war- 
torn homelands  were refugees and therefore could not be denied asylum. 
The inconsistent application of the Refugee Act frustrated them greatly. 
Cuban exiles  were considered refugees because they fl ed the regime of 
Fidel Castro, a foe of the U.S. government, whereas Central Americans 
 was denied refugee status because they fl ed regimes supported by the 
Reagan administration. The United States, sanctuary workers believed, 
 was responsible for creating the refugee crisis because of its fi nancial and 
military support of right- wing dictators throughout Latin America. Guate-
mala’s Efraín Ríos Montt adopted a “policy of scorched Communists,” 
and under his rule, some four hundred Guatemalan villages disappeared 
along with many thousands of inhabitants. He harassed, intimidated, 
beat, and murdered Guatemalans who tried to leave the country and or-
dered planes and he li cop ters to fl y above refugee camps in Mexico to in-
timidate them. Still, the United States backed him, as it did other Central 
American leaders whose violent acts gave their countries an “apocalyptic” 
feel. Fife therefore considered the U.S. refusal to grant Central Americans 
refugee status to be “illegal and immoral.”57

Because Reagan supported anti- Communist regimes in Central 
America, he could not consider Central Americans as refugees; doing 
so would have been tantamount to acknowledging U.S. complicity with 
governments that abused their own citizens. Reagan sent a delegation to 
Central America to observe and report on conditions there, but despite 
testimony from refugees that detailed harassment, torture, murder, and the 
destruction of entire villages, the offi cials returned to the United States 
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and argued that conditions  were not as bad as the refugees claimed. Their 
assertions led the administration to insist that Central Americans  were 
economic migrants looking for jobs rather than po liti cal refugees escaping 
violence; thus the United States was able to skirt the provisions of the Refu-
gee Act, which did not require the United States to accept migrants seek-
ing work.58

Given the stakes of the debate about classifying Central Americans as 
refugees or economic migrants, the sanctuary movement in Tucson be-
came a front line of the U.S.– Latin American Cold War during the 1980s. 
Reagan argued that the situation in Central America was part of the 
broader East- West struggle. He wanted to stop Communism south of 
the border before it spread to the United States. Vigilante groups made 
the same argument when they patrolled the Arizona- Sonora border. Mean-
while, sanctuary workers emphasized that a combination of moral convic-
tion and po liti cal opposition to U.S. interventions in Central America 
guided their actions. In defi ance of the Reagan administration, they 
claimed to answer to higher principles of justice and human rights rather 
than to the U.S. government. The U.S. “legal system,” they said, occupied 
a “lower level” of justice than the work they did. They shared one belief in 
common with their critics: “America” itself was on trial. Either the sanctu-
ary workers  were innocent, which meant that they could practice their 
“religious values freely without government interference,” and, by impli-
cation, that U.S. foreign policy in Latin America was unjust, or sanctuary 
workers  were guilty, which meant that “no person, religious or otherwise, 
was higher than the laws of the land.” This drama unfolded in court-
rooms in Arizona and throughout the United States.59

It did not take long for federal prosecutors to indict sanctuary workers 
for smuggling immigrants into the United States. In 1984, Stacey Lynn 
Merkt of Brownsville, Texas, became the fi rst sanctuary worker convicted 
of smuggling Central Americans, and the indictment of eleven sanctuary 
workers in Arizona and Sonora quickly followed. An undercover FBI 
agent had infi ltrated Southside Presbyterian’s sanctuary movement, col-
lecting evidence against its volunteers. In July 1986, a jury in Tucson con-
victed eight of the sanctuary workers brought to trial, including Fife and 
two Sonorans, Socorro Pardo and Quiñones. Corbett and two other defen-
dants  were acquitted, newspapers said, only because some evidence against 
them was not permitted in the hearings. The conviction of two Sonoran 
sanctuary workers was controversial not only because the United States 
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had charged Mexicans for crimes allegedly committed in Mexico but also 
because the INS had positioned spies in Sonora to collect evidence against 
them. One Sonoran historian called it “espionage” and a challenge to 
Mexican sovereignty. Quiñones considered his extradition to be the latest 
example of U.S. aggression against Mexico and claimed that he attended 
the trial only to protest U.S. interventions in Latin America. Although the 
court handed down light punishments, including suspended sentences, 
probation, and a warning to not help Central American refugees— or any 
undocumented immigrants— in the future, many decried the decision as 
unconscionable. As they left the courtroom, sanctuary workers sang “We 
Shall Overcome,” a song pop u lar ized by the African American civil rights 
movement, and vowed to continue their “border ministry.”60

Although the U.S. government expected prosecutions to discourage 
participation in the sanctuary movement, the “courtroom drama,” one 
scholar has argued, in fact brought it more attention and helped recruit 
even more volunteers. Segments on national tele vi sion programs like 60 
Minutes and Frontline  were sympathetic to sanctuary workers and sparked 
even more interest in the movement as a  whole. By late 1987 the number 
of declared sanctuaries had reached the hundreds, including two states, 
twenty- eight cities, and 430 “distinct religious bodies.” The movement 
had more than seventy thousand volunteers. National news media, in-
cluding Newsweek and the Economist, linked the sanctuary movement to 
the moral crusades of earlier generations, drawing comparisons with the 
“underground railroad” of the nineteenth century under headlines such 
as “This Is a Freedom Train” and “John Brown Is Back.”61

As sanctuary workers stood trial in Tucson, President Reagan signed the 
Immigration Reform and Control Act. The signing ceremony took place 
on July 1, 1986, after debates that had lasted fi fteen years and spanned 
three presidential administrations. Even before his election to offi ce, in 
July 1980, Reagan had visited Sonora and mentioned a desire to work on 
immigration reform. While talking with reporters there, he called Mexico 
the United States’ most important ally and stated that undocumented im-
migrants had a right to work in the country. He proposed a law less than a 
year later that combined amnesty, employer sanctions, and increased bor-
der enforcement. Reagan also discussed with President López Portillo the 
possibility of a new guest- worker program, but they could not agree on the 
details. The INS Commissioner was pessimistic about the possibility of 
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real reform, believing that undocumented immigrants would continue to 
cross the border regardless of policy. “Every president does the same 
study” when entering offi ce, he claimed, noting that Reagan’s proposal 
was essentially the same as Carter’s. Reagan forged ahead, and after several 
years of deliberation in Congress, the IRCA passed by a vote of 238 to 173 
in the  House and 63 to 24 in the Senate.62

Many in the United States opposed the law— especially its employer 
sanctions and amnesty provisions— but the steady increase in Mexican 
immigration, rising anti- immigrant sentiment, and growing infl uence of 
Latino elected offi cials and civil rights organizations created im mense 
pressure for compromise. From 760,000 in 1970, the Mexican population 
of the United States had increased to 4.4 million by the late 1980s, a num-
ber roughly equivalent to the entire populations of Chihuahua and So-
nora. Reagan claimed that IRCA would “improve life” for Mexican new-
comers who “hide in the shadows” without “access to the benefi ts of a free 
and open society.” After its implementation, he said, Mexicans could 
“come into public light and, if they wish, become Americans.” Reagan also 
argued that IRCA would help the federal government control the border 
and protect U.S. sovereignty not only against the threat of undocumented 
immigration but also against the vigilante groups who or ga nized their 
own border patrols. As a result of the law’s combination of amnesty and 
increased enforcement, millions of Mexicans applied for naturalization, 
and the INS bud get jumped by 130 percent.63

Despite national trends toward increased anti- immigrant sentiment 
and border militarization, many who opposed IRCA suggested alterna-
tives, including an open border and a guest- worker program with a “mini-
mum wage, health benefi ts, transportation, job training, and protections 
against employer abuse.” Others proposed that other countries make di-
rect investments in Mexico and, with maquiladoras in mind, suggested 
that U.S. companies should move their “production capacity” to Mexico, 
which would save money and create jobs there. Both ideas relied on the 
long- standing belief that a thriving economy on one side of the border 
benefi ted the other as well. But neoliberal ideologies of globalization, such 
as the shifting of manufacturing to developing countries while keeping 
corporate profi ts in the United States, were also at play. The ultimate out-
come of such policies, some hoped, would be open borders throughout 
North America, echoing Barry Goldwater’s predictions for the twenty- fi rst 
century and foreshadowing arguments that would support NAFTA in 
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the 1990s. Border Patrol offi cers, one reporter claimed, would become 
“friendly Mexican assistance agents,” and Mexico, the United States, and 
Canada would form a “coherent po liti cal and economic unit.”64

As with earlier immigration- reform proposals, Arizonans and So-
norans debated IRCA vigorously. Because they relied on undocumented 
workers and opposed government impositions, many Tucson employers 
rejected IRCA’s employer- sanctions provisions. Mexican American Cham-
ber of Commerce members feared that the law would deprive growers, 
contractors, and restaurants of employees. Moreover, most Tucsonans of 
Mexican descent predicted that employer sanctions would lead to dis-
crimination against anyone with “dark skin” and a last name like “Marti-
nez or Rodriguez.” When an early version of the bill passed in 1984, hun-
dreds took to the streets in Tucson, wearing on their shoulders brown 
triangles made of cloth that symbolized how the law would stigmatize all 
Latinos. Local and state politicians like Governor Babbitt also objected to 
the negative effect the law would have on U.S.- Mexico relations, leading 
one Arizonan to complain about Babbitt’s “willingness to subordinate 
American interests to those of Mexico’s corrupt regime.” Such sentiments 
revealed the growing tension between the United States and Mexico over 
immigration policy, as well as Babbitt’s sensitivity to this reality.65

During early debates about IRCA, Babbitt expressed dismay over 
both the increase in anti- immigrant sentiment and the state of U.S.- 
Mexico relations more broadly. After almost a de cade, he said, “We ap-
pear to be no closer to a solution.” No new ideas had been proposed, and 
each of IRCA’s provisions forced “uneasy compromises” that disappointed 
everyone to some degree. He recognized the diffi culty of reaching an 
agreement. Immigration struck at the “heart of our self- defi nition, at our 
very conception of democracy and Americanism.” The United States was 
a nation of immigrants or a land of laws; even though not necessarily mu-
tually exclusive, many found these ideas diffi cult to reconcile. Babbitt 
himself believed that the core of the problem was “our continuing inability 
as a society to come to grips with Mexico.” Even though the United States 
and Mexico  were “inextricably linked” through “tourism, trade, invest-
ment, agriculture, technology— and migration,” many U.S. citizens in-
creasingly emphasized sovereignty, separation, and unilateralism. This 
discourse was often expressed in racist, xenophobic terms. In response, 
Babbitt wrote, “we” must “jettison the fear and hysteria” that have “domi-
nated our thinking about illegal immigration” and “overcome our anxieties 
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born of uncertainty and misunderstanding.” The “historical relationship” 
between the two countries, he concluded, has shaped the “formation of 
our own national character.” In the most impassioned plea from any of 
Arizona’s po liti cal leaders during the late twentieth century, he spoke of 
developing “new attitudes” and a sense of “responsibility” toward Mexico 
and of dealing with our neighbor “honestly and directly.”66

Mexicans shared Babbitt’s concern about deteriorating U.S.- Mexico 
relations. While Reagan and his ambassador to Mexico argued that IRCA 
offered Mexicans the protection of U.S. laws, Mexican offi cials and labor 
 unions worried that immigrants would continue to experience discrimi-
nation and that immigration lawyers would exploit applicants for natural-
ization or report them to immigration authorities. Moreover, as thousands 
of Mexican citizens returned to Mexico because they had not resided con-
tinuously in the United States since the beginning of 1982, Mexican offi -
cials knew they could not guarantee them employment. These fears came 
to pass: the law simply did not work. As many had predicted, Mexicans 
continued to enter the United States illegally, discrimination against Latino 
employees abounded, and unemployment and poverty in Mexico grew 
along with the country’s population. One Mexican senator therefore con-
cluded that IRCA represented “a new aggression against our country.” 
Mexicans in general felt that increased border restrictions and employer 
sanctions  were a direct attack on them. Even the law’s amnesty provision, 
they believed, would offer a path to citizenship for some— but would send 
back the rest and seal the border behind them.67

After fi fteen years of debate, IRCA was to be a grand compromise 
that solved immigration problems once and for all. It purported to address 
what many considered the core problems associated with undocumented 
immigration: employers who knowingly hired undocumented immigrants, 
a subclass of people living in the United States without citizenship, and a 
porous international border. The Hanigan case and the sanctuary movement 
highlighted par tic u lar aspects of immigration debates— including mi-
grant abuse, anti- Mexican vigilantism, church- state disputes, and shifting  
Cold War politics— and placed the Arizona- Sonora borderland in the eye 
of a national and international storm. They also gave rise to Arizona’s and 
Sonora’s modern immigrant and human- rights movements, forged through 
re sis tance to harsh and uncompromising state policies. Even though the 
Manzo Area Council disbanded after IRCA’s passage, its members formed 
other organizations, including No More Deaths, the Mesilla Or ga niz ing 
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Project, Coalición de Derechos Humanos, and Alianza Indígena sin Fron-
teras, which led immigrant- and human- rights struggles into the twenty- 
fi rst century. But if these episodes spanning the 1970s and 1980s presaged 
the ongoing immigration debates of the future, they also invoked the 
language of regional history, including ideas about frontier justice and 
 horse and cattle cultures beyond those celebrated by La Fiesta de los 
Vaqueros.

During the Hanigan and sanctuary movement trials, many observers 
referred to both the ranchers and sanctuary workers as cowboys, revealing 
the complicated legacies of regional ranching traditions. In their compari-
sons, they highlighted tensions between local and federal authorities and 
competing notions of frontier justice. When Bustamante testifi ed about 
patterns of violence against Mexicans along the border, he referred to acts 
committed by the Hanigans as a “time- honored cowboy custom.” A repre-
sentative of the DOJ’s civil rights division used more sarcastic language in 
her condemnation of the ranchers. “What big brave cowboys these guys 
are,” she said. “Armed with shotguns,” she continued, they “terrorize . . .  
defenseless young men” and “rob them of their money, their clothes, and 
their dignity.” She powerfully undercut their bravado, honor, and mascu-
linity, the very qualities that supposedly defi ned borderlands  horse men. 
For his part, the judge who convicted Patrick Hanigan said, “Nobody has 
the right to do to another human being what was done to those three 
men . . .  The days of the Old West are gone.” Meanwhile, Fife and Cor-
bett  were described as different sorts of cowboys. One newspaper account 
said that Fife, by helping refugees, was practicing “his own version of jus-
tice on the frontier.” For violating U.S. immigration law in the name of 
loftier values, the Denver Post called Corbett a “new kind of outlaw in the 
American West.”68

Even though the ranchers and sanctuary workers inspired compari-
sons with cowboys, vigilantes, or frontier bandits, they did not represent a 
“new kind of outlaw.” The description also fi t borderlands  horse men like 
the Mexican revolutionary Francisco “Pancho” Villa. During the Mexi-
can Revolution and beyond, Villa was the very embodiment of competing 
notions of frontier justice. Like the Hanigans, Villa frequently committed 
wanton acts of violence against his enemies, took the law into his own 
hands, and meted out justice however he saw fi t. But like sanctuary work-
ers, Villa also pursued a vision of justice that protected the poor and 
defenseless against state- sponsored violence. Villa’s legacy demonstrated 
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how repre sen ta tions of various borderlands  horse men during the Hanigan 
and sanctuary trials made sense.

Rising tensions over undocumented immigration, articulated in terms 
of moral authority versus lawlessness, characterized the period from the 
1970s forward. During the postwar era, many borderland residents clung to 
repre sen ta tions of the region’s frontier past. However, with his statement 
that “the days of the Old West are gone,” the judge implied that the mod-
ern West must follow a code of order and progress. Tucson’s rodeo and pa-
rade had intertwined these two traditions by harnessing and incorporating 
both the spirit and memory of the region’s modernization, progress, and 
racial harmony. The 1981 gift to Tucson by the Mexican government of a 
fourteen- foot statue of Villa, however, unsettled such ideas and became a 
reminder of the obstacles standing in the way of social, racial, and po liti cal 
peace. Tucsonans who opposed the Villa statue considered the Spanish 
missionary Eusebio Francisco Kino a more fi tting representative for the 
area. During the late 1980s, they successfully lobbied to have a Kino statue 
erected in Tucson as a counterpoint. Located not even two miles apart, 
the bronzed likenesses of Kino and Villa offered different ways of thinking 
about the city’s borderland relationships during the late twentieth century. 
One promoted ideologies that had long bolstered the Sunbelt borderland, 
and the other became a reminder of its enduring injustices.
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T he arrival in Tucson of two larger- than- life statues sparked debates 
about regional history that demonstrated how Tucsonans thought of 
their city in an era of growing confl ict. In June 1981, a crane lifted the 

veil from a fourteen- foot- tall statue of Francisco “Pancho” Villa. Then in 
January 1989, another, even larger equestrian statue was unveiled just a 
few miles away. It was a fi fteen- foot- tall monument to Eusebio Francisco 
Kino, a Jesuit missionary. The Villa statue— even though its sponsors saw it 
as a symbol of international friendship— highlighted long histories of bor-
derlands confl ict and, more immediately, rising discrimination and in e-
qual ity on both sides of the border. On the other hand, the Kino statue, a 
direct response to that of Villa, demonstrated the enduring faith of busi-
nesspeople, politicians, and boosters in Sunbelt borderland ideologies, 
such as cross- border economic development and trade, despite the dis-
parities they had produced. According to supporters of the Villa statue, 
the bronze  horse man symbolized Tucson’s historical relationship with 
Mexico and inspired Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the city to 
continue their struggles for justice, whereas supporters of the Kino statue 
hoped that their hero would help refocus attention on international peace 
and prosperity, which, to them, defi ned the core of the Arizona- Sonora 
borderland’s character.

Sculpted by the same Mexican artist, the statues therefore repre-
sented strikingly different visions of the Sunbelt borderland, demonstrat-
ing how debates about the border  were also debates about the past, both 
distant and recent. At par tic u lar moments throughout the twentieth cen-
tury, people on both sides of the border, for different purposes, had in-
voked the legacies of these borderlands icons. In general, Tucsonans 
feared Villa or saw him as a Robin Hood– like fi gure who fought for the 
poor, while Kino was a fi gure whom Arizonans and Sonorans invoked when 

6
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they explained the arrival of civilization or promoted economic develop-
ment. After Villa killed Americans in Columbus, New Mexico in 1916, 
many Tucsonans believed that he would attack their city next. For their 
part, Chicano movement participants saw Villa as an inspirational fi gure 
who fought for justice and equality as they did. When the Mexican debt 
crisis widened the gulf between the haves and the have- nots, and as Mexi-
can policies continued to favor already wealthy elites despite the rhetoric 
of state and national leaders about the need for social progress and har-
mony, poor Sonorans borrowed Villa’s name in their ongoing movements 
to secure land. Meanwhile, many Arizonans and Sonorans considered 
Kino the found er of the Pimería Alta as they knew it. In addition to build-
ing missions, he introduced cattle, implemented new agricultural techni-
ques, and converted native peoples to Christianity. Tucsonans commemo-
rated him with rodeo- parade fl oats, businesspeople saw his mission of 
progress mirrored in their own experiences, and regional boosters in the 
early twentieth century— as their California counterparts had done for 
their own missions— established a commemorative trail so tourists could 
follow the path the missionary had blazed.1

If the Villa and Kino statues evoked tensions over how Tucsonans 
interpreted regional history, they also represented the fragile state of U.S.- 
Mexico relations in the late twentieth century. Confl icts over economic 
issues, international migration, and the militarization of the border threat-
ened to push the countries apart. The United States experienced an eco-
nomic downturn in the 1970s, but, as one Sonoran historian wrote, Mexi-
co’s neighbor transferred “the cost of its crisis to the poorer capitalist 
countries.” As Mexico’s biggest foreign investor, the United States— both 
the government and the country’s private banks— exerted a great deal of 
infl uence on the Mexican economy by deciding whether, when, or how 
much money to lend the country. In the de cades after World War II, 
Mexico adopted the strategy of borrowing foreign capital in order to fi -
nance its economic development; as a result, by 1980, it had become one of 
the world’s most indebted nations. The inability to meet its debt obliga-
tions, along with plummeting oil prices and a 1985 earthquake in Mexico 
City, led to the country’s economic crises and created a power imbalance 
that caused widespread resentment when U.S. lenders demanded neo-
liberal reforms as the condition for their  support. After the August 1982 
debt crisis, Mexico increasingly adopted neoliberal economic policies, 
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 reversing high trade barriers that had been put in place during the mid- 
twentieth century to protect domestic industries and permitting increased 
foreign own ership of Mexican companies.2

As evidenced by the Hanigan case and the sanctuary movement— 
one ending and the other beginning just as the Villa statue was unveiled— 
transnational migration also led to increased tensions between the United 
States and Mexico. Borderlands economies, including Sonora’s and Ari-
zona’s maquiladora and ser vice industries, had in fact prompted immigra-
tion to the area, inviting Mexican immigrants from the country’s interior 
to Sonora and from Sonora to Arizona. Declining economies on both 
sides of the border had led to greater unemployment and even more im-
migration as Mexicans left desperate situations in their homeland to seek 
better lives across the border. Their increased presence in the United 
States unleashed a nativist backlash. Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
with or without papers became targets of violence, and the Mexican gov-
ernment criticized the United States for its failure to protect Mexican 
workers. The shifting po liti cal economies of work, migration, and border 
enforcement also affected the  O’odham who moved between Sonora and 
Arizona, as U.S. Border Patrol agents and other authorities sought to limit 
their crossings within their homelands. At the same time, U.S. support for 
violent, right- wing, military dictatorships in Central America created inter-
national and domestic friction both because many Mexicans sympathized 
with leftist movements and opposed U.S. intervention and because the 
wars created a refugee crisis in the United States. As a result of this ten-
sion, the United States no longer believed that Mexico could guarantee 
“order and stability” along the border, heightening the atmosphere of 
confl ict.3

Nevertheless, cross- border economic ties simultaneously pulled the 
United States and Mexico closer together. Commercial exchange— 
tourism, export- import businesses, and investment— remained vital to the 
economies of both countries. Demonstrating the area’s continued impor-
tance as an engine of economic growth, people kept streaming into the 
borderlands, hoping to fi nd opportunities there. The population of U.S. 
and Mexican border states had grown by 60 and 90 percent, respectively, 
between 1960 and 1980. Also, Mexican emigration alleviated Mexico’s 
unemployment situation, and the Mexican government relied on support 
from international banks to solve the country’s fi nancial problems. For 
better or worse, neither the United States nor Mexico could move forward 
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without the other. The Villa and Kino statues refl ected these broader re-
gional and international tensions.4

The response to the statues also spotlighted Tucson’s growing domes-
tic troubles in the 1980s. Despite postwar advances and civil rights 
movements, a majority of Mexicans and Mexican Americans still experi-
enced signifi cant discrimination. Villa was a symbol of postwar border-
lands confl ict, which included the social, po liti cal, and economic dis-
parities between whites and people of Mexican descent. Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans latched on to him as inspiration for their continued 
struggles and as a symbol of Tucson’s Mexican past and its enduring con-
nections with Mexico. Instead of a region defi ned by its confl icts, however, 
supporters of the Kino statue sought to reaffi rm the Sunbelt border-
land’s dominant message, that the Arizona- Sonora borderland, because of 
their hero and his twentieth- century followers, stood for modernization, 
economic development, and free enterprise. In promoting these ideals, 
they did not entirely ignore Tucson’s ethnic and racial histories, arguing 
that Kino, through his fair dealings with the Pimería Alta’s native peoples, 
served as a model for the realization of prosperity. They ignored the bor-
der region’s per sis tent inequalities and discriminations, which by the late 
twentieth century had caused the  O’odham and other native peoples to 
reject the legacies of Spanish colonialism and call for greater autonomy 
from the U.S. and Mexican nation states. Opposition to and support for the 
Villa and Kino statues therefore demonstrated that late twentieth- century 
border debates in Arizona and Sonora went beyond undocumented im-
migration by also encompassing historically based defi nitions of commu-
nity and regional identity.

Fra n c i s co  “ Pa n c h o”  V ill a

More than six hundred people gathered to celebrate the unveiling of the 
Pancho Villa statue, including surviving Mexican revolutionaries, Villa’s 
seventh of eight wives, Chamber of Commerce representatives, Mexican 
American civil rights leaders, consular offi cials, and customs agents. Tuc-
son’s renowned Mariachi Cobre serenaded the crowd, which then listened 
to speeches by Governor Babbitt and Luis Dantón Rodríguez, the Mexi-
can offi cial sent by President López Portillo. Rodríguez spoke about good-
will between Arizona and Mexico and about Villa’s fi ght to stamp out 
abuse, oppression, and dictatorship. He stayed mum, however, about Villa’s 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



T W O   H O R S E  M E N

216

less savory deeds. In closing, Rodríguez personally thanked “Señor” Bab-
bitt, whom he called an “amigo de México.” A few Mexican Americans 
waged a peaceful demonstration against Tucson mayor Lewis Murphy, 
who opposed the statue and did not attend. From a footbridge over the 
park, they hung a sign that read “Villa sí, Murphy no!” Despite one re-
porter’s fear that “anti- Villa elements” would disrupt the ceremony, there 
was not a “single sign of opposition.” To the rhythm of a bajo sexto—an 
acoustic Mexican bass— attendees marched out of the park and proceeded 
to the Arizona Inn for lunch. There they dined on “Turkey Breast Ambas-
sador” or a “White  House Sandwich with Peace Garnish.”5

Since 1981, those entering Tucson via the Broadway exit on Interstate 
10 have encountered the Villa statue as the fi rst monument they see. Be-
tween the adobe remnants of the presidio and the copper- tinted windows 
of the modern skyscrapers, it stands in one of Tucson’s most visible public 
squares, formerly known as La Placita. Some still remember the plaza as 
the site of the original San Agustín Cathedral and as a gathering point for 

Statue of Pancho Villa. 
(Photograph by author.)
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Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American communities. The Villa statue 
stands just steps from where Jácome’s Department Store and the Pioneer 
Hotel once thrived. Its stillness belies a turbulent life pulsing beneath its 
bronze façade. From his downtown pedestal, Villa faces Mexico as he rears 
back in the saddle of his favorite steed, Siete Leguas. They seem ready to 
gallop to Sonora or grind to a halt in Arizona, presenting an uncomfort-
able juxtaposition of motion and fi xture. Their ambivalence, as well as 
Villa’s gaze toward Mexico, suggests tensions that riddled the Arizona- 
Sonora borderland in the late twentieth century.6

While festivity and goodwill characterized the unveiling ceremony, 
the statue, even before it arrived in Tucson, sparked a controversy that di-
vided the city. One historian wrote that Tucsonans greeted it with a “mix-
ture of love and hate, of respect and contempt.” Some regarded Villa as a 
cold- blooded killer both in Mexico and the United States and therefore 
resented the statue’s prominent placement downtown. Others considered 
it a fi tting tribute to a fi gure who fought for the poor against the rich and 
as a monument that would inspire Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
who continued to struggle for equality in Tucson. But the controversy 
over the Villa statue was about more than Villa’s legacy; it became a sym-
bol of the Arizona- Sonora border region’s debates about immigration and 
cross- border relations by demonstrating that these vexing issues resonated 
with the Sunbelt borderland’s deep histories of confl ict and exchange.7

As they prepared for the statue’s journey to Tucson, Mexican offi cials 
insisted that the bronze monument demonstrated their goodwill toward 
the United States. Mexico’s Agrupación Nacional Periodista (ANPE), a 
professional association of journalists, fi rst proposed the gift. Augustine 
García, Governor Babbitt’s aide in Tucson, said that an ANPE representa-
tive asked Babbitt whether he would accept the statue. Babbitt responded 
vaguely that he would not reject it and then forgot about it. However, the 
ANPE representative returned to Mexico and put his plan into action. In 
addition, ANPE executives convinced the Mexican government of the 
project’s worth by arguing that it would strengthen relations with their 
“brothers to the north.” López Portillo offered his blessing and fi nancial 
support, and ANPE commissioned Julián Martínez, Mexico’s so- called 
sculptor laureate, to cast Villa in bronze. The artist had been born in Va-
lencia, Spain, in 1921 and moved to Mexico in 1937 as an exile from the 
Spanish Civil War. He constructed the $260,000 statue at the Fundidora 
Artística in the state of Mexico. Before it embarked for Arizona, an ANPE 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



T W O   H O R S E  M E N

218

representative, in a letter to López Portillo, praised the statue as a work of 
“perfection,” noting, in par tic u lar, its “authentic Mexicanness and revolu-
tionary effect.” In closing, he wrote, “We’re certain that the statue will be 
received by the North American public with great enthusiasm.” 8

Many in Tucson  were, in fact, enthusiastic about the statue’s arrival 
in their city. Phoenix was the original destination, but in March 1981 Bab-
bitt wrote Murphy to say that, “given your community’s geo graph i cal loca-
tion to and close ties with Mexico, both historically and culturally,” it 
would be placed in Tucson. Murphy supported the statue before he op-
posed it. “We are pleased that we have been given this option and would 
like to accept your most generous offer,” he responded. Explaining the 
statue’s placement in Tucson, some said that prominent Mexican Ameri-
cans, including members of the Jácome family, lobbied to have the statue 
there. They had spent lifetimes developing close relations with Mexico, 
and for them it would be a symbol of their binational work. Babbitt con-
curred. When he sent invitations to attend the unveiling ceremony, he 
said the statue would inspire “friendship and goodwill.” His correspon-
dence after the unveiling confi rmed his sentiment. In a letter to one 
Tucsonan, he wrote, “Our relations with our neighbors to the south  were 
further enhanced by the historical and commemorative unveiling cere-
mony.” Echoing language more typical of the Good Neighbor era, a Tuc-
son city councilman wrote, “May this statue serve as a reminder that the 
people of the Americas are truly neighbors and that our destinies are so 
closely related.” Finally, a Mexican man who claimed to have fought with 
Villa wrote that Babbitt’s ac cep tance of the statue demonstrated that Ari-
zona “was a state where people respect Mexicans.” 9

Despite optimistic proclamations about cross- border friendship, by 
the early 1980s U.S.- Mexico relations had entered a particularly tense pe-
riod shaped by economic and po liti cal confl icts. Racked by foreign debt, 
Mexico devalued its currency and had diffi culty servicing its loans, which 
hurt U.S. and Mexican economies, particularly along the border, and 
gave the United States the upper hand in negotiating Mexico’s way out of 
the crisis. Many Mexicans felt the pain of their “unequal partnership.” 
Nevertheless, U.S. and Mexican offi cials  were compelled to solve these 
problems together since the economies of their countries  were intercon-
nected. The United States imported Mexican animals, vegetables, oil, 
and manufactured goods while at the same time exporting produce and 
grains from the United States to meet Mexico’s growing domestic needs. 
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Furthermore, U.S. sources  were Mexico’s principal fi nanciers— providing 
two- thirds of the country’s total foreign investment— and cross- border 
tourism was vital to both countries as the number of visitors crossing the 
border in both directions increased steadily from the 1960s forward. By 
the early 1980s, when the Villa statue was unveiled, Mexicans accounted 
for 16 percent of all visitors and 25 percent of all tourist expenditures in the 
United States, outranking every other country except Canada in both ar-
eas. They spent 70 percent of their money in border cities. A temporary 
decline of cross- border commerce after 1982 notwithstanding, economists 
believed that the border region would become “progressively more impor-
tant to the U.S. economy.” For their part, Sonora’s governors during the 
1980s, Samuel Ocaña García and Rodolfo Félix Valdés, continued to invest 
in livestock, agriculture, tourism, mining, and, especially, manufacturing 
and ser vice industries that  were geared toward export. Ocaña acknowl-
edged the diffi culties caused by the 1982 crisis, as Mexican capital fl ed the 
country and U.S. lenders  were reluctant to invest there, but he per sis tent ly 
argued that attracting domestic and foreign investments was the only 
way that Sonora could advance.10

Cross- border po liti cal relations also became more tense with the rise 
of undocumented immigration, abuse of Mexican migrant workers, and 
U.S. interventions in Central America. After 1965, the number of Mexi-
cans who entered the United States without papers increased dramati-
cally, as did the number of apprehensions by the U.S. Border Patrol. Be-
tween the mid- 1960s and the end of the 1970s, apprehensions  rose from 
60,000 to 900,000 per year. Anti- immigrant forces claimed that the inva-
sion of undocumented Mexicans posed a new threat to the United States 
and blamed Mexico for not controlling the situation. Meanwhile, immi-
grant advocates argued that Mexicans, regardless of whether  here legally, 
helped the U.S. economy. In the New Yorker, writer Octavio Paz blamed 
much deeper histories for the tension between the United States and Mex-
ico. The two countries  were neighbors “condemned to live alongside each 
other,” he wrote, and from the fi fteenth century on, the “history of our re-
lationship” was “the history of mutual and stubborn deceit.”11

And so, as Mexicans criticized the United States’ aggressive behavior 
throughout the hemi sphere, including toward its own country, many in 
Arizona considered the Villa statue as another in a long line of Mexican 
deceits. Indeed, critics wondered whether it was a practical joke on the 
“gullible gringos” of Arizona, the result of barroom banter by a few Mexican 
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journalists. It was an odd gesture of goodwill, they believed, considering 
Villa’s history of violence within his own country and especially in the 
United States. To them, Villa was a bandit who crossed the border to rob 
and murder U.S. citizens. Angry Tucsonans quipped that the “American 
press” should offer Mexico a statue of General John Pershing, who, with 
thousands of U.S. troops, hunted Villa south of the border. They also pro-
posed a statue of General Winfi eld Scott, who took Chapultepec Hill in 
the fi nal battle of the U.S.- Mexico War. Others compared the Villa statue 
in Tucson to a statue in downtown Honolulu of Mitsuo Fuchida, the Japa-
nese commander who led the attack on Pearl Harbor. Both men had vio-
lated U.S. sovereignty, and to honor Villa with a statue was tantamount to 
vindicating him.12

The Villa statue outraged some Tucsonans, who remembered the 
Mexican revolutionary for acts of violence he and his troops committed in 
the U.S.- Mexico borderlands, especially the December 1915 massacre at 
San Pedro de la Cueva, Sonora, and his raid on Columbus, New Mexico, in 
March 1916, just a few months later. The fi rst left scores of Sonoran civilians 
dead, including women and children; the second was a six- hour skirmish 
between villistas and U.S. soldiers that led to the deaths of eigh teen Ameri-
cans and more than one hundred Mexicans. These events took place 
during some of the darkest months of Villa’s career, characterized by his 
increasing isolation and hostility toward the United States.

If Villa had become an enemy of the United States by the end of the 
Mexican Revolution, in earlier years he was widely admired. Although the 
United States ultimately recognized the government of his rival, Venus-
tiano Carranza, Villa seemed to promise several advantages, including his 
vow— on which he later reneged— that he would not reclaim property owned 
by U.S. citizens or attack U.S. corporations. Moreover, Villa had forged 
close relationships with U.S. merchants, who supplied his troops with 
arms, ammunition, cattle, and  horses. He also carefully cultivated his im-
age in the United States by writing adulatory letters to U.S. offi cials, cut-
ting movie deals with Hollywood studios, and sitting for interviews in 
which he proclaimed his admiration of the United States.13

The Arizona- Sonora borderland had fi gured prominently in the Mex-
ican Revolution and in Villa’s own career, feeding the stories Arizonans 
told about their state’s relationship to Mexico throughout the twentieth 
century. Merchants in Tucson and Phoenix provisioned Sonoran leaders. In 
addition, U.S.- owned mining companies sought to protect their operations 
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in Cananea and other Sonoran cities, while Sonorans, seeking refuge from 
violence, fl ed to Arizona. Finally, revolutionary factions waged battles in 
Sonoran border towns. In 1913, Emilio Kosterlitzky led a force of four hun-
dred men against federal troops in Nogales. In 1914, José María Maytorena’s 
troops fought Calles’s and Obregón’s soldiers in Naco. Villa himself suffered 
his most fateful defeat along the border. In 1915, three thousand carrancistas 
crushed more than eight thousand villistas in Agua Prieta, which reduced 
Villa to waging guerrilla warfare in the mountains of Chihuahua. He blamed 
the loss on President Wilson, who permitted Carranza’s troops to enter the 
United States and stage their attack from there. Villa believed that the col-
lusion between Carranza and Wilson signaled U.S. support for Carranza’s 
constitutionalist movement and also that Mexico would have to allow U.S. 
troops to enter the country if and whenever they wanted. Confi rming his 
fears, U.S. troops under General Pershing soon entered Chihuahua to 
hunt Villa.14

Villa’s crushing defeat in Agua Prieta and Carranza’s efforts to win 
U.S. support led him to commit the acts of violence for which many Ari-
zonans remembered him. In December 1915, Villa took out his frustration 
on the Sonoran town of San Pedro de la Cueva, where he murdered 
seventy- four civilians in what many have considered his most appalling 
act. When he attacked Columbus a few months later, his movement had 
reached its low point. At one time, Villa had commanded more than fi fty 
thousand soldiers, but in early 1916 his troops numbered only a few hun-
dred. He increasingly attributed his— and Mexico’s— misfortunes to the 
United States. After his defeat at Agua Prieta, according to historian Fried-
rich Katz, Villa demonstrated a “new attitude” toward Mexico’s northern 
neighbor. For months before the Columbus Raid, he had escalated violence 
against U.S. interests in Mexico, including the confi scation of William 
Randolph Hearst’s ranch in Chihuahua and the murder of seventeen U.S. 
mining engineers. He delivered a manifesto in Naco, Sonora, in which he 
accused Carranza of entering into a secret pact with Wilson, which, he 
said, would accomplish the complete “sale of our country by the traitor 
Carranza.” Instead of attacking Carranza directly, he planned to “attack 
the Americans in their own dens.”15

Villa’s raid on Columbus had immediate and long- term conse-
quences for the U.S.- Mexico borderlands, culminating in the reactions to 
the Villa statue in Tucson. First, the raid brought the United States and 
Mexico to the brink of war. Within a week, Wilson ordered thousands of 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



T W O   H O R S E  M E N

222

troops to pursue Villa. In February 1917, in part because of the likelihood 
that the United States would be drawn into World War I, the so- called 
punitive expedition left Mexico, having failed, as Katz wrote, “even to 
catch sight of its elusive prey.” Ironically, Pershing’s failure benefi ted Villa 
as both the sight of U.S. soldiers marching through Chihuahua and their 
execution of Villistas converted the beleaguered revolutionary into a pow-
erful symbol of national re sis tance to the United States. Yet Villa also un-
dermined Mexico’s position, as the United States imposed several precon-
ditions for withdrawing its troops.

The Columbus Raid also left its mark on Tucson and the Southwest 
more broadly as many wondered whether Villa would target their com-
munities next. To defend Tucson, militias formed, including one made up of 
faculty at the University of Arizona, charged with protecting the campus. 
The controversy over the Villa statue demonstrated the Columbus Raid’s 
long- term impact. De cades after the attack, one newspaper article argued 
that Tucson was unable to defend itself against Villa after all. “What Villa 
did not accomplish in life,” it read, “he was able to do in death— he got to 
Tucson.”16

If the revolutionary violence Villa committed against Sonora and 
New Mexico made the statue seem an unlikely gesture of goodwill, it 
made more sense from the perspective of a Mexican government that had 
spent years rehabilitating Villa’s reputation within Mexico. Ever since the 
Mexican Revolution ended, the Mexican government had sought to control 
the revolution’s meaning. Mexican presidents Obregón and Elías Calles, 
both from Sonora, fi rst established the idea of a “revolutionary family,” 
which rhetorically unifi ed the leaders of the Mexican Revolution. In 1929, 
Calles and his supporters worked to establish the Partido Nacional Revolu-
cionario, a precursor to the PRI that claimed the mantle of the revolution. 
By the 1960s and 1970s, the massacre at Tlatelolco, student movements like 
the one at la Universidad de Sonora, and increasing fi nancial insecurity 
and economic in e qual ity destabilized the party and led to rising levels of 
opposition. Histories of the Mexican Revolution refl ected these changing 
attitudes toward the PRI. They “undermined the orthodoxy of revolution-
ary synthesis,” one historian explained, by “portraying the Zapatista and 
Villista peasant revolutions as the genuine Mexican Revolution.” The PRI 
sought to neutralize the threat posed by opposition parties by appropriat-
ing fi gures such as Zapata and Villa and incorporating the revolution’s 
working- class and agrarian movements into offi cial commemorations. In 
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1966, Mexico recognized Villa as a revolutionary hero for the fi rst time 
when it authorized the engraving of his name in gold in the Chamber of 
Deputies next to the names of Madero, Venustiano Carranza, and Emil-
iano Zapata. In 1976, the government disinterred Villa from his grave in 
Parral, Chihuahua, and moved his body to the Monument to the Revolu-
tion in Mexico City, where he became the only nonpresident to lie along-
side Madero, Carranza, Elías Calles, and Lázaro Cárdenas. The move to 
Mexico’s “sacred temple of the nation,” one historian wrote, signaled the 
government’s decision to “heal the wounds of memory.”17

The Villa statue in Tucson therefore represented Mexico’s effort to 
bolster the PRI during the years of increasing challenges to its authority. It 
also represented an attempt to reach out to Mexican nationals abroad and 
“forge patriotism” among them, as the famous Mexican anthropologist 
Manuel Gamio put it in 1916. López Portillo effectively renewed Gamio’s 
appeal through his emissary’s comments at the 1981 unveiling ceremony, 
delivered before many Mexicans and Mexican Americans, that “every day 
we need to do what ever is necessary to listen to the voice of our people, to 
respect them, and to serve them, increasing their liberties, fi ghting for 
their rights, and improving every day.” Demonstrating the link between 
Villa and Mexican patriotism, during the late 1970s the Mexican govern-
ment erected Villa statues throughout Mexico— in Durango, Chihuahua, 
Zacatecas— including a statue similar to the one in Tucson that sits on a 
traffi c island along Avenida División del Norte in Mexico City. Thus, 
when they sent the statue to Tucson, Mexicans planned an elaborate send- 
off for their rejuvenated hero before loading him on a fl atbed truck for the 
eighteen- hundred- mile trek from the capital city to Arizona.18

From the outset, the statue’s journey north was rough. Government 
representatives had to reschedule the offi cial send- off when the weight of the 
statue snapped a cable that was supposed to hoist it onto the delivery truck. 
López Portillo, his cabinet, military units, and the Arizona delegation sent 
to Mexico to accept the gift had planned to attend the ceremony. However, 
the fall caused the fi gure of Villa to break off from his  horse, forcing 
Mexico to plan a second send- off, which also did not go as planned. Drivers 
took the wrong route and realized that the statue was too tall to go through 
an underpass. Finally, a downsized celebration sent the statue on its way in 
late April 1981. Heading north to Tucson, the Villa statue passed through 
Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, twin border cities along the Chihuahua- Texas 
border. Several thousand people gathered on the Mexican side, where 
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they greeted Villa “with enthusiasm,” happy to catch a glimpse of the 
revolutionary icon. When the Villa statue entered Ciudad Juárez, an ANPE 
representative reiterated its purpose. Villa, he said, “who once brought vio-
lence to the United States, now in bronze brings a message of peace.” As 
the Villa statue crossed the border, representatives of the United States and 
Mexico, in a per for mance of international friendship, met on the bridge 
between their two countries to embrace and exchange pleasantries.19

The opponents of the Villa statue in Tucson anxiously followed news 
of its progress after leaving Mexico City, steeling themselves for its arrival 
and expressing their misgivings in language that demonstrated their dis-
taste for Villa. Anticipating the unwelcoming reception awaiting the 
statue upon arrival in Tucson, one reporter wrote, when the fi gure ap-
proached the border between Chihuahua and Texas, the “fi erce warrior” 
saw the “tall buildings of El Paso in the country to which he brought death 
and destruction 65 years ago.” In the weeks before the unveiling ceremony, 
constituents from all across Arizona fl ooded Governor Babbitt’s offi ce with 
letters that expressed their dis plea sure. A man from Tucson did not under-
stand how Babbitt could accept a monument to a man who “by any count 
was a multiple murderer.” Another wrote that the “offer of this statue by 
Mexico was an insult to intelligent U.S. citizens while the ac cep tance was 
sheer stupidity.” A woman from Globe, Arizona, thanked Babbitt for “spar-
ing my sweet mother from seeing this.” She claimed that Villistas had 
killed her father and kidnapped her mother before the attack in New 
Mexico. Her mother, she wrote, watched them scalp, cook, and eat Ameri-
can ranchers. Babbitt responded simply, “I thank you for taking the time 
to share your comments concerning this most controversial fi gure in 
history.”20

For other Tucsonans, the Villa statue struck at their sense of the city’s 
postwar progress and modernization. City offi cials and businesspeople had 
spent de cades hawking the benefi ts of economic growth and order. In a 
sense, Villa was a symbol of a bygone era, when confl ict, more than peace 
and prosperity, defi ned the Arizona- Sonora border region. But he was also 
a symbol of more recent confl icts over Chicano civil rights, undocumented 
immigration, and tense U.S.- Mexico relations more broadly, which dem-
onstrated that neither peace nor prosperity represented the experience of 
all borderland residents. After Tucson’s mayor, Lewis Murphy, considered 
the meaning of these issues, he decided to oppose the statue despite his 
earlier support. In consequence, he announced that he would not attend 
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the unveiling ceremony. When a reporter asked him whether he had a 
prior commitment or out- of- town business, Murphy said, “No, I’ll just be 
unavailable.”

Another Tucsonan fi led a lawsuit to have the statue removed from 
the city. Byron Ivancovich argued that it constituted an illegal use of tax 
revenue, but because Babbitt had used “privately donated money” from a 
“special governor’s fund,” the argument had no merit. Ivancovich tried 
another tack, arguing that the statue would drive tourists from the area by 
“glorifying a murderer and a rapist,” “corrupting public morals,” and “cre-
ating an eyesore.” It would therefore be bad for his fi nancial interests 
in downtown real estate, the businessman claimed. A Pima County judge 
decided against him in April 1983, almost two years after the statue’s un-
veiling.21

When arguments based on civic order and business interests failed, 
Ivancovich and other Tucsonans appealed to history, sentiment, and the 
statue’s psychological impact on them. Before the judge refused Ivancov-
ich’s claim, the plaintiff ’s lawyer criss- crossed the Southwest, collecting 
testimonies from contemporaries of the Columbus Raid, thereby seeking to 
reinforce the idea that Villa was a cold- blooded killer. Ivancovich also 
claimed that the statue had caused him great emotional distress because it 
undermined his sense of the city he and his ancestors had built. Like the 
white settlers in Arizona, they  were “pioneers,” whose entrepreneurship led 
to Tucson’s growth from the late nineteenth century onward. However, 
instead of paying tribute to people like them,  here was a statue that affi rmed 
Tucson’s relationship with Mexico and, he claimed, violence commit-
ted against the United States. For these same reasons, another Tucsonan 
said that the statue sent him into a “state of shock.”22

Historians at the University of Arizona lent their expertise to oppo-
nents of the Villa statue. Like others, they based their arguments on the 
violence he committed at San Pedro de la Cueva and Columbus. But they 
also argued that other regional icons would have been more appropriate. 
In a letter to Governor Babbitt, Franciscan historian Kieran McCarty sug-
gested replacing the Villa statue with one of Kino. Babbitt thanked Mc-
Carty for the suggestion, adding that the next time he was “called upon to 
look a Mexican gift  horse in the mouth” he would consider it carefully. 
Bernard “Bunny” Fontana, Charles Polzer, and Bernardo Acedo— three 
more historians of the Southwest— returned to the issue of violence. Acedo, 
whose family had roots in Sonora, had written a thesis about the San 
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Pedro de la Cueva massacre that led him to conclude that “Villa was 
more heartless villain than hero.” He noted that the city of Hermosillo 
had refused to place a Villa statue there because of Villa’s atrocities 
against Sonora.23

While criticism or praise of the Villa statue often depended on the 
ethnicity of the beholder, Acedo’s remarks demonstrated that Mexican 
heritage did not necessarily predict a favorable view. The attitudes of 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans toward Villa could depend on where 
in Mexico their families originated; whom their family had supported 
during the Mexican Revolution; and their social, po liti cal, and class posi-
tions on both sides of the border. During the Mexican Revolution, Villa’s 
base of support was Chihuahua, but he was not universally liked there. 
Likewise, he made enemies in Sonora because of his violent campaigns in 
the state, but many there sympathized with him as well. What was true 
during Villa’s own lifetime remained true into the late twentieth century: 
he had a wide array of allies and enemies. During the Mexican Revolu-
tion, thousands of Chihuahuans and Sonorans had immigrated to Ari-
zona and other areas of the Southwest. By the early 1980s, several genera-
tions of their families had settled there. The stories they told about the 
revolution infl uenced the way Mexicans and Mexican Americans viewed 
Villa. As Fontana noted, “If you  were to wander around the barrios, you 
would fi nd that Villa is not pop u lar with Sonorans and people who have 
roots in Sonora.” Similarly, broadcast journalist Raúl Aguirre remem-
bered when angry descendants of Obregón supporters had barged into the 
offi ces of Tucson’s Spanish- language radio station, KXEW, and threat-
ened to “kick the deejay’s ass” after he praised Villa. Others, of course, felt 
differently.24

For many Mexicans and Mexican Americans, the statue was a source 
of pride and inspiration, evoking their sense of struggle in a city that many 
had considered home for a long time even though some Tucsonans still 
saw them as foreigners. Babbitt acknowledged that, in some sense, the 
statue was for them. In letters to Mexican American constituents in Tucson, 
he recognized that their communities continued to suffer discrimination, 
especially in the “fi elds of employment, education, and civil rights.” After 
de cades of fi ghting for equality, the vast majority of Mexican Americans 
still earned less than whites, far fewer graduated from college, and many 
lived in the city’s poorest communities, where they experienced police 
harassment based on their appearance. To address this situation, Babbitt 
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wrote, the “cultural and social heritage” of Mexicans and Mexican Ameri-
cans, through fi gures like Villa, “must be integrated into the make- up of 
Arizona’s unique character if we are to achieve racial equality.”25

If Villa was a symbol of Tucson’s Mexican and Mexican American 
heritage, communities on both sides of the border also turned to the fi g-
ure of Villa to express their frustration that, after de cades of fi ghting for 
equality, little seemed to have changed. In Arizona, partially as a result of 
the Chicana and Chicano movement for civil rights, more Mexican 
American offi cials than ever before held elected positions in the 1970s and 
1980s, including, for a brief period, the governorship. Yet many wondered 
whether these politicians represented their interests or those of the middle 
and upper classes. In their search for leaders, some Mexican Americans 
saw Villa as a role model. One Mexican American author, for example, 
wrote a short story titled “And Where Was Pancho Villa When You Really 
Needed Him?” about her experiences in a Tucson public school. In her 
story, teachers at the school had “low expectations” for their Chicana and 
Chicano students, whose grades  were higher than they deserved and who 
had “unrealistic” aspirations for themselves. After enduring such discrimi-
nations, the protagonist of the story hoped for a daring hero to help her, 
so she “waited for Pancho Villa to come charging into the room.” In the 
story, her fantasy became a reality as students and administrators returned 
to school the next day to fi nd their classroom in ruins. Villa had destroyed 
it in order to create something new. Meanwhile, Sonorans claimed that 
Villa would have protected them against the economic crises caused by 
two peso devaluations, and landless communities in the state formed a 
group they called the “Francisco Villa movement,” which protested the 
government’s granting of land to wealthy Sonorans instead of poor people 
like them.26

One Mexican American man from Tucson whose family came from 
Sonora summed up Villa’s legacy of fi ghting for poor people: “We don’t 
have many people like that anymore.” Edward Tapia defended the statue 
after a group of vandals painted a yellow stripe and the word “trash” on it. 
He saw the markings every morning on his way to work. When he re-
ported the graffi ti to Tucson’s Parks and Recreation Department, offi cials 
failed to act, so he cleaned the statue himself. Once word of his action 
spread, people called him anonymously and asked, “Why don’t you get on 
the  horse and  ride off to Mexico?” He ignored them and instead told sto-
ries about “old- timers” like his Sonoran father- in- law, who told him that 
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Villa “fought for campesinos, and anybody who fi ghts for the poor is great.” 
Another Sonoran, Heleodoro Rendón- García, said that Villa “never killed 
a man unjustly,” and he had known since he was a “young boy” that Villa 
would be “seen as a hero.”27

In addition to a fi gure that inspired various campaigns for justice, 
Villa also reminded Mexican Americans in Tucson of prior efforts to erase 
the history of their community and its relation to Mexico. The 1940 fi lm 
Arizona, about Tucson’s fi rst white settlers, offered one example, and the 
urban- renewal project that razed Barrio Libre during the late 1960s pro-
vided another. Literary scholars and historians have argued that landscapes 
possess historically encoded signifi cance and that space produces and rein-
forces social relations. It was understandable, therefore, that the Villa stat-
ue’s placement in Veinte de Agosto Park, in the heart of the urban- renewal 
zone, suggested the social and historical claims of belonging made by 
Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson. In response to a “one- man 
protest” of the Villa statue, immigrant- rights attorney Isabel García— a 
University of Arizona alumna and founding member of groups like the 
Manzo Area Council and the Coalición de Derechos Humanos— saw it 
through the lens of U.S. westward expansion and conquest. At a counter-
protest by “Villa supporters,” she argued that the statue should have a 
home in Tucson because “this area should be part of Mexico.” Tucson, she 
continued, “was all our land,” and “your people stole it.”28

The reactions of Tucsonans who opposed and supported the Villa 
statue demonstrated that Villa- as- symbol continued to shape the culture 
and politics of the Arizona- Sonora borderland, a region whose public im-
age was increasingly defi ned by heated debates about immigration and the 
border. Many Mexicans and Mexican Americans mobilized historically 
and regionally around notions of Villa’s life and legacy to inspire ongoing 
struggles for social, po liti cal, and economic justice. However, those who 
continued to place faith in the Sunbelt borderland’s core ideologies of 
development and order by and large opposed the Villa statue. These ideas 
 were antithetical to Villa’s nature, they believed. The fi gure of Eusebio 
Francisco Kino helped them reconcile this tension. Kino embodied the 
economic ideals of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland, but, ac-
cording to Kino’s supporters, he also fought for justice. Many claimed that 
he brought civilization to the area and developed it eco nom ical ly. He was 
a visionary and a peacemaker— not a warrior, like Villa. In Kino’s own 
time, his supporters said, he achieved harmony through his many good 
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works among the Pimería Alta’s native peoples. He would help heal a con-
fl icted border region in the late twentieth century, just as he had trans-
formed it centuries earlier. So the legend went, and the legend was even-
tually cast in bronze by the same Mexico City sculptor who just a few 
years earlier had cast Pancho Villa.

Eus ebi o  Fra n c i s co  K i n o

Kino had appealed to generations of Arizona and Sonora borderland resi-
dents. The romantic version of his legacy held that the Jesuit missionary, 
who arrived in the Pimería Alta in the late seventeenth century, brought 
Western civilization to the region by converting indigenous peoples to 
Christianity, establishing more than two dozen missions over the course 
of three de cades, and introducing cattle and new agricultural techniques. 
He was a progenitor of regional history, a fi gure that latter- day business-
people and politicians turned to as the inspiration for their twentieth- 
century quests for prosperity. A Kino statue, they believed, would be a 
symbol of the Arizona- Sonora borderland that was far superior to the Villa 
monument that occupied downtown Tucson. Unable to have the Villa statue 
removed, its opponents instead commissioned a statue of Kino to serve 
as a counterweight. It would represent their vision of regional history by 
echoing the ideological underpinnings of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt 
borderland, which, they believed, was still Tucson’s path to the future.

The Kino statue was, in fact, made in triplicate, and the other two 
went to Segno, Italy, and Magdalena de Kino, Sonora. Kino had been 
born in Segno in 1645. He crossed the Atlantic from Spain to Mexico in 
1681 and then established two dozen missions in Arizona and Sonora be-
tween 1687 and 1707, including Tucson’s San Xavier del Bac. He died in 
Magdalena in 1711. Kino was buried in the chapel he had established, 
though archaeologists from Arizona and Sonora discovered his grave only 
in 1966. When Kino fi rst arrived in Mexico, he was instructed to learn 
about California and convert its native peoples to Christianity. Biogra-
phies, fi lms, and other historical accounts of his life have not only narrated 
his failed efforts to reach the Pacifi c Coast but also described how he paved 
the way for later Spanish missionaries, including Junipero Serra. The three 
statues cast during the late 1980s would be monuments to his life and 
work. The fi rst was unveiled in January 1989 in Tucson, the site of Kino’s 
northernmost mission. The second was unveiled in May 1989 in 
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Magdalena, the site of Kino’s death, and the third in the summer of 1991 
in Segno, his birthplace. Kino’s supporters called these “Three Statues for 
Three Centuries.”29

If University of Arizona historians played a key role in articulating 
opposition to the Villa statue, they played an equally important part in 
explaining why a Kino statue would be better. After the unveiling of the 
Villa statue, McCarty, Fontana, and Polzer began lobbying for a monu-
ment to honor Kino because of his legacy as a proselytizer, developer, 
modernizer, and civilizer of the area and also because of his reputation for 
treating the area’s native peoples with respect. Kino, not Villa, McCarty 
said, was part of Arizona’s “authentic history.” For his part, Polzer lobbied 
for the Kino statue to such an extent that, by 1987, newspapers  were call-
ing it the “brainchild” of this “premier Arizona historian.”30

University historians and other Kinophiles— the boosters, business-
people, and politicians, who, along with academics, promoted Kino as 
a regional and an international hero— explicitly thought of a monument 
honoring Kino as a rebuff to the Villa statue. The Kino statue in Tucson, 
they hoped, would loom over the Villa statue and erase the pain that 

Unveiling of Eusebio Francisco Kino statue, downtown Tucson in background. 
(Arizona Historical Society, Tucson Photo Files, Case 38, 78210.)
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some associated with the experience of seeing it in their city. When plans 
for the Kino statue  were fi rst announced in 1987, one newspaper article 
explained, “The Villa statue has been a sore point among some Tucso-
nans.” Polzer advanced the argument that it had divided Tucson, whereas 
the Kino statue would unite the city. In a revision of the story told by those 
directly involved in the planning for the Villa statue, he claimed that the 
Mexican revolutionary was intended to appeal to Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans only. Polzer said it was the result of concerted efforts by Ari-
zona’s Mexican American governor, Raúl Castro, and López Portillo’s pre-
de ces sor, President Echeverría. His narrative made the decision to bring 
the Villa statue to Arizona seem like the result of plotting by Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans on both sides of the border rather than the effort of a 
broader, more representative swath of Tucson as a  whole. Unlike the Villa 
statue, he argued, the Kino statue would become a “clear rallying point,” a 
common cause that would bring the community together.31

Polzer also ventriloquized Julián Martínez, the Mexico City sculptor 
who crafted both the Villa and the Kino statues, arguing that Martínez 
regretted that Tucson had “wound up,” or gotten stuck with, the Villa 
statue. According to Polzer, Martínez believed that the city “deserved 
something much better, such as a statue of Father Kino.” While many Tuc-
sonans claimed that the trio of U of A historians had come up with the idea 
of a Kino statue, Polzer claimed that Martínez proposed it in order to 
make up for the Villa travesty. Martínez was a self- avowed Kinophile. He 
had sculpted Kino before, including two twin statues that stood in the 
capitol buildings of Arizona and Sonora, in Phoenix and Hermosillo, re-
spectively. By the mid- 1980s, Polzer recalled, Martínez had been telling 
him for “several years” that he wanted to “sculpt Kino again.”32

Even though the Kinophiles believed that their statue would be a 
perfect fi t for Tucson, they had a hard time obtaining pop u lar and fi nan-
cial support. Polzer promoted the statue all over Tucson, giving speeches 
on tele vi sion and radio and at the Arizona Historical Society. The Path-
fi nder Project, a nonprofi t or ga ni za tion founded in 1977 to support histori-
cal preservation and commemorative projects, tried to raise $100,000, the 
cost of the statue, which was a bargain in comparison to the Villa statue’s 
$260,000 price tag. The cost was substantially less for this second work be-
cause Martínez donated his time and transportation companies covered 
shipment. The group solicited investors on both sides of the border, in Ari-
zona and Sonora. Its members believed fund- raising in Tucson would be 
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easy, since it was a city of 600,000 residents, which would mean “$10 from 
10,000 of us,” “$5 from 20,000 of us,” or “$1 from 100,000 of us.” But the 
group failed to secure suffi cient private donations. By October 1987, when 
the fund- raising campaign was to end, Project Pathfi nder had procured 
only $11,000. The campaign was extended to December but failed again. 
A plea for contributions televised during the fi nal game of the World Se-
ries yielded a single $2 donation. Banks and tele vi sion and radio stations 
offered advertising assistance, but to no avail. Ultimately, the Pathfi nder 
Project relied on government funds and donations from wealthy business-
people. The City of Tucson contributed $24,000; the Pima County Board 
of Supervisors, $24,001; Valley National Bank, $5,000; and the remaining 
amount came from fourteen anonymous businesspeople.33

The Pathfi nder Project’s failure to fi nd support from a broad range of 
Tucsonans demonstrated that the Kino statue was the pet project of busi-
nesspeople and politicians. The pro cess of fi nancing the Kino statue and 
the cast of actors who dedicated themselves to the cause highlighted stark 
contrasts with the pro cess of bringing the Villa statue to Tucson. Unlike 
the Villa statue, the Kino statue benefi ted from local government support. 
Although Mayor Murphy, in the end, did not welcome the Villa statue, he 
gave his full support to the one of Kino and even opened the city’s coffers 
to help pay for it. He also offered city land and renamed the road near 
where the Kino statue would sit, calling it “Kino Parkway.” The Pathfi nder 
Project’s chairman claimed that, without Murphy’s help and donations 
from “Tucson business leaders,” the project “probably would have failed.” 
These Tucsonans continued to invest in narratives of regional history 
crafted by promoters of Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland in the 
de cades after World War II, promoting modernity and progress even as 
inequalities and discrimination undermined such notions.34

With the scale of Tucson’s Kino statue, the Kinophiles aimed to en-
sure that the monument to their hero would overshadow the Villa statue. 
A full foot taller, the Kino statue literally towered over the one of Villa. In 
addition, they hoped that the Kino statue would make the Villa statue 
also seem irrelevant and— as they understood regional history— completely 
iconoclastic. Kino- statue supporters knew that their monument’s appeal 
would depend on their ability to make it represent their own version of the 
past, which promoted growth, prosperity, and romantic notions of inter-
racial harmony. These ideals, they believed, contrasted with the violence 
and confl ict for which the Villa statue stood. As a promotional pamphlet 
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put it, the Kino statue would “tell a story and present something more 
than just another likeness of the missionary explorer.” It represented a re-
gional hero whose legacy would inspire Tucsonans to come together and 
bridge the divides that separated them, which the Villa statue had only 
widened.35

Beyond the physical scale of the statue, its component materials 
helped the Kinophiles reinforce their message about Kino’s deserved 
place in Arizona- Sonora borderland lore. Martínez in fact inscribed on the 
statue their version of Kino as a civilizer, modernizer, and international 
and intercultural peacemaker. Martínez worked with members of Kino’s 
family to choose the design; used “forensic data” taken from Kino’s re-
mains to determine the statue’s features; and blended into the statue soil 
gathered from Italy, Arizona, and Sonora. Martínez then worked to cap-
ture Kino’s tireless work ethic and his relationship with native communities. 
Most statues of Kino— including the ones Martínez had made earlier— 
depicted Kino at around the age of sixty. However, this time the artist, with 
urging from the Arizona Historical Society, decided to represent Kino in 
his fi fties, at the pinnacle of his career and around the time that Tucson’s 
iconic San Xavier del Bac mission was being constructed. Kino and his 
 horse sat tired but upright, refl ecting both their “arduous” journey and 
their determination. Portraying the missionary’s career as an explorer and 
a mapmaker, bronze Kino carried in his saddlebags a telescope and vari-
ous astronomy instruments. With the abalone shells Kino held close to his 
chest, Martínez suggested Kino’s “devotion and inspiration to the native 
peoples he had come to serve.”36

The moment for a Kino statue seemed opportune; this was a time 
when Tucson and the Arizona- Sonora borderland needed to reestablish a 
sense of harmony after more than a de cade of growing tensions. Still, bor-
derland residents ever since the early twentieth century had found mean-
ing in his career and legacy. Interest in Kino developed with help from 
California scholars who, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, began noting the signifi cance of the state’s Spanish past. Carey Mc-
Williams argued that pop u lar manifestations, such as mission trails and 
reconstructed town plazas, formed part of California’s “Spanish fantasy 
heritage.” Borderlands historian Herbert Eugene Bolton, a professor at 
Berkeley, published Kino’s little- known autobiography in 1919, translating 
Kino’s Favores celestiales as Kino’s Historical Memoir of Pimería Alta. 
Later, in 1932, Bolton wrote a pop u lar account titled The Padre on 
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 Horse back. Historians like Hubert Howe Bancroft  had “chastised” Spanish 
colonizers for their “adherence to backwards economic and religious be-
liefs,” one historian wrote, adding that religious scholars “wrote about the 
missions and the missionaries in a heroic, hagiographic mode.” Bolton 
instead noted the missions’ “broad impact and the enduring legacies” in 
economic, social, and cultural terms. His ideas helped Tucsonans think of 
Kino as the connection between the area’s past and their own modernizing 
efforts in the present.37

As Bolton wrote, regional boosters, religious leaders, and scholars in 
the Arizona- Sonora borderland simultaneously promoted their own mon-
uments to Kino. They excavated his missions and published “numerous 
studies, travelogues, articles, and pamphlets” about Kino’s work and lega-
cies. Frank Lockwood— English professor and pre de ces sor of McCarty, 
Fontana, and Polzer at the U of A— sparked Tucson’s early Kinophilia. 
Lockwood was an expert in early nineteenth- century British and American 
literature, but after moving to Tucson from the Midwest he became fasci-
nated by regional history. Upon encountering Bolton’s work, he remarked, 
“Order came out of chaos, and light shone in the darkness.” During the 
late 1920s, Lockwood or ga nized the Kino Memorial Committee to culti-
vate interest in erecting a monument to their hero. In 1936, after years of 
delay attributed to the Great Depression, the committee succeeded in 
creating a “plaque and commemorative space” at Tucson’s city hall. It was 
Tucson’s fi rst twentieth- century Kino monument.38

The members of the Kino Memorial Committee “traced a line” from 
the present to the past, between Kino— who, they believed, was their ideo-
logical antecedent— and their own modernization efforts. Demonstrating 
how racial thinking about Italians and Spaniards had changed by the 
1930s, they called Kino Arizona’s “fi rst white settler.” Lockwood wrote in 
his 1934 book, With Padre Kino on the Trail, that Kino was not only a “spiri-
tual captain” but also “an explorer, a ranchman, a builder, and a states-
man.” As tourism by car increased, boosters profi ted from Kino com-
memorations by establishing an international tour of the missions he 
founded, which also nurtured “good spirit” with the “Mexicans of Sonora,” 
according to one Arizona politician. Letters to Lockwood demonstrated 
that Sonorans felt the same way. One sent from Magdalena said, “We are 
all  here with you . . .  in making a big success of your chain of Father Ki-
no’s Missions.” Kino’s legacy in the region, Arizonans and Sonorans be-
lieved, had the potential to sew back together a Pimería Alta divided by 
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the Gadsden Purchase. As Lockwood wrote, people on both sides of the 
border  were interested in “re- uniting” the region and “once more drawing 
together Northern Sonora and Southern Arizona as Father Kino knew it.” 
Such symbolic efforts continued into the postwar era.39

Promotions of Kino as a hero in both the United States and Mexico 
again reached high tide during the mid- 1960s, when the Sunbelt border-
land’s ser vice and manufacturing economies reached new heights and as 
businesspeople and politicians on both sides of the border preached the 
benefi ts of international friendship. Two episodes in par tic u lar highlighted 
Kino commemorations during the 1960s: fi rst, in 1965, Arizona’s po liti cal 
representatives donated a Kino statue to the National Statuary Hall in the 
U.S. Capitol; second, in 1966, after a search that lasted de cades, Kino’s re-
mains  were discovered in Magdalena, Sonora. These two pivotal mo-
ments in the evolution of Kinophilia resulted in the erection of Tucson’s 
Kino statue two de cades later.

A grand ceremony in the U.S. Capitol, attended by national and in-
ternational representatives, was held on Valentine’s Day in 1965, a fi tting 
date to express the affection Arizona’s and Mexico’s business, po liti cal, 
and religious leaders felt for Kino. By the early twenty- fi rst century, the 
National Statuary Hall featured one hundred statues in total, or two per 
state. Arizona’s other statue is that of John Campbell Greenway, a leader of 
Arizona’s mining and railroad industries during the early twentieth cen-
tury. Greenway also served as a member of Theodore Roo se velt’s Rough 
Riders in the Spanish- American War. The statue of him was dedicated in 
1930, only four years after he died. In attendance at the Kino dedication 
ceremony  were Governor Samuel Goddard; John Rhodes, an Arizona 
congressman who later served as the Republican Party’s minority leader; 
and Stewart Udall, a former Demo cratic senator from Arizona, who at the 
time served under President Johnson as secretary of the interior. Also at-
tending  were civic and religious leaders from Tucson; Kino’s descendants 
in the United States; and Italian and Mexican ambassadors. Carl Hayden, 
longtime U.S. senator from Arizona, delivered the main address, reciting 
Kino’s accomplishments in the Pimería Alta.40

Sonoran ceremonies held in connection with the discovery of Kino’s 
remains in Magdalena demonstrated that celebrations of Kino in the mid- 
1960s  were binational affairs. In 1966, the “long search” for Kino’s remains 
ended at the site of the mission he built in Magdalena, a town that origi-
nally was called Buquivaba but by the 1960s had incorporated his name: 
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Magdalena de Kino. The search for Kino’s remains dated to the 1930s, 
during the fi rst wave of regional Kinophilia. One Sonoran wrote in a let-
ter to Lockwood that, “according to manuscripts  here at my disposal, the 
grave of Father Kino is  here in this Church at the right side of the Altar in 
a special crypt that I have found.” It took another thirty years to confi rm 
the fi nding. On June 20, 1968, Sonora passed a law proclaiming that 
Sonorans would celebrate the discovery of Kino’s bones every year. Like 
promotions of Kino during the 1930s, these two episodes during the 1960s 
became opportunities to highlight Kino’s role as a modernizer of the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland. At the dedication ceremony in Washington, 
D.C., Senator Hayden claimed that Kino fi rst made Arizona “known to 
the civilized world.” He said that the Kino statue in the nation’s capitol 
“enshrined” Kino as one of an “exclusive group who  were makers of our 
Nation’s history.”41

Finally, twentieth- century Kinophilia peaked in the 1980s as scholars, 
businesspeople, and local and state governments geared up to celebrate 
the three- hundredth anniversary, in 1987, of Kino’s arrival in the Pimería 
Alta. In 1981, shortly before the Villa statue was unveiled in Tucson, arti-
cles in Hermosillo’s Revista de Historia noted that Kino experienced great 
hardships as a result of native rebellions, yet he still planted trees and do-
mesticated cattle and served as both a peacemaker and a worker. In 1983, 
the own er of Mazón’s department store in Hermosillo—Alex Jácome’s 
contemporary—declared his admiration for the Spanish missionary: “Kino 
showed us how to conquer the desert, the arid lands, the uninhabitable.” In 
1986, El Imparcial proclaimed that Kino was the “designer of the economy 
of our region.” Celebrations  were held in Hermosillo, Cucurpe, Caborca, 
Imuris, and Tubutama, Sonora, as well as at San Xavier del Bac, near Tuc-
son. Ambos Nogales held an international celebration along the border, 
which was attended by the governors of Arizona and Sonora. The So-
noran government announced plans to inscribe his name in gold on the 
state’s capitol building. Similar expressions of Kino’s civilizing and mod-
ernizing infl uence shaped the ideas of Kinophiles like Polzer, who sought 
to bring Tucson together in common cause by holding up the fi gure of 
Kino as a symbol that would re unite Tucson and Arizona and Sonora.42

Leading up to the unveiling of Kino’s statue, Kinophiles worked to 
ensure that Tucsonans would understand the monument’s meaning in 
the same way they did. They called Kino a cartographer, a scientist, an 
architect, a farmer, a rancher, an astronomer, and a developer. They saw 

Cadava, Geraldo L.. Standing on Common Ground : The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland, Harvard University Press, 2013.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uaz/detail.action?docID=3301340.
Created from uaz on 2020-06-21 13:19:11.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 H

ar
va

rd
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



T W O   H O R S E  M E N

237

the chronology of Arizona history as “before Kino” and “after Kino.” One 
article said that Kino “rode through a primitive land . . .  with nary a road 
sign in sight,” but then the missionary transformed the area. When Pima 
County funded the statue, the Republican county supervisor argued that 
Kino was a “lot more” than a missionary: “he opened up— he developed— 
this area, all the way from Mexico right up to our great city.” The Kino 
statue, its supporters believed, would therefore reinforce the ideologies of 
a Sunbelt borderland that, by the late twentieth century, had buckled un-
der the weight of social, po liti cal, and economic confl icts. As the own er of 
Mazón’s department store in Hermosillo put it, offering his own diagnosis 
of Mexico’s problems, his country suffered from “social apathy” and 
lacked “enterprising spirit, the sense of individual and social responsibil-
ity.” Kino, he believed, stood for the opposite: hard work and ingenuity. 
“We need authentic role models” like him, he concluded.43

To bolster the idea that Kino had civilized the area and therefore to 
legitimize their own promotions of growth and industry, Kinophiles went 
beyond the argument that Kino had done great things in the Pimería Alta, 
maintaining in addition that he was the fi rst man to do great things there. 
Noting his work as a cartographer, one article claimed that Kino was the 
“fi rst to put Tucson . . .  on a map.” He had introduced cattle and sheep. He 
“brought Christianity” and “Western civilization” to the region. He opened 
Arizona and Sonora to “Eu ro pe an settlement.” The director of the Arizona 
Historical Society argued that Kino’s work formed the “base” of Tucson’s 
“existence as a community.” Suggesting Kino’s part in origin stories about 
the United States, one article stated, “Most of us think of George Washing-
ton and Thomas Jefferson when the term ‘founding fathers’ comes up, but 
there are some Arizonans who would like us to think of Father Eusebio 
Kino.” Finally, placing Kino alongside other American icons, another ar-
ticle said, “Just as Texas has its Sam Houston and Virginia its George 
Washington,” residents of Arizona and Sonora had Kino. Because of such 
ideas about Kino’s central role in settling the area, many called him the 
“most important person in Arizona history.”44

Even though a monument to Kino seemed a fi tting tribute to a man 
whom many saw as a leader who brought peace and productivity, the Kino-
philes, when praising their hero, did not address the social, economic, and 
racial tensions that continued to divide the Arizona- Sonora borderland. 
These realities made unqualifi ed promotions of civilization, progress, and 
modernity seem romantic, at best. In a sense, Kinophiles deserved credit 
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for moving debates about the Arizona- Sonora borderland beyond simple 
portrayals of the area as a drug- and crime- ridden landscape. Moreover, 
recognizing Kino as Arizona’s found er marked a signifi cant departure 
from the version of regional history projected in the 1940 fi lm Arizona, 
which made it plain that white immigrants in the nineteenth century 
 were the bringers of civilization. Half a century later, a Jesuit missionary 
from Italy via Spain was seen as the area’s most important historical fi g-
ure. Kino’s supporters called him a “white settler,” and a newspaper article 
said he was “mom- and- apple- pie all the way.”45

But Kino’s fi gure also demonstrated a regionally specifi c multicultur-
alism that romanticized the area’s ethnic and racial relations. Even though 
Mexican, Mexican American, and native communities faced violence, 
discrimination, and in e qual ity, newspapers claimed that the Kino statue 
demonstrated Tucson’s gratitude for “the nations and the families that have 
honored our desert living.” Expressions of regional multiculturalism in fact 
marked the greatest difference between earlier outbreaks of Kinophilia 
and its expression in the 1980s. During the 1930s and 1960s, Kinophilia 
offered an opportunity for businesspeople, politicians, and boosters to 
imagine their kinship with this civilizing and modernizing hero, demon-
strating how their status on both sides of the border depended on their 
adherence to a par tic u lar set of beliefs represented by Kino. Kinophilia 
during the 1980s established this connection as well, while at the same 
time highlighting Kino’s relationship with native peoples, in part because 
movements for social justice and civil rights, even if their successes re-
mained contested, had forced recognitions of the Arizona- Sonora border 
region’s ethnic and racial pluralism. The fact that Kinophiles incorporated 
language that was central to these movements— they noted, for example, 
that Kino had opposed slavery and that he was a humanitarian— 
demonstrated their infl uence.46

Throughout the post– World War II era, ever since regional boosters 
promoted La Fiesta de los Vaqueros as an event that displayed multiracial 
harmony, many Tucsonans publicly dismissed ethnoracial tensions within 
their communities and throughout the Arizona- Sonora borderland. In 
Kino- statue promotions, such efforts came across as paternalism toward 
the area’s native peoples. Polzer described how Kino “brought civilization” 
to the “Indians.” He “taught” them “farming techniques and introduced 
livestock.” Sonorans articulated their own version of multiculturalism in 
the language of mestizaje, an ideology of racial hybridity fi rst conceived in 
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a moment of postrevolutionary nation building, which endured into the 
late twentieth century. Kino, one article said, “made possible our mestizaje, 
leaving as our inheritance a rich material and cultural patrimony.” So-
noran praise of Kino’s treatment of indigenous communities also seemed 
paternalistic. The missionary “guided” native peoples in farming and live-
stock breeding and helped them build homes and grow crops. He had 
worked to “free” the Pima Indians from “slave conditions imposed by 
New Spain’s mine own ers.” In consideration of his good deeds among 
them, they became his “staunch Indian friends.” They gave him their trea-
sured abalone shells, which fi rst signaled to Kino that land connected the 
Pimería Alta and California and that California was not an island. They 
“loved him so much.”47

Despite such narratives of Kino’s heroism and good deeds among the 
Pimería Alta’s native peoples, many  O’odham increasingly rejected the 
cultural hegemony and violence of the Spanish colonial period, as well as 
its lasting legacies. To many, Kino embodied Spanish colonialism. Lead-
ing up to three- hundredth anniversary celebrations of Kino’s arrival in the 
area, Sonorans, much as they debated whether Villa was a hero or a bandit, 
debated whether Kino was a missionary or a colonizer. From the Spanish 
colonial period forward, narratives endured that Eu ro pe ans had encoun-
tered “not always friendly” and “hostile” Indians. Unfriendly and hostile 
 were descriptive terms applied most frequently to Apaches rather than 
 O’odham, but even if  O’odham  were peaceful and friendly, they  were still 
called “primitive.” Such ste reo types fed antagonism between  O’odham 
and Mexicans in Sonora, and among  O’odham, Mexicans, and whites in 
Arizona. Even more damaging, though, was the fact that dispossessions of 
their land continued into the late twentieth century. Mestizo farmers in 
Sonora continuously encroached upon their settlements, leasing them or 
poaching them outright. In the mid- twentieth century, Sonoran  O’odham 
lived in some twenty settlements, but by the end of the century they only 
inhabited eight. Moreover, only a single family lived in each of these lo-
calities, whereas between two and fi ve families had lived in them in the 
mid- twentieth century. The vast majority of Sonoran  O’odham had left 
their rural villages for work on Arizona’s Sells Reservation, or in cities such 
as Tucson, Caborca, or Hermosillo, where they sold bread and tortillas, 
worked on ranches and mines surrounding these cities, or performed cheap 
manual labor. To survive, some worked for Mexican drug cartels, which 
benefi tted from their family connections on both sides of the border and 
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their familiarity with the routes and terrain of the Arizona- Sonora border 
region. Arizona’s  O’odham faired marginally better, in part because the 
reservation structure granted them access to medical care and  federal 
employment with the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Still, in the late 1980s, the 
 O’odham offi cially changed the name of their tribe from “Papago”— which 
meant “bean eater,” the name given them by their enemies and adopted by 
Kino— to Tohono  O’odham, which meant “desert people.” Believing that 
the United States and Mexico had failed to protect their land and rights, 
indigenous peoples throughout the Americas, including many  O’odham, 
fought for greater autonomy.48

Nevertheless, the Kinophiles’ belief that a Kino statue would bridge 
differences between borderland residents became, to them, increasingly 
compelling as the modern transformation of their city— including rising 
numbers of immigrants and debates about the border— threatened to tear it 
apart. “In a city where most of us are from somewhere  else,” one article 
explained, the “incredibly rich, native heritage of this place we now call 
home tends to blur, to get lost.” The Kino statue could “change all that.” 
Mayor Tom Volgy, Murphy’s successor, articulated the same sentiment. 
He said that, in the “midst of all the growth and change that is taking place 
in the community,” the statue would serve as a “reminder that this is a 
community of great history, culture, and traditions.” Describing the ideals 
that Kino represented as solutions to the ills of the late twentieth century 
seemed somewhat paradoxical since Kinophiles asked their hero, as sym-
bol, to return the city to an imagined peaceful time when it was more 
united, while at the same time carry ing the city into the future.49

After carefully crafting Kino’s image, businesspeople and politicians 
eagerly awaited the statue’s arrival in Tucson, where it would serve both as a 
counter to the statue of Villa and as a symbol that would re unite the region 
despite growing international and domestic tensions. When the Kino statue 
was completed, newspapers dramatized its diffi cult trip from Mexico City 
in language that evoked Kino’s arduous journeys through the borderland 
some three centuries earlier. The statue headed north from Martínez’s 
foundry, but instead of taking the most direct route to Tucson, it traveled 
along the same path Kino had followed through the Pimería Alta. The pro-
cession stopped in Hermosillo, Cananea, and Nogales, Sonora, and Tubac, 
Tumacácori, and San Xavier, in Arizona. Kino had established missions in 
most of these places. Mexican and U.S. offi cials gathered at the border. 
Mexican highway- patrol offi cers met the statue near Cananea and escorted 
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it to Nogales, Arizona. From there, Department of Public Safety offi cers 
accompanied the statue to Tucson, where police took over once the 
statue reached the city limits. Pathfi nder Project personnel speculated 
that it would be “quite a parade” by the time the statue reached its 
destination.50

After several years of planning, promoting, fund- raising, sculpting, 
and traveling, the Kino statue was fi nally unveiled on January 13, 1989, at 
a ceremony heavy with symbolism. The Arizona Historical Society, which 
sponsored the event, published a pamphlet containing historical essays, 
lists of Kino’s deeds, and quotations from Kino’s journals from his time in 
the Pimería Alta. The missionary had written of his development efforts, 
including the introduction of cattle, harvesting of crops, and conversion 
of souls to Catholicism. Arizona’s Demo cratic governor  Rose Mofford 
attended the ceremony, along with dignitaries from Mexico and Italy. The 
head of Sonora’s tourism industry, Félix Álvaro Obregón— a descendant of 
Sonora’s former governor and Mexico’s former president, Villa’s main rival 
in Sonora— opined that Tucson had chosen the perfect location for the 
Kino statue, alongside a road that symbolized the “many roads Kino 
opened in the territory” and next to a school, which, Orbegón explained, 
symbolized the “padre’s side as a teacher.”51

During a de cade of great changes in the Arizona- Sonora borderland, 
Kinophiles looked to the Spanish missionary as a symbol of order and 
peace, which contrasted greatly with the confl ict and division they saw as 
Villa’s legacy and also with the confl icts they saw engulfi ng their city. 
Supporters of the Kino statue implicitly contrasted Kino and Villa when 
they said Kino brought peace instead of war. Kino embodied “humility, 
peace, endurance, and vision.” He took an “unusually peaceful approach” 
to his conversion work. He preached “values of love, peace, tolerance and 
well- being.” He stood for “peace and progress.” Finally, explaining how 
Kino could be seen as the anti- Villa, another newspaper article claimed 
that “Kino was not a conqueror, he was a peacemaker.” These articula-
tions of Kino’s legacy offered a sanitized version of regional history by ig-
noring the conquest, violence, and in e qual ity that also defi ned the border-
land’s past from Kino’s time to the present. These  were the realities that 
Villa combated, the revolutionary’s admirers believed. However, they con-
trasted with the sense of regional history shared by Kinophiles on both 
sides of the border as they contemplated the present state of the Sunbelt 
borderland they and their pre de ces sors had created.52
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Arizona’s and Sonora’s Sunbelt borderland had, in fact, depended on 
the “peace and progress” that one Kinophile claimed as the Spanish mis-
sionary’s key achievements. According to the Kinophiles, these values 
synced well with their notions of how they themselves had helped develop 
the region after World War II. Kino was their forebear in the project of 
modernizing the borderlands. His values, they believed,  were the same 
values that civic organizations promoted during La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. 
They  were the same ones that Arizona and Sonora politicians promoted 
whenever they gave speeches and attended ceremonies across the border. 
They  were the same ones that Jácome had spent a lifetime promoting and 
that led many faculty members at universities in Arizona and Sonora to col-
laborate. Finally, they  were the same ones preached by Arizona and Sonora 
politicians and tested by incidents such as the Hanigan case in order to 
maintain peaceful ties despite rising tensions. For these reasons, they hoped 
to make the Kino statue “as familiar to Tucson motorists as a favorite 
uncle.”53

The meanings of the Villa and Kino statues continued to resonate into 
late twentieth and early twenty- fi rst centuries. Kinophiles continued to 
honor their hero as the Arizona- Sonora borderland became increasingly 
mired in national and international immigration debates. Father Kino re-
mained in the news, competing with frequent stories about the threats that 
immigrants, drugs, and their proximity to the border posed to residents of 
the area. First, the news media covered unveiling ceremonies for the Kino 
statues in Sonora and Italy. Just as Sonorans and Italians made the trip to 
Tucson for the unveiling ceremonies there, so Tucsonans traveled to cele-
brations in these places. In advance of the Italian ceremony— which would 
cost Tucsonans $2,800 per person, or $3,000 per couple— Polzer again re-
cited Kino’s good works in a public lecture at the Arizona Historical Soci-
ety. Second, the news media covered later efforts by Kinophiles to have 
their hero beatifi ed. McCarty, Fontana, and Polzer had initiated this 
quest, but other U of A scholars, such as folklorist James “Big Jim” Griffi th, 
carried the effort forward by sending dozens of boxes of Kino material to 
the Vatican for the pope’s consideration. While Kino offered a model of 
peace and order that was disconnected from competing historical narra-
tives of native re sis tance to Spanish colonialism, promotions of Kino at 
the turn of the twenty- fi rst century ignored enduring realities of violence 
and injustice.54
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Because discrimination and in e qual ity continued to plague the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland, Pancho Villa remained a fi gure that many 
borderland residents turned to when they confronted the conditions that 
continued to shape their lives, including residential segregation, employ-
ment discrimination, and disparate educational opportunities. They 
looked for a fi gure like Villa to help them fi nd solutions to their problems. 
As during the 1970s and 1980s, when Mexicans and Mexican Americans 
conjured the fi gure of Villa to help them struggle against the peso devalu-
ation, land monopolies by wealthy Mexican landowners, and the discrim-
inations that motivated Chicanos, Tucsonans continued to invoke Villa’s 
legacy. In the wake of the controversy over the Villa statue, Raúl Aguirre 
highlighted Villa’s enduring meaning for U.S. history. He said he wanted 
to “keep the Villa controversy alive” because the “famed guerrillero stuck a 
small knife in the soft underbelly of the United States . . .  and he got away 
with it.” For him, Villa’s presence in Tucson was a valuable reminder of the 
limits of U.S. power, one that delivered a message of re sis tance for many 
people of Mexican descent living in the United States. “Villa will live,” 
Aguirre said, “Viva Villa!” An editorial in a Tucson newspaper added that 
Villa would always loom large in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands regardless 
of whether a statue of him stood in Tucson. To the extent that poverty, vio-
lence, and racism continued to circumscribe the lives of many border-
lands residents, Villa would remain an important icon. As the author put 
it, “In the Southwest, Villa is never very far away.”55

In the de cade before and, especially, after the placement of the Villa 
and Kino statues in Tucson, the Arizona- Sonora borderland became a fo-
cal point of national debates about the border. Even as NAFTA seemed to 
promise expanded opportunities for regional businesspeople— who, in 
their full- throated promotions of cross- border commercial exchange,  were 
the ideological heirs of men like Jácome and Soto— Arizona voters passed 
California- style legislation that sought to deny undocumented immigrants 
access to education, health care, and other public ser vices. Operation Hold 
the Line in Texas and Operation Gatekeeper in California pushed Mexi-
can immigrants into Arizona’s dangerous desert. Arizona’s corridor of 
exchange became a corridor of death as increasing numbers of immigrants 
died of dehydration and exposure to the desert’s intense heat. Po liti cal 
opinion grew increasingly divided, and Latinos throughout the state in-
creasingly became victims of discrimination. Anti- immigrant activist Don 
Barrington, as he announced the formation of an Arizona- based spin- off of 
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California’s anti- immigrant group, Save Our State (SOS), stood in front of 
the Villa statue and said, “That fellow on the  horse is an example of a 
Mexican national who didn’t give a damn about the border.” He blamed 
unauthorized immigrants in Arizona for burdening the economy, drain-
ing social ser vices, and siphoning away tax dollars and claimed they had 
led to an increase in rapes, murders, and drive- by shootings in the state. 
These claims had been debunked in the 1970s, but they persisted never-
theless. Barrington’s comments comparing Villa to an undocumented 
Mexican immigrant revealed that the statue continued to serve as a light-
ning rod in arguments about the border.56

Looking back from the twenty- fi rst century, it is tempting to place the 
Villa and Kino statues neatly in separate camps of Mexican sympathizers 
and opponents; pro- immigrant and anti- immigrant; law- breaking and law- 
abiding; or resistant to and complicit with discrimination. Indeed, these 
are some of the most dangerous fault lines in the Arizona- Sonora border-
land, and in some ways they sum up how contemporaries saw the Villa and 
Kino statues. But the statues also reveal new things about the Arizona- 
Sonora border region. Or, rather, they reveal very old aspects of this border-
land that have become overshadowed by the divisions of the late twentieth 
and early twenty- fi rst centuries. Instead of seeing the Villa and Kino statues 
as representative of regional divisions, it is more helpful to see them as giant 
weights that hold together seemingly fractured geographies and commu-
nities. Like borderlands history itself, the statues suggested many different 
meanings— about racial divisions and interethnic friction; social justice 
and in e qual ity; nationalism and regionalism; and state control and insta-
bility. The dynamic, almost magnetic tension the statues created through 
their relation to one another shaped characterizations of the city and its 
surrounding border region and offered broader possibilities for understand-
ing a borderland that, only on the surface, seems defi ned by the politics of 
undocumented immigration. The Villa and Kino statues demonstrated 
that border politics remained deeply shaped by the stories that people told 
about their community and its transnational relationships.
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B y way of explaining the recent history of the U.S.- Mexico border, 
many have claimed that it hardened or took its modern form during 
the early twentieth century, and that it has become increasingly mili-

tarized ever since. Such assertions are, to a degree, undeniably true. After 
the formation of the U.S. Border Patrol, the Great Depression, and a se-
ries of anti- immigrant movements spread across the twentieth century, 
undocumented Mexicans have become the victims of rising levels of dis-
crimination and violence. Increased drug and human smuggling from the 
1970s forward have further contributed to widespread negative perceptions 
of the border and Mexicans in general. Mexican Americans and other U.S. 
Latinos— often cast as “illegal immigrants” regardless of their status— also 
suffer from anti- immigrant sentiments and policies. In the late twentieth 
century, U.S.- Mexico relations became more tense as neoliberal econo-
mies symbolized by NAFTA benefi ted the United States more than Mex-
ico, and wealthy business own ers more than the working- class or indige-
nous communities of each country. In response, mestizos and native 
peoples in Chiapas turned to the Mexican revolutionary Emiliano Zapata 
for inspiration in their struggles. If Villa had seemed an uplifting symbol 
for marginalized Mexicans and Mexican Americans in Tucson, Zapata 
became an advocate for the landless poor in Mexico during the 1990s. 
These developments, however, tell only part of the story. Another, the one 
told  here, is how the U.S.- Mexico borderlands after World War II defi ed 
simple claims about the opening or closing of the border.

In the de cades following World War II, the Arizona- Sonora border-
land remained a space shaped by its diverse cross- border exchanges. Busi-
nesspeople and politicians in Arizona and Sonora forged a Sunbelt bor-
derland characterized by massive investments in and promotions of 
growth, modernization, and progress. Borderland economies evolved as a 
result of international collaborations, and economic developments on one 
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side of the border greatly affected the other. In these de cades of dramatic 
economic transformation, the populations of Arizona and Sonora ex-
ploded, and cities in both states grew as many thousands of immigrants 
came to work in defense and manufacturing industries and in factories 
related to the agricultural and ranching operations that surrounded cities. 
Cross- border expressions of friendship infl uenced by Roo se velt’s Good 
Neighbor policy shaped the way a regional elite described cross- border 
relations because they established solidarity against international po liti cal 
threats, smoothed the way for commercial exchange, and appealed to 
Mexican Americans in Arizona. Entrepreneurs like Alex Jácome and Igna-
cio Soto grew wealthy through the expansion of postwar borderland econo-
mies and  rose to inclusion among the elite of each state. But the vast 
majority of borderland residents— especially many native people on both 
sides of the border and a majority of Mexican Americans in Arizona— 
remained eco nom ical ly, po liti cally, and socially marginalized. Labor and 
civil  rights organizations fought alongside them against ongoing class 
and racial discrimination.

Even though most businesspeople and politicians— Jácome’s and 
Soto’s ideological heirs— continued to promote cross- border unity through 
economic, cultural, and social exchanges, from the late 1960s and early 
1970s forward, economic and demographic patterns changed again, giv-
ing rise to the immigration and border debates that rocked Arizona into 
the twenty- fi rst century. The end of the Bracero Program, the Hart- Celler 
Act, rising levels of unemployment and indebtedness despite the growth of 
maquiladoras, and civil wars in Central America led to increased Latin 
American migration into the Arizona- Sonora borderland. These factors 
coincided with the hemispheric escalation of Cold War tensions and fi nan-
cial crises on both sides of the border, as well as a marked rise in violence 
and discrimination against immigrants and other Latinos in the United 
States regardless of their citizenship status. Arizonans tortured Mexican 
immigrants and called Central American refugees Communists and eco-
nomic threats. Immigrant and civil rights groups defended them and 
helped determine the shape of the IRCA. By the late twentieth century, 
confl icts on both sides of the border made postwar notions of progress 
seem romantic. Many Arizonans and Sonorans struggled to determine 
what kind of community theirs would become. Would the international 
line and other borders of race and class make divisions seem insurmount-
able, or would Arizonans and Sonorans redouble their efforts to forge 
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cross- border friendship and solidarity while simultaneously acknowledging 
that these pursuits had not, in the past, always led to social justice and 
equality?

In the early twenty- fi rst century, these questions yielded mixed 
 answers. On the one hand, cross- border exchange continued, and the 
economies of Arizona and Sonora remained as connected as ever. People 
throughout the region continued to visit Tucson every February to cele-
brate La Fiesta de los Vaqueros. Arizona tourists still traveled to Sonora’s 
cities and beaches, while Sonorans visited Tucson, Phoenix, and other 
destinations. Even though Jácome’s department store had closed de cades 
earlier, Mexican consumers spent more than $300 million per year at Ari-
zona’s big- box stores, malls, shopping centers, and resorts. University stu-
dents in Tucson and Hermosillo still participated in exchange programs, 
and Kinophiles on both sides of the border worked to have their hero beati-
fi ed by the Vatican. These cross- border relationships seemed to point to the 
recognition among Arizonans and Sonorans that their futures remained 
tied to each other.

On the other hand, University of Arizona students invited criticism 
for disrespecting Mexican culture by fl inging tortillas into the air at their 
commencement ceremonies instead of graduation caps. The Occupy 
movement in Tucson camped for months in the park where the Villa 
statue has sat for thirty years, demonstrating that Pancho Villa remained a 
symbol of social and class confl ict. Indigenous groups in Arizona and So-
nora continued to struggle against centuries- old patterns of violence and 
neglect. The U.S. Border Patrol increasingly policed  O’odham lands 
searching for drug- and human- smuggling activities, and made it more dif-
fi cult for them to cross the border, even within tribal lands. Along with the 
proliferation of harsh immigration laws and the growing presence of the 
U.S. Border Patrol in Tucson, these realities made it seem that the 
Arizona- Sonora borderland would remain a space besieged by confl ict.1

More than any other single issue, the immigration of undocumented 
Mexican workers defi ned the U.S.- Mexico borderlands in the public 
sphere. Even though IRCA was supposed to offer a permanent solution, 
critics had almost immediately labeled the law a failure. Ongoing debates 
led to the articulation of increasingly punitive proposals in the 1990s and 
beyond, as undocumented immigrants continued to enter the United 
States and, as many had predicted, Latinos became victims of the bill’s 
employer sanctions. Fearful employers refused to hire immigrants, even 
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those in the United States legally. In 1994, Californians passed Proposi-
tion 187, a law that would have denied undocumented immigrants access 
to basic health and education ser vices. Several states tried to pass versions 
of the law even though the California Supreme Court had rejected it. Both 
IRCA and Proposition 187, designed to stop the fl ow of undocumented im-
migration, instead impeded historical patterns of circular migration. Many 
undocumented immigrants remained in the United States rather than re-
turning to Mexico, fearing they would not be able to come back.2

National leaders followed up on IRCA by proposing and enacting 
laws that militarized the border and made enforcement their top priority. 
Rather than protecting immigrant rights, Operation Gatekeeper led to 
the construction of border fencing and the placement of more U.S. Bor-
der Patrol offi cers along the California border. Operation Hold the Line 
did the same in Texas. The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 
Responsibility Act of 1996 made it easier to deport undocumented immi-
grants and created the controversial 287(g) program, which authorized 
some local and state police to enforce immigration laws. The terrorist at-
tacks of September 11, 2001, increased demands for border enforcement 
based on the logic that Middle Eastern terrorists might bring weapons across 
the border. U.S. Senators, including Demo crat Ted Kennedy and Republi-
cans James Sensenbrenner, John Cornyn, John McCain, and John Kyl, 
proposed bills that, among other things, would have mandated harsh 
prison sentences for undocumented immigrants, permitted the use of 
drones to track them, and limited the ability of U.S. citizens to offer them 
aid. These built on familiar proposals such as increased border patrols, 
a new guest- worker program, and an electronic employment- verifi cation 
system akin to employer sanctions. No proposal passed Congress, how-
ever, and, in early 2013, IRCA remained the last comprehensive immigration 
reform act.

Arizona played an expanding role in national debates about immigra-
tion and the border. Voters passed their own version of Proposition 187 and 
the U.S. government Operation Safeguard, which aimed to crack down on 
undocumented immigration through Nogales, Sonora, and mimicked 
Gatekeeper and Hold the Line. As Gatekeeper, Hold the Line, and Safe-
guard increased enforcement in border cities, immigrants increasingly 
crossed through the Sonoran desert, where thousands died of heat exhaus-
tion. By the late 1990s, more undocumented immigrants entered the United 
States through Arizona than any other point along the U.S.- Mexico 
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border. Border Patrol offi cers arrested hundreds of thousands of them ev-
ery year, and the Tucson sector of the Border Patrol, which moved its 
headquarters in the early twenty- fi rst century to the northern edge of 
Davis- Monthan Air Force Base, became the busiest in the nation in both 
undocumented immigrant apprehensions and marijuana seizures. New 
vigilante organizations formed their own border patrols, most notably the 
Minuteman Project. Governor Janet Napolitano declared a state of emer-
gency because of the fi scal burden that undocumented immigration placed 
on Arizona. Maricopa County sheriff Joe Arpaio conducted raids in Mexi-
can and Mexican American communities and forced detained migrants to 
live in open- air prisons under inhumane conditions. Meanwhile, groups 
like the Coalición de Derechos Humanos and No More Deaths com-
bated the state’s rising anti- immigrant sentiment, along with newer groups 
like Puente Arizona. By the early twenty- fi rst century, Arizona had be-
come the front line of immigration and border confl icts, or “ground zero,” 
as one leading scholar put it.3

Rising anti- immigrant sentiment in the state targeted both Mexicans 
and Mexican Americans. Many  were quick to blame Mexicans for the 
murder of rancher Robert Krentz only a few miles from where the Hani-
gans tortured their victims. The charge was never proven. Governor Jan 
Brewer signed the anti- immigrant law, S.B. 1070, one month later, and 
even though the bill had been in the works for some time, many suspected 
that Krentz’s murder was its immediate impetus. Brewer falsely claimed 
that Mexican cartels had dumped beheaded bodies in the Arizona des-
ert, thereby feeding fears of Mexican violence and criminality. Despite 
the reality of a conservative state legislature that had defunded health and 
education spending, she blamed Mexicans for the state’s failing hospitals 
and schools. Less than two weeks after she signed S.B. 1070, Brewer 
signed  House Bill 2281 (H.B. 2281), which outlawed ethnic studies classes 
in Arizona from kindergarten through twelfth grade. Mexican and Mexi-
can American communities saw this latest bill as another effort to erase 
their history and culture. By outlawing ethnic studies classes, Arizona 
threatened to prevent future generations from even learning about S.B. 
1070 or H.B. 2281. Both bills came at a moment when white Arizonans felt 
more threatened than ever by changing demographics that promised to 
make them a minority sometime in the twenty- fi rst century. In addition to 
being punitive mea sures against Latin Americans and Latinos living in 
the United States, the bills also weakened the transnational ties that have 
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connected Arizona and Sonora for almost two centuries. In a basic sense, 
this book shows that Arizona was not always this way.

As debates became increasingly polarized— with people on all sides 
of the issue growing more and more entrenched in their own positions, 
articulating tired arguments, and offering little reason to hope for accord—
Sonora- based artists Alberto Morackis and Guadalupe Serrano sought to 
spark a new dialogue with their sculpture Border Dynamics. They crafted 
four humanlike fi gures that  were fourteen feet tall and weighed nine hun-
dred pounds each. They posed the fi gures leaning against a border wall 
made from the same leftover Vietnam- era steel that reinforced the actual 
U.S.- Mexico border fence. The fi gures are visually striking. Their fi ery 
fl esh and angular composition resemble José Clemente Orozco’s Pro-
metheus mural at California’s Pomona College, which also encourages 
viewers to continually question knowledge as they acquire and produce it. 
The sharp edges and rigid steel of their bodies evoke the fi xity and narrow- 
mindedness of those on both sides of the international line who  were un-
compromising in their views of cross- border relations. But their fl esh, 
contemplative expression, and name—“dynamics,” a word that means the 
forces responsible for creating change and causing motion— also suggest 
fl exibility. The fi gures therefore demand a critical rethinking of the 
Arizona- Sonora border and borders in general.

Morackis and Serrano had worked together since the 1990s, using as 
their studio a bullfi ghting ring two miles south of the border, in Nogales, 
Sonora. Together they formed the group “Taller Yonke,” or “Junk Shop.” 
Both held part- time jobs in maquiladoras and schools, but by the early 
twenty- fi rst century they  were working full time as artists, receiving a 
monthly commission from the Municipio de Nogales to create public art. 
Morackis and Serrano built Border Dynamics piece by piece and then 
welded it together just before the installation along the border. With the 
same fl oodlights that the Border Patrol used to spot undocumented immi-
grants entering the United States, the artists bathed their pieces in light at 
a small unveiling ceremony in January 2003. After several months in So-
nora, Border Dynamics moved to Tucson when the University of Arizona 
purchased the piece. Ever since, the sculpture has stood on campus.4

The Beyond Borders Binational Art Foundation, the nonprofi t or ga-
ni za tion that commissioned Border Dynamics, originally planned to dis-
play the piece on both sides of the U.S.- Mexico border, with two of the 
four fi gures pressing up against the border wall in Nogales, Sonora, while 
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the other two leaned against the wall in Nogales, Arizona. But just before 
the sculptures went up in the United States, a Border Patrol offi cer in 
Arizona informed the foundation’s director that all four fi gures had to stay 
in Mexico. Because there was a drug- and human- smuggling tunnel at 
the spot where the artists planned to place the sculpture, the offi cer claimed, 
Border Dynamics would interfere with the patrol’s surveillance efforts. The 
offi cer also cited safety and security concerns, such as the risk that immi-
grants might use the sculptures to ease their entry into the United States. 
They might jump the fence and shimmy down the fi gures, perhaps cut-
ting themselves on the sculpture’s jagged steel edges.5

The meaning of Border Dynamics varied according to the placement 
of the fi gures on one side of the border or the other and on each viewer’s 
perception of the border. The fi gures might represent immigrants seeking 
to cross the border to fi nd jobs in the United States or Mexicans reinforc-
ing the barrier between the United States and Mexico in an effort to limit 
U.S. infl uence. They might also represent vigilantes trying to protect 
Arizona against the so- called Mexican invasion or businesspeople who 

Border Dynamics. (Photograph by author.)
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meta phor ical ly toppled the border with their easy crossings. At the Uni-
versity of Arizona, two fi gures pressed against one side of the wall while 
two pressed against the other instead of having all four fi gures on one 
side, as in Nogales. Placed on the same side of the wall, the fi gures oper-
ated in concert, but pushing on both sides, they demonstrated the ten-
sions between them and emphasized the necessarily binational character 
of immigration and border debates.6

The material and composition of the fi gures also informed their 
meaning. Their rusting steel, sharp angles, and resin fl esh represented 
both the hard labor that Mexicans performed in the United States and also 
the set views of immigrant- rights advocates and anti- immigrant vigilantes, 
who  were entrenched at opposite sides of a discourse on civil and human 
rights. Lacking skin— and more important, skin color— the fi gures alluded 
to the raceless, humanist, and universal impulses of the piece, evoking 
Morackis’s sentiment that “every border” dividing people “is the same.” 
Their hardened fl esh hinted at the emotions that got buried as immigrants 
struggled to reach the United States, as well as the tough façade with 
which politicians, border residents, and others have approached border 
issues.7

As an integrated  whole that nevertheless enabled contradictory inter-
pretations, Border Dynamics embodied the complexity of immigration and 
border debates in the twenty- fi rst century. The fl esh and steel of the fi gures 
and the force they exerted on both sides of the border revealed the dual 
meaning of dynamics— motion and change— and therefore critiqued the 
state of border debates. Instead of rigidly opposed views that never met eye 
to eye, Border Dynamics called for a new conversation based on principles 
of fl exibility and change. As Morackis has said, “People on both sides think 
of the border as a bad place,” but “it’s also a point of shock, a point of 
discovery.”8

Like Border Dynamics, this book seeks to start a new conversation 
about the border. By focusing on the recent history of the Arizona-Sonora 
Sunbelt borderland, it only begins to reveal the history of the U.S.- Mexico 
borderlands since World War II. At a time when many Americans increas-
ingly pronounce the dangers posed by our border with Mexico and by 
Mexican immigrants in general, vibrant cross- border exchanges between 
Arizona and Sonora demonstrate that the border has always signifi ed 
many things at once even though public discourse in the early twenty- fi rst 
century has by and large characterized it as a single and hard dividing line 
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between countries, races, and civilizations. As Border Dynamics suggests, 
though, we imbue the border with meanings that are fl exible and can 
change.

In the twenty- fi rst century, contradiction and polarization seem to 
characterize all aspects of life in the U.S.- Mexico borderlands. The U.S. 
economy depends on undocumented Mexican laborers, yet U.S. citizens 
have sought to bar their entry. Virtually all politicians and media portray 
Mexican immigrants as undocumented laborers. Even if they emphasize 
different characteristics— that they are hard workers or violent criminals— 
they nevertheless ignore the cultural, educational, and other exchanges 
that also constitute transnational migration between the United States and 
Mexico. An unexceptional fact about both countries throughout the post-
war era has been their support for wealthy elites at the expense of working- 
class communities on both sides of the border, enabling the interpretation 
that the border is less a divide between two nations and more a line sepa-
rating haves and have-nots.

People on both sides of the international line must acknowledge these 
contradictions, recognize their reliance upon migrant labor for the food 
they eat and the clothes they wear, and strive to fi nd the points at which 
the border— both arguments about it and the thing itself— is most fl exible 
and open to change. Even as immigration and border debates seem hope-
lessly bogged down by black- and- white disputes, postwar histories of cul-
tural and commercial exchange between Arizona and Sonora can re orient 
conversations around the multiple points of unity, division, affi liation, 
kinship, and alienation that have characterized the U.S.- Mexico border-
lands. An ac know ledg ment that dynamics between the United States and 
Mexico are far more complicated than public debates have recognized will 
not by itself solve the many challenges presented by the border, but it is a 
necessary beginning point if there is hope for a just future for all people 
within and beyond both nations.
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In many ways, this book is an exploration of the histories that led to my family’s settle-
ment in Tucson after World War II. They came from different places: West Virginia, 
Pennsylvania, Panama, Colombia, Mexico, and the Philippines. My grandfathers, who 
 were tech sergeants in the U.S. Air Force, traveled the hemi sphere before landing at 
Davis- Monthan Air Force Base. When they retired from the military, they held mainte-
nance, dishwashing, and mining jobs. When miners went on strike, women picked up 
work, cleaning  houses to support the family. Grandma Dorla tells stories about her rela-
tives far away, back east, and Grandma Gloria tells stories about her parents, Pete and 
Anna Lujan. Pete was the fi rst person to sell Pepsi in Safford, Arizona, Grandma Gloria 
says, and everyone in town spoke of Anna’s superior customer ser vice at J. C. Penney’s. I 
am so lucky that all four of my grandparents have seen this story through to the end. In 
ways that I was not aware of when I began this book, they— and their children, my 
parents— inspired me to write it.

At Yale University, I had terrifi c graduate mentors. Stephen Pitti continues to amaze 
me with his generosity, thoughtfulness, precision, and fun spirit. John Mack Faragher is 
a sharp critic and great role model, Alicia Schmidt Camacho has always pushed me to 
think critically about the U.S.- Mexico borderlands, and Gil Joseph helped me consider 
the possibilities of transnational Mexican history. Also encouraging my work on this 
book from its earliest stages  were other teachers at Yale, including Jean- Christophe 
Agnew, David Blight, Jon Butler, Seth Fein, Matthew Frye Jacobson, Kellie Jones, and 
Patricia Pessar. Florence Thomas and Marcy Kaufman of Yale’s Department of History; 
Victorine Shepard in American Studies; Nancy Phillips in Ethnicity, Race, and Migra-
tion; and Carl Pullen at Sterling Memorial Library— all of whom made Yale run smoothly 
for me. I thank them for their patience, guidance, and help.

Chicago is now home, and I have  here an extremely supportive and talented 
group of friends. I could not fi nd better people to work with than the scholars in North-
western University’s Department of History, Program in Latina and Latino Studies and 
Program in American Studies. From the very beginning of my time  here, I have felt 
their belief in me. Thanks also go to the students in my classes on Latino and U.S.- 
Mexico borderlands history; Northwestern’s College of Cultural and Community 
Studies; and Valerie Jiménez, Melissa Santana- Rivera, and Melanie Hall, spectacular 
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doctoral students all. It has also been a plea sure to cochair the Newberry Library’s Seminar 
in Borderlands and Latino Studies with Marc Rodríguez, John Alba Cutler, Benjamin 
Johnson, and Jason Ruiz. Thanks also to Danny Greene, Liesl Olson, and others at the 
Newberry for supporting such engaging conversations. I have spent one year away from 
Northwestern, splitting my time as a visiting scholar at Stanford University’s Center for 
Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity and as a visiting fellow in Prince ton Uni-
versity’s Department of History. Many thanks go to Albert Camarillo and Jeremy Adel-
man for mentoring me and arranging my stay, and to the many other colleagues and 
friends who made that year a delight.

Organizations and individuals on both sides of the border have helped bring this 
book to completion. At Yale, I received generous funding from an A. Bartlett Giamatti 
Fellowship, the Council on Latin American and Iberian Studies, the Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, the Howard R. Lamar Center for the Study of Frontiers 
and Borders, and a Robert M. Leylan Dissertation Fellowship. I am also grateful for fi -
nancial assistance from the Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellowship Program, the Ford 
Foundation, the Kinney/Tesoro Foundation, the Social Science Research Council, the 
Or ga ni za tion of American Historians, Northwestern University’s College Fellows Pro-
gram, and the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation. As good as gold, ex-
tremely knowledgeable archivists gave generously of their time, especially at the Ari-
zona Historical Society, Special Collections at the University of Arizona, the Arizona 
State Museum, the Arizona State Library, the Arizona Historical Foundation, the 
Pimería Alta Historical Society, the National Archives and Rec ords Administration (in 
College Park, Mary land, and Riverside, California), la Universidad de Sonora, el Cole-
gio de Sonora, Mexico’s Acervo Histórico Diplomático de la Secretaría de Relaciones 
Exteriores, and Mexico’s Archivo General de la Nación. Grecia Ramírez helped me in 
Tucson, and Benjamín Alonso Rascón helped me in Hermosillo.

Since beginning this book, I have received wise feedback from many generous lis-
teners and readers. For inviting me to present pieces of this book at their schools, I thank 
my hosts at the University of Houston, the University of Michigan, California State Uni-
versity at Fullerton, the University of Southern California, the University of Arizona, Indi-
ana University, Yale University, Harvard University, Prince ton University, and Dartmouth 
College. Thanks also go to the amazing participants in the Tepoztlán Institute for the 
Transnational History of the Americas. For reading and commenting on parts of my 
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