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As immigrants from Mexico arrived, they descended on friends or relatives, where often

several families were already crowded together. The laws of hospitality were inviolable; noone was denied a roof or food during the first days, but after a while each person was to

fend for himself. They streamed in from towns south of the border, looking for work, with

nothing to their names but the clothes on their backs, a bundle over their shoulders, and

the will to get ahead in that Promised Land where, they had been told, money grew on

trees and a clever man could become an impresario with his own Cadillac and a blonde

on his arm. What they had not been told, however, was that for each success, fifty were

left by the wayside and another fifty went back home defeated, nor did they realise that

they themselves would not benefit but were destined to open the way to the children and

grandchildren born on that hostile soil. They had no idea of the hardships of exile, how

they would be abused by their employers and persecuted by the authorities, how much

effort it would take to reunite their family, to bring their children and old people, or how

great would be the pain of telling their friends goodbye and leaving their dead behind.

Neither were they warned that they would quickly lose their traditions, or that

recollections would corrode and leave them without memories. There was no way they

could have foreseen that they would be the lowest of the low. But had they known, they

might still have undertaken that voyage north.

Immacula and Pedro Morales were ‘wire-cuttin’ wetbacks’ and, rocking with laughter,

liked to tell how many times they had crossed the border, sometimes swimming the Rio

Grande and other times cutting wire fences. They had returned to their native land

several times on vacation, entering and leaving with children of all ages and even the

grandmother, whom they had brought from her village after she was widowed and her

mind began to fade. After several years they obtained legal papers, and their children

were born as American citizens. There was always room at the Morales’ table for new

arrivals, and the second generation grew up hearing stories of poor devils who crossed

the border hidden like contraband in the false bottom of the truck, or who jumped from

moving trains or crawled underground through old sewer pipes, always with the terror of

being caught by the immigration officers, the feared ‘Migra’, and sent back to their

country in tethers after being booked as criminals. Some were shot by guards or died

from hunger and thirst; others smothered to death in secret compartments of vans run

by the ‘coyotes’, whose business it was to transport desperate people from Mexico to a

town on the other side. At the time Pedro Morales made his first trip, Latinos still had the

feeling they were reclaiming territory that had always been theirs.

For them, slipping across the border was not a crime but a righteous adventure. Pedro

Morales had been twenty then; he had just completed his military service, and as he did

not want to retrace the footsteps of his father and grandfather, impoverished campesinos

on a hacienda in Zacatacas, he decided to make the trip north.

‘The gringos are all crazy: they put peaches on meat and jam on fried eggs; they take

their dogs to the beauty parlor and don’t believe in the Virgin Mary; men wash the dishes

inside the house and women wash cars outside on the street, wearing a bra and short

shorts that show everything. But if we don’t have anything to do with them, we can live

the good life,’ Pedro reported to his betrothed.
