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ABSTRACT 
The Bracero Program has continually captured the research interests of 

historians. Academics have evaluated the legislative proceedings and the questionable 

inner structures of Public Law 78 as well as the program‟s most exploitative aspects. 

More recent trends have considered the braceros as historical actors as well as themes 

of identity formation, and gender and class within the program. Most of these works 

however are nationally-based studies with few providing information on specific 

regions and states. 

Therefore this thesis will combine two under-researched areas within the 

Bracero Program by examining PL 78‟s effect in the construction of the identity of 

several West Texas community members and on the braceros themselves. The goal of 

the thesis is to demonstrate that the braceros and the community participants co-

existed and that the construction of their own identities was in direct relation to their 

perception of the „other.‟  The first chapter evaluates the complex paternalistic and 

racist attitudes of regional associations and local farmers towards braceros and the 

program. The second chapter demonstrates the culturally connected but often hostile 

perspective of Mexican American people towards the braceros and the program and 

how class influenced attitudes. The third chapter analyzes the experiences of braceros 

laboring in the South Plains and Trans Pecos areas both in terms of the attitudes and 

treatment they experienced and felt, and in terms of their own assessment of the 

experience. 
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CHAPTER I 
THE BRACERO PROGRAM IN WEST TEXAS, 1951-1964 

 

The word “bracero” derives from the Spanish word brazo, which translates into 

the English word “arm.” The term bracero literally translates as “arm-man,” whose 

meaning foreshadowed the actions that the “arm-man” would undertake once 

introduced into the fields of the United States.
1
 Nearly five million braceros would be 

contracted in twenty-four states across the nation from 1942-1964; over a million of 

these men would be contracted in Texas alone during the 1950s and 1960s.
2
 However 

most studies of the Bracero Program have had a national focus; only a few state and 

regional histories chronicle the program and even fewer examine the role of the 

program on the identity formation.   

My thesis will build on these studies in new ways.  First it will examine an 

under studied region, that of West Texas and the South Plains. The Trans Pecos region 

including Reeves and Pecos counties and the South Plains region, including Lubbock 

County are underrepresented in accounts of Mexican Americans in Texas even though 

the population in Lubbock, Texas, had an estimated 10,000 Mexican Americans living 

in the barrio post World War II.
3
 Lubbock County was one of the largest urban areas 

of the South Plains during the 1950s and 1960s and one of the region‟s largest 

producers of cotton. The South Plains region alone produced 40% of the state‟s cotton, 

                                                 
1
Kitty Calavita, Inside the State: The Bracero Program, Immigration, and the I.N.S. (New York: 

Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc., 1992),1.   
2
 Texas was unable to contract braceros legally until 1947 because of the existing discrimination within 

the state towards people of Mexican descent. Ibid., 20. 
3
 Andrés A. Tijerina, Graduate Studies: A History of Mexican Americans in Lubbock County, Texas, 

(Lubbock: Texas Tech Press, 1979), 48. 
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“with eight of the state‟s ten most productive counties being in the Lubbock area.”
4
   

More importantly it will examine the way the program shaped the identities and 

attitudes of those it touched, including agribusinessmen who argued for it, farmers 

who employed braceros, local Mexican Americans, and the bracero himself.  By using 

oral histories and archival materials, the thesis will examine how the consciousness of 

the “other” formed the identity of each group; the farm owner and agribusinessman, 

the Mexican American, and the bracero developed their self-identity through their 

attitudes and perspectives of each other. 

Oral histories help historians recreate the world of the past. In her article, 

“Narrative Themes in Oral Histories of Farming Folk,” Melissa Walker, stated that 

oral histories can be used to, “learn more about the lives of rural folk. Oral interviews 

have been central to the recounting of agricultural history in the twentieth century.”
5
  

This study demonstrated that oral history can be used in agricultural and labor history 

and demonstrated the importance of including the working class farmers and laborers.  

Not only do oral histories play a key role in historical reconstruction, but they 

are vital in ethnic studies, such as Mexican American history. Maggie Rivas-

Rodriguez began the Mexican Americans and World War II Oral History Project at the 

University of Texas at Austin in 1999 and has recorded and documented the lives and 

stories of several hundred Mexican American veteranos and their familias.
6
  Oral 

histories have also been largely utilized in Latina studies with Chicana historians such 

                                                 
4
 Ibid., 40.  

5
 Melissa Walker, “Narrative Themes in Oral Histories of Farming Folk,” Agricultural History, Vol 74 

No 2, (2000), [340-351], 340. 
6
 Ed. Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez, Mexican Americans and World War II. (Austin: The University of 

Texas Press, 2005), xi. 
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as Vicki L. Ruiz, Sandra Cisneros, and Devra Anne Weber to name a few. In her 

article, “Raiz Fuerte: Oral History and Mexicana Farmworkers,” Weber stated,  

Oral histories enable us to challenge the common confusion between the 

dismal conditions of the agricultural labor system and the internal life of 

workers. They enable us to understand, as Jones and Osterud suggest, the 

relationship for Mexicanas between the economic system of agriculture and 

community, politics, familial and cultural life. Oral histories help answer (and 

reconceptualize) fundamental questions about class, gender, life and work, 

cultural change, values and perceptions neglected in traditional sources.
7
 

 

Currently The Institute of Oral History at the University of Texas at El Paso is 

also conducting an oral history project called The Bracero History Archive, which has 

collected several hundred interviews, several of which are utilized in this thesis.
8
  At 

the end of the sessions, the majority of the interviewees noted how the program helped 

sustain their families in Mexico after they journeyed to the United States to find work; 

they stated how the program helped their future business ventures in Mexico, and how 

the program eventually helped some men to gain citizenship and a better life in the 

United States.
9
 The use of bracero oral histories has become more common when 

                                                 
7
 Devra Anne Weber, “Raiz Fuerte: Oral History and Mexicana Farmworkers,” The Oral History 

Review, Vol 17 No 2 (1989), 48. 
8
This information was taken from the exhibit on the braceros located at the Paso Al Norte Immigration 

Museum organized by The Institute of Oral History at the University of Texas at El Paso, funded by the 

Ford Foundation. The program is directed by Kristine Navarro and currently has all the recorded 

interviews online for the public to view and has the majority of those interviews transcribed, also 

available online. These oral histories detail the process of becoming a bracero, the processing period, 

life as a bracero including the hardships faced, the return to Mexico, and how the braceros are faring 

today. Though oral histories have their limitations when reconstructing the historical past, they are still 

vital elements and can be used to support written documentation. The oral histories conducted by the 

university in the project are thus important when chronicling the entirety of the bracero experience, 

from the gruesomeness of the program to the benefits derived from working with the program as well as 

life for the former bracero after termination in 1964.  
9
 In their work, Apple Pie & Enchiladas: Latino Newcomers in the Rural Midwest, Ann V. Millard & 

Jorge Chapa stated, “The passage of amendments to the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) in 1965 

allowed many former braceros and their families to apply for citizenship under the legal provisions for 

entry for family members.” Ann V. Millard and Jorge Chapa et al., Apple Pie & Enchiladas: Latino 

Newcomers in the Rural Midwest, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), 33. The previous 
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evaluating the Bracero Program as demonstrated by the current publications on 

braceros and Public Law 78.    

The vast literature that chronicles various aspects of the Bracero Program and 

its participants are diverse in their themes. Some detail the legislative proceedings of 

the program and the debates surrounding the continuation of the program, others 

incorporate contemporary theories about identity and class into different aspects of the 

program, many examine the exploitation of the guest workers and the corruptness of 

the administration of Public Law 78, and a few portray the braceros as active historical 

agents. However regional studies that incorporate all four elements are rare.  

Previous work that was written about the Bracero Program has looked at the 

construction of the bilateral agreement between Mexico and the United States such as 

the 1965 article “Public Law 78: A Tangle of Domestic and International Relations” 

by James F. Creagan. Other authors have evaluated the debates of the interest groups 

involved in the continuation and termination of Public Law 78 such as Richard B. 

Craig and his 1971 work, The Bracero Program: Interest Groups and Foreign Policy. 

Kitty Calavita in her 1992 study, Inside the State: The Bracero Program, Immigration, 

and the I.N.S, has offered a critical view on the role of the INS during the program.  

Manuel García y Griego in his 1980 study The Importation of Mexican 

Contract Laborers to the United States, 1942-1964: Antecedents, Operation, and 

                                                                                                                                             
statement was extracted from Richard Mines and Douglas S. Massey, “Patterns of Migration to the 

United States from Two Mexican Communities,” Latin American Research Review 20:104-124.Millard 

and Chapa continue, “In fact, over the next 15 years, more than 1 million Mexican immigrants gained 

documents giving them permanent residence in the United States.”
9
 Ibid. This statement was extracted 

from Rafael Alarcón, Migrants of the Information Age: Indian and Mexican Engineers and Regional 

Development in Silicon Valley Working Paper no. 16, Center for Comparative Immigration Studies, 

University of California-San Diego, 2000.  However, not all braceros benefited from the guest worker 

program as detailed in their oral histories.  
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Legacy evaluated the program and its legacy on future migration patterns and relations 

between the United States and Mexico, as well as documented two major Texas-

Mexico open border incidents that affected international negotiations.
10

 Rodolfo 

Acuña in his 1972 work, Occupied America: The Chicano’s Struggle Toward 

Liberation analyzed the construction of the program and the dire affects it had on the 

domestic Mexican and Mexican American labor force which resulted in a series of 

strikes. When, “the U.S Department of Labor had decreed that braceros would be paid 

$1.40 an hour. The domestic pickers received 20 to 30 cents an hour less,” a strike 

broke out in a joint effort between Mexican and Filipino workers which resulted in a 

guarantee of equivalent pay.
11

 However the effect on the bracero himself is excluded 

from the work; it is limited to the effects only on the domestic farm labor population.   

Erasmo Gamboa and his 1990 book, Mexican Labor and World War II: 

Braceros in the Pacific Northwest, 1942-1947 has written an important regional case 

studies of areas outside the Southwest.
12

 One of the few works that chronicles, “the 

interaction of the so-called Mexicans in Lubbock County, Texas, with the American 

culture in that county,” is a master‟s thesis written by Andrés A. Tijerina, A History of 

Mexican Americans in Lubbock County, Texas."
13

  

                                                 
10

, Manuel García y Griego, The Importation of Mexican Contract Laborers to the United States, 1942-

1964: Antecedents, Operation, and Legacy, working papers in U.S-Mexican Studies, 11 University of 

California, San Diego, 1980. 
11

 Rodolfo Acuña, Occupied America: The Chicano’s Struggle Toward Liberation, (San Francisco: 

Canfield Press, 1972,), 176. 
12

 Erasmo Gamboa, Mexican Labor and World War II: Braceros in the Pacific Northwest, 1942-1947, 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990). 
13

 Andrés A. Tijerina, Graduate Studies: A History of Mexican Americans in Lubbock County, Texas, 

(Lubbock: Texas Tech Press, 1979), 5.  
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Historian Alex M. Saragoza stated in his 1990 essay, “Recent Chicano 

Historiography: An Interpretive Essay,” that “the historical rendering of the 

immigrant– who came with the Bracero program, who overcame “operation wetback,” 

and the termination of the bracero program in 1964, and who continued to arrive 

thereafter – awaits an author.”
14

 More importantly he suggested that, “Significantly 

this neglect suggests a persistent flaw in Chicano scholarship: the tendency to 

underestimate the importance of continuing immigration, including the complexities 

of Chicano-Mexicano relations in the formation of Chicano communities since World 

War II.”
15

 In 2000, Sociologist Pablo Vila in his work, Crossing Borders, Reinforcing 

Borders: Social Categories, Metaphors, and Narrative Identities on the U.S-Mexico 

Frontier, evaluated how border residents in the El Paso-Juarez region used, “social 

categories, metaphors, and narratives… [in the] process of identity construction,” and 

how the residents used, “discursive devices…to make sense of the „other‟ and, in the 

same process, of themselves.”
16

 This study will attempt to utilize the same model as 

Vila; however it will use the Bracero Program as the device that formed the various 

identities within the Texas communities and that of the bracero‟s during the 1950s and 

1960s.    

During the Post World War II era, native-born Mexicans began forming their 

identity as Mexican Americans. However, the racial tension between the Anglo 

population and the Spanish speaking community that dated the pre-World War II 

                                                 
14

 Alex M. Saragoza, “Recent Chicano Historiography: An Interpretive Essay,” Aztlan Vol 19 No 1 

(1990): 36. 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Pablo Vila, Crossing Borders, Reinforcing Borders: Social Categories, Metaphors, and Narrative 

Identities on the U.S-Mexico Frontier, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000), 2.  
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period affected their goal of becoming first class citizens during the 1950s.  For 

example, earlier works documenting the racial tensions during the late 19
th

 and early 

20
th

 century in Texas include, David Montejano‟s work, Anglos and Mexicans In the 

Making of Texas, 1836-1986 and Roberto R. Treviño‟s article, “Facing Jim Crow: 

Catholic Sisters and the „Mexican Problem‟ in Texas”
17

 In Mexican Americans: 

Leadership, Ideology, & Identity, Mario T. García, examined the negative stereotypes 

of Mexicans as being lazy and ignorant and speaking poor English, as portrayed 

through the mass media.
18

 In Apple Pie & Enchiladas, Millard and Chapa stated, 

“From the perspective of most Anglos, the newcomers bring problems with them, 

rather than encountering them locally through systematic exploitation by local 

business people and “corporate culture.”
19

 Another work by Mario T. García, The 

Making of a Mexican American Mayor: Raymond L. Telles of El Paso, examined the 

stereotypical question of if a “Mexican” had the intellectual capacity to effectively run 

a town, to which the Mexican American community in 1955 wrote that, „It is time,‟ to 

prove that they [Mexican Americans] are „intelligent enough.‟
20

  

Not only did preexisting racial stereotypes thwart the Mexican American goal 

of first class citizenship, but the arrival of temporary contract workers from Mexico 

further complicated their social and economic goals. This introduction of foreign 

workers of similar ancestry and heritage in “their” fields and homeland caused at times 

                                                 
17

 David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, (Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 1987), 235. Roberto R. Treviño, “Facing Jim Crow: Catholic Sisters and the „Mexican 

Problem‟ in Texas.” Western Historical Quarterly 34 (Summer 2003), 141, 144 
18

 Mario T. García, Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology, & Identity, 1930-1960, (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1989), 215. 
19

 Millard and Chapa et al., Apple Pie & Enchiladas, 3. 
20

 Mario T. García, The Making of a Mexican American Mayor: Raymond L. Telles of El Paso, (El 

Paso: Texas Western Press, 1998), 49.  
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hostile resentment towards the braceros. Individual Mexican Americans might feel 

threatened and culturally attached to their counterparts. Mexican American‟s negative 

attitudes toward foreign-born nationals, whether braceros or illegal immigrants, are 

documented by several historians. For example, “Ten Myths about Latinos,” an essay 

included in Millard and Chapa‟s, Apple Pie & Enchiladas, describes the negative 

stereotypes towards recent immigrants, including the prejudices of the present 

Mexican American population towards their Mexican counterparts. 

Ignacio M. García argues, Viva Kennedy: Mexican Americans in Search of 

Camelot, that,  

While not Anti-Mexican, the American G.I Forum did lay part of the blame for 

Mexican American unemployment and low wages on the Mexican workers. In 

practice, their advocacy for better conditions for farm and migrant workers did 

not distinguish between legal and illegal, but in theory and articulation, the 

Forum leaders projected a prejudicial attitude toward Mexican workers.
21

  

 

Zaragosa Vargas‟s Labor Rights are Civil Rights: Mexican American Workers 

in Twentieth-Century America, also documents the tension between the braceros and 

Mexican and Mexican American domestic laborers. Vargas argues that labor rights, 

including the right to strike, was a civil rights issue since it dealt with discrimination 

within the workplace and with discrimination in non-work areas such as housing.
22

 

Other historians have stressed the idea that Mexican Americans had positive 

attitudes towards the braceros and Mexican illegal immigrants because of the cultural 

and ancestral connections.   In Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano 

                                                 
21

 Ignacio M. García, Viva Kennedy: Mexican Americans in Search of Camelot, (College Station: Texas 

A&M University Press, 2000), 36.  
22

 Zaragosa Vargas, Labor Rights are Civil Rights: Mexican American Workers in Twentieth-Century 

America,(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005).  
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Movement in Houston. Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. argues that “the mutual experience 

they shared as targets of racism and discriminatory treatment in Texas society,” 

created a bond between the Mexican American and Mexican communities who shared 

a common identity as “Mexicanos.”
 23

  Timothy Matovina‟s Guadalupe and Her 

Faithful: Latino Catholics in San Antonio, from Colonial Origins to the Present also 

presents a potential source of unity in the cultural ties of Mexican heritage.
24

  

Some of the new work in Mexican American studies that focus on identity 

formation and a reexamination of immigration issues have included braceros in their 

studies as well. For example, historians George J. Sánchez and his book, Becoming 

Mexican American, Mae M. Ngai in her work, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and 

the Making of Modern America, and David G. Gutierrez and his study, Walls and 

Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity have 

revisited the program and placed the guest workers in these new contemporary studies.  

In Becoming Mexican American, George J. Sánchez explored the issues that 

previous historians of Mexican American history had overlooked when presenting 

literature on the identity formation of the Mexican American population in the United 

States. In his work, Sánchez argued that the immigration experienced by different 

groups are diverse and that in the bipolar model of opposing sides, it does not have to 

be either or, but it is a multifaceted process of cultural adaptation in the process of 

becoming Mexican American. The complexity of this process and the struggles of the 

                                                 
23

 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. Brown, Not White: School Integration and the Chicano Movement in 

Houston, (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2001), 37. 
24

 Timothy Matovina, Guadalupe and Her Faithful: Latino Catholics in San Antonio, from Colonial 

Origins to the Present, (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2005). 
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Mexican Americans to achieve this status were thus complicated by the presence of 

Mexican nationals in the presence of Anglo superiority.
25

 

In his work, Walls and Mirrors, Gutierrez also examined these cultural, 

ancestral, and economic ties between the Mexican Americans and the Mexican 

immigrants. He stated, 

Although working-class Mexican Americans are painfully aware that Mexican 

immigrants have competed with them for scarce jobs, housing, and social 

services and that the immigrants have contributed to the perpetuation of racial 

animosities between Anglos and Mexicans, they have drawn very different 

conclusions from these circumstances. Noting that Americans seem to 

discriminate against Mexicans whether they are U.S. citizens or not, Mexican 

Americans oriented in this way can see little difference between  their position 

in American society and that of more recent immigrants. From their point of 

view, as one elderly Mexican American woman put it to the historian Albert 

Camarillo, „We were all poor. We were all in the same situation.‟” 
26

 

 

Gutierrez explored an area outside of diplomacy and economics in his highly 

acclaimed work. This work allowed the researcher to explore the diverse attitudes that 

develop when placing two ethnically and culturally similar peoples in a region where 

the main difference is their temporary legal status which will complicate the goals of 

the Mexican Americans striving for first class citizenship.  

The study by Ngai dissected both elements of identity and diplomacy as she 

traced the origins of the program beginning with the bilateral agreement, continuing 

that it was a form of colonial labor, as well as inserting how the concept of the “other” 

was prevalent in U.S citizens‟ attitudes towards the braceros and other Mexican 

immigrants and how this affected the bracero‟s experience in the United States. The 

                                                 
25

 George J. Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los 

Angeles 1900-1945, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 45. 
26

 David G. Gutierrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of 

Ethnicity, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 5. 
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present study furthers her thesis and demonstrates how the concept of the “other” 

affected the formation of the different identities of all the participants in the bracero 

experience.
27

  

Not only was the experience of immigration diverse, but so were the 

experiences of Mexican Americans in the United States. One important factor, often 

ignored in the earliest studies of Mexican American experience, is the presence of 

class differences within the community.  Differing factors such as job stability, 

citizenship status, and position within the workforce also affected the attitudes of the 

location population, including both the positive and negative attitudes towards the 

braceros. In his article, “Class and Consensus: Twentieth-Century Mexican American 

Ideology in Victoria, Texas,” Anthony Quiroz considered the class divisions that 

existed within the community of Victoria, Texas.  

Investigating four Mexican American organizations, he concluded that a cross 

class coalition existed between the middle and working class Mexican Americans who 

shared a common goal of entering the professional class even while maintaining parts 

of their culture in subtle forms of resistance.
28

 Richard A. Garcia in, “Class, 

Consciousness, and Ideology – The Mexican Community of San Antonio, Texas: 

1930-1940,” also focuses on class, but finds a community fundamentally divided by 

separate interests and goals.
29

   

                                                 
27

 Mae M. Ngai, Impossible Subject: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2004), 133. 
28

 Anthony Quiroz, “Class and Consensus: Twentieth-Century Mexican American Ideology in Victoria, 

Texas,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly, Vol CIX No 1 (July 2002).   
29

 Richard A. García “Class, Consciousness, and Ideology – The Mexican Community of San Antonio, 

Texas: 1930-1940,” Aztlan, Vol 9, (1978), 24. 
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Some historians have distinquished what they see as a class based reaction to 

braceros, that focuses on working class Mexican Americans. Historian Manuel G. 

Gonzalez states that,  

…braceros often displaced native-born workers and tended to depress 

agricultural wages.  

This suggests that the attitude toward braceros would likely be more negative 

among the Mexican-American working class, which was adversely affected by 

the program, and more positive among the ethnic middle class, people whose 

jobs were secure.
30

    

 

As the Mexican Americans were attempting to address the problems affecting their 

communities, having Mexican nationals present hindered their progress. García stated, 

“This new political perception magnified the detachment of the Mexican American 

middle class from the working-class community.”
31

 These differences, along with the 

complication of political goals and civil rights objectives, affected the attitudes of the 

Mexican and Mexican American community towards the braceros as well as formed 

their own perception of who they were in relation to who the braceros were and how 

the public viewed them; docile, passive, victims.  

In most studies of Mexican American identity and in most studies of the 

national debates, braceros are either absesnt of presented only as victims, as exploited 

workers, with little power or voice. Saragoza also argued in his 1990 essay, “The few 

works on braceros, for instance, tend to chronicle primarily their exploitation as 

workers.”
32

 This is not surprising since many of these studies were part of the very 

arguments against that program itself.  The most important of these early studies is 

                                                 
30

 Manuel G. Gonzales, Mexicanos: A History of Mexicans in the United State, (Indiana: Indiana 

University Press, 1999), 175. 
31

 García, Viva Kennedy, 7. 
32

 Saragoza, “Recent Chicano Historiography,” 36. 
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that of Ernesto Galarza who in his work, Strangers in Our Fields, and Merchants of 

Labor: The Mexican Bracero Story: An account of the Managed Migration of Mexican 

Farm Workers in California 1942-1960, explained the recruitment process, the stories 

of humiliation of being examined at the reception centers, and the long and gruesome 

trip of being transported to the final destination where the bracero would work from 

sunrise to sundown.
33

  

Henry P. Anderson‟s 1961 study, The Bracero Program in California with 

Particular Reference to Health Status, Attitudes, and Practices, (later printed in 1964 

re-titled, Harvest of Loneliness), also evaluated the internal exploitative nature of the 

administration of the program as it occurred.
34

 Gilbert G. Gonzalez and his 2006 work, 

Guest Workers or Colonized Labor:  Mexican Labor Migration to the United States, 

also examined the exploitative nature of the program and compared it to a form of 

colonial labor, which could best be understood as similar to the more “traditional 

forms of colonial labor exploitation” of British and French colonialism.
35

 

However these works tended to portray the braceros as passive victims, 

however in other studies one is able to view the bracero as an active historical agent, 

contrary to the belief during the 1950s and 1960s. For example, historian María 
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Herrera-Sobek in her work, The Bracero Experience: Elitelore versus Folklore uses 

Mexican literary works to challenge the negative stereotype of the guest workers as 

passive victims.  

Another work, Los Braceros: Memories of Bracero Workers 1942-1964 by 

José-Rodolfo Jacobo also provides readers with many brief personal accounts of the 

bracero experience. A recent dissertation by Ana Elizabeth Rosas considers how 

bracero migratory patterns affected family dynamics, and how “these families 

embodied, appropriated, and challenged governmental conceptualizations of 

immigrant work, family, and progress.”
36

 Deborah Cohen suggests that guest workers 

were a “new kind of historical actor, transnationally gendered and classed,”
37

 whose 

migration “disrupted and provided the mechanisms to resecure gender and class 

subjectivities and claims….”
38

 Cohen‟s article can be used as a model when future 

scholars of the Bracero Program attempt to surpass the informative works of PL 78 

and move to analyze the affects of the program on the individual participants with new 

theories and trends in history.  

 

Therefore in order to further examine the affects of the Bracero Program upon 

the construction of the various identities within the communities and the bracero the 

thesis begins with an evaluation of the paternalistic attitudes of the Anglo farmer and 
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agribusinessman as exhibited through the written documentation and various oral 

histories debating the continuance of the program.  

Those supporters of Public Law 78 at the regional level included the West 

Texas Agricultural Employers Group, the Trans Pecos Valley Cotton Association, and 

the El Paso Valley Cotton Association.  The minutes from the National Farm Labor 

Users committee and local oral histories, along with minutes from the regional 

associations will demonstrate the concept of their identity as it is defined in terms of 

the bracero as the agribusiness men and farmers implement policies and oppose 

amendments that did not seem reasonable to the them during the extension reports and 

hearings.  This chapter demonstrates how the Anglo farmer‟s perception of the bracero 

as the content docile “other” helped construct his  self-identity as a paternalistic figure 

in the world of the bracero. 

The next chapter evaluates the complex attitudes of Mexican Americas using 

oral histories from the region, and considers how the presence of the bracero 

influenced their self-identity. The guest workers, though seasonal, temporary, guest 

workers, were visible components in society even when their interaction with the 

outside population was limited. However the transient status of the bracero 

complicated the economic objectives and civil rights goals of the local Mexican 

American and Mexican resident population. The poorer working-class Mexican 

Americans of this region were not only competing for jobs and wages with the 

braceros, but they also were subjected to the negative impact of being classified as 

“Mexican,” or of Mexican descent. This situation generated intense racism and 
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discriminatory practices, as well as second-class citizenship for Mexican Americans 

given that the Anglo population tended to group together all Spanish speaking peoples 

into the category of “Mexican.”  

The last chapter will be an evaluation of the bracero‟s positive and negative 

experiences in areas such as the living and working conditions on the labor camps and 

in the relationships with other braceros, their employer, and with the local Mexican 

American population.  These experiences and the lifestyle north of the border 

ultimately impacted the bracero‟s final decision to either return to their homeland or 

reside in the United States permanently. These experiences also revealed the guest 

worker‟s class and ethnic consciousness during their contracts.  

Once at the regional level, historians can view the debates of local 

agribusinessmen and farmers and analyze their various motives for continuing the 

program as well as their attitudes of the guest workers. At the local level, historians 

can also view how the domestic workforce attitudes changed once the temporary 

laborers were present in the adjacent fields and how the presence of the guest workers 

complicated their own economic objectives and civil rights agendas. Regional studies 

will also demonstrate the difference of laboring in West Texas agriculture as 

compared to South Texas or another state, as well as the different treatment of the 

workers which was both equitable and discriminatory. Lastly the Bracero Program can 

be used as a device to illustrate how one group‟s perception of the “other” assists the 

construction of self-identity.  The braceros are no longer invisible workers, but active 

agents in the historical process as many lived productive lives at the termination of the 
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program. However the alternative must also be viewed as many ex-braceros and other 

current farm workers still remain homeless and continue the struggle for survival and 

for the back pay rightly owed to them decades later.   
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CHAPTER II 
AGRIGBUSINESSMEN, FARM OWNERS, AND PATERNALISM 

IN THE CONTINUANCE OF PUBLIC LAW 78 
 

In the 1940s and 1950s as Mexican Americans were striving against being 

branded as second-class citizens, the attitudes towards Spanish speakers varied 

between hostility and tolerance. Racist stereotypes of Hispanics included images of 

laziness, ignorance, and having animalistic traits.
39

 For the laborers of Mexican 

heritage, basic profiling included submissiveness, docility, and being non-resistant as 

well as the notion that Mexican men were physically built and made to work in the 

sun, as their tanned skin made working under such conditions more tolerable. For 

example, in his 1971 work on the Bracero Program and the influence of interests 

groups, author Richard B. Craig stated suggestively, that because of the 

sociopsychological climate of the Mexican peasant he was accustomed to, “living, and 

indeed thriving, in a virtual state of physical and mental peonage,” and was thus 

prepared, “for his role as the servile, hard-working, seldom complaining, perpetually 

polite bracero”
40

.  

These degrading attitudes of the braceros from the Anglo community and farm 

owners still exist. For example, in a phone interview with Mr. Donald Shilling in 

2008, a retired farmer from Slaton, Texas, a statement was given both reflecting some 

of the stereotypes towards Spanish speaking people, yet also countered post World 
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War II beliefs about Mexican laborers.  Though he did not personally employ 

braceros, he still remembered the program and its effects decades later.  

While reminiscing about the Bracero Program, the men, cotton farming, and 

his family, the retired farmer stopped and spoke about the problems of the program, 

one of which was the language barrier. While Shilling never employed braceros, his 

brother did, and he remembered how difficult it was to communicate with the men. 

What he could not understand and to this day cannot understand is why “those people” 

tried so hard to maintain their language. In his viewpoint, while in America, one 

should speak English. He recalled his family‟s German ancestry and said his family 

learned English, as should everyone else since it is the dominant language in the 

United States.  

Then he related a story concerning the language barrier problem. He said his 

brother had an extremely hardworking bracero who would go up and down the rows of 

cotton at a remarkable speed. He said his brother attempted to help the bracero by 

advising him to pick two rows of cotton at a time, which would help him pick the 

same amount of cotton without having to work so fast. His brother left and when he 

came back, he found that the bracero was gone. He went to the receiving center in 

Lubbock, Texas and there was the bracero sitting down. At this point he asked 

someone to help him communicate with the bracero and ask him why he left the farm. 

The bracero responded that the farmer wanted him to pick two rows of cotton at a time 

at the same speed he was doing one!
41
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What this story illuminates are the complexities in the attitudes of the Anglo 

population towards the guest workers. Farmers could hold dogmatic beliefs about the 

cultural practices of Spanish-speaking peoples, such as maintaining their native 

tongue, while at the same time seeing themselves assisting the bracero in a 

paternalistic way.  However, by the late 1950s, the farmers had a more difficult time 

convincing the general public and the rising opposition to the program that importing 

braceros was in the best interest of America, the farmer, and the bracero. Similarly 

they had trouble maintaining the control they had over the regulation of the program 

without governmental interference. In 1956, the Joint United States-Mexico Trade 

Union Committee sponsored the report on bracero labor conducted by Dr.  Ernesto 

Galarza, Research Director for the National Agricultural Workers Union.
42

 Galarza 

spent four months researching the program and the inhumane conditions the braceros 

endured, including the uninhabitable barracks and the unequal wages. He showcased 

the, “continuing injustices under the Mexican Contract Labor Program,” with the goal 

being to, “induce Congress to take…long-overdue action.”
43

  

As a result the farmers had to take extreme action to prove to the public that 

the program was in the best interest of agriculture and that the braceros were in good 

care so that they could maintain the power with limited government involvement they 

enjoyed when the program began. For example, in March of 1957, Agricultural Life 

released a picture filled magazine promoting a beneficent of the program and the 

bracero. The magazine stated, “Foremost among his achievements is sound health 
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brought about by a nutritionally –balanced and plentiful diet of his native dishes plus 

fresh eggs, milk, and fruits. His improved physical well-being is maintained by a 

competent medical care and treatment…”
44

  

Of course a different view emerges from interview with former braceros who 

did not like American food and stated that at times, there was not enough food for 

everyone in the camp when provided this dining service. Fernando Rodríguez, a clerk 

typist for the Río Vista Processing Center located in Socorro, Texas remembered a 

story about the eating habits of the braceros. When he was twelve years old, he used to 

work for a small market store that sold foodstuffs to a local farmer who employed 

braceros. As an errand boy, Rodríguez would go across the street to the farm where 

the braceros were located and retrieve their food orders. He noticed that several of the 

men would request at least three or more cans of a meat with a picture of a dog on the 

can. He would bring the can which turned out to be dog food, to the men, because as 

he stated, he did not know if they were eating it or if they had a dog. Later he did find 

out that they were using the “meat” to make burritos.
45

 Several other braceros also 

noted that they had mistakenly been eating dog food as well.
46

  

This idealized national image of quality of care and services the farmers 

believed they provided during the program has remained in the memories of former 

bracero contractors forty-five years later at the regional level. By analyzing the 
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statements provided by regional players across the nation who supported the 

continuation of the program as they struggled to initiate policies that catered to their 

own interests and which suited their belief that they knew what was best for the 

bracero, one is able to view how the perceptions of the bracero influenced the complex 

business-like and paternalistic identity of the local farmers and agribusinessmen at a 

time when they had to argue diligently for the continuation of the program and combat 

the increasing power of the Secretary of Labor.  

The wartime industry of World War II followed the same patterns of World 

War I. As unskilled laborers leaving the South and West and heading to regions where 

the wartime factories were booming and offering factory jobs, a labor shortage 

emerged in agriculture. To resolve this, the United States, However World War II, 

“waived virtually all barriers to the importation of nonpermanent foreign labor and 

facilitated an uninterrupted demand-based flow for the war‟s duration.”
47

 Thus the 

presidents of the two nations, the United States and Mexico, signed an accord on July 

23, 1942, and the agreement commenced on August 4. The first wave of legal 

contracted labor from Mexico arrived in California on September 29, 1942 and lasted 

until 1947.
48

  

With the end of wartime labor shortages in the fields, the program ended in 

1947. However, from 1948 to 1950 the importation of Mexican labor continued under 
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the 1917 Immigration Act with over 200,000 laborers contracted.
49

 In 1951, the 82
nd

 

Congress approved Public Law 78 and later extended it until 1964 with amended 

versions. During this time period, the program was extended from December 31, 1953 

to December 31, 1955, June 30, 1959, June 30, 1961, December 31, 1961, and 

December 31, 1963 when another two year extension it was requested but denied, to 

extend to December 31. 1965. However, it did have a one-year extension to December 

31, 1964, the year of complete termination of the program.
50

 

The origins of Public Law 78 began on February 27, 1951 with the 

introduction of S. 984 by Senator Allen J. Ellender of Louisiana, chairman of the 

Senate Agriculture Committee. This new legislation, Title V, was added to the 

Agriculture Act of 1949, which, “enable[d] an agency of the United States government 

to recruit Mexican braceros, and to make the United States government guarantor of 

individual work contracts.”
51

 A total of nine sections, 501-509, listed under Title V-

Agricultural Workers gave the Secretary of Labor supervision over the system. For 

example, Section 501 gave the Secretary of Labor authority to supply the U.S with 

Mexican nationals in times of labor shortages. He was also given authority to establish 

and operate the recruiting centers for the braceros and to provide transportation for the 

braceros from these recruitment centers to their U.S place of employment and back 

again once their contract was complete. The Secretary of Labor was also to provide 
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the braceros with medical care.
52

 Most importantly, at least to the agribusiness lobby, 

the Secretary of Labor had to determine that there were no domestic workers available 

in the area, that employing braceros would not affect the wages and working 

conditions of the natives, and that contractors had made efforts to acquire domestic 

employees.
53

 Employers would eventually challenge the power and role of the 

Secretary of Labor insisting that the employers, not the government, knew what was in 

the best interest of the employees.
54

  

The first seven years after the enactment of Public Law 78 in 1951, were fairly 

stable. From 1952-1959, the federal government and the farmers had few conflicts of 

interest in the program. However the period after 1959 was to be filled with disputes 

between the employers of braceros and the government.
55

 In addition, the opponents 

of the program were stiffening their resistance and by 1960, Edward Murrow‟s 

documentary, Harvest of Shame, was broadcast, informing and shocking the public of 

the deplorable working conditions that the bracero faced while harvesting America‟s 

crops, just as Galarza had done in 1956.
56

 

The West Texas Agricultural Employers Group was an organization 

established on January 8, 1959 by the advocates of the program to present, “a united 
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front on farm labor problems from the Plains area.”
57

 During its existence it 

functioned as a network of farmer organizations and farm employers in the South 

Plains who worked to build support for the continuation of the Bracero Program and to 

oppose any amendments which would conflict with the farmer‟s or labor contractor‟s 

interest. The initial group had nineteen paid members, including the Loop Labor 

Cooperative, the Howard County Farm Association, and the Panhandle Grower‟s 

Association. At this meeting, permanent executive officers installed by the association 

included Joe Sooter of Muleshoe, as president, Wright Boyd of Lamesa, TX as vice-

president, and Clyde Paschal of Lubbock as secretary-treasurer. Ed Dean replaced 

Paschal in 1960. The WTAEG consisted of committees on By-laws, Finance, and 

Legislative/Policy.
58

  The El Paso Valley Cotton Association was also another 

association of farmers and farm employers who contracted bracero labor in Texas. 

This association represented 481 farm and ranch members of the association in the El 

Paso metropolis industrialized area.
59

  

From 1959 until 1964, Public Law 78 was extended four times. During this 

period, the National Farm Labor Users Committee, the West Texas Agricultural 

Employers Group, and other supporting organizations testified at several 

congressional hearings and meetings, debating over the issues presented by groups 

that supported the program and organizations that opposed the continuation of the 
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program. Those in favor of extending Public Law 78 with few amendments included 

the Mexican National labor users organizations, agribusiness men, several 

Congressional Representatives, such as Bracero Program supporter, George Mahon 

(Texas), W. R. Poage (Texas), E. C Gathings (Arkansas), Charles M. Teague 

(California), and Allen J. Ellender (Lousiana), George D. Aiken (Vermont), and 

Milton R. Young (North Dakota), to name a few.
60

  Those who opposed the 

continuation of PL-78 believed the program had caused drastic problems for domestic 

workers. The poor living conditions facing the laborers was considered only after the 

problems of domestic workers. Those who opposed the program included 

Congressional members George McGovern (South Dakota), Benjamin S. Rosenthal 

(New York), Hon. Harold D. Cooley (North Carolina), and James H. Morrison 

(Louisiana), to list a few.
61

 Others who opposed the program included consisted 

interest groups such as unions and religious organizations.   

Throughout the concluding years of the program, the two factions debated the 

power of the Secretary of Labor to implement different policies. As employers of 

braceros, the farmers preferred minimal governmental interference in their enterprises 

and opposed all amendments that gave the Secretary of Labor power to regulate wages 

and to place hiring restrictions and limits on the duties of the bracero.  

The arguments by the supporters of the PL 78 in 1963 resulted in a one year 

extension of the program. The statements centered around the benefits the program 
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provided America‟s farmers. For example, the supporters stated there was a decline in 

the use of domestic farm labor because domestic workers were, “unwilling to accept 

seasonable agricultural employment.” Then using more negative language that 

expressed the racist and discriminatory sentiment towards Mexican and Mexican 

Americans during this time period, the supporters stated the program had, “virtually 

eliminated the wetbacks, illegal aliens who once swarmed across our southern border.” 

Lastly the supporters believed the program was beneficial to the two nation‟s 

economies when they stated the program has been an, “aid to the Mexican economy;” 

and that the program had been an economic aid to the United States because the 

money sent back to Mexico will eventually return in one way or another to America.
62

 

These self-interest arguments were fixated on the benefits PL 78 had to America and 

its citizens, without giving any regard to the laborer on whose services the farmer 

depended on.   

Those who opposed the program countered each of these arguments by stating 

that unemployment in America continued to be at high levels and that the braceros 

depressed the wages of the local workforce. Activists, such as Ernesto Galarza, who 

opposed PL 78, also publicized the exploitation the braceros faced in the labor camps. 

For example, in February 1959, the National Advisory Committee on Farm Labor 

released a Report on Farm Labor. The report contained sections with titles such as, 

“Children of Misfortune,” which detailed the exploitation of the farm workers and the 

adverse effect of this exploitation on the laborers and their families, including 
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braceros.
63

 Many Mexican leaders opposed the program‟s harmful effects to the 

familia. The father was away for months or years at a time which could ultimately 

result in the children growing up without a male role model, or the husband obtaining 

a new family in the United States. Those who opposed the program also stated that, 

“Public Law 78 did not end wetbacks,” since during the first three years of the 

program, illegal entries increased.
64

 However, these various arguments for and against 

the program must be evaluated in order to analyze the attitudes of the agribusinessmen 

and the employers towards the program and the guest workers. 

Thus, the debates between national and regional bracero employers and the 

Department of Labor covered wage regulation, hiring restrictions, and ultimately what 

the braceros could and could not be used for. On July 28, 1959, a letter from 

Commissioner Maurice Acers of the Texas Employment Commission to Mr. Roy B. 

Davis in Lubbock, General Manager, Plains Cooperative Oil Mill, included 

information discussing the previous year‟s debate regarding the issuance of a 

prevailing wage rate for the program. Acers stated that, “both the consultants and the 

Commission felt that our employers were much better qualified to know which rates 

were unusual which rates were representative in the areas involved.”
65

 Walter 

Bednarz, a retired farmer from Slaton, Texas who owned over 180 acres and employed 

nine braceros during the 1950s, agreed decades later with the notion that the farmers 
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should decide their own wages for their employees. To him, as for others, the wage 

was a private contract and, “that was the way it was and should have stayed, it was an 

offer between the farmer and the worker.”
66

  

Also under Section 503 of Title V, the Secretary of Labor had the 

responsibility of making sure that the domestic workers of the region were not affected 

by the braceros by making sure the farmer was doing everything in his power to 

recruit and employ domestic workers first. Acer‟s letter continued, “…the [Federal] 

Bureau of Employment Security established a set of regulations which the 

Commission felt was entirely unrealistic and unacceptable to Texas agriculture.”
67

 The 

private enterprise of agriculture, in the farmers‟ eyes and the state of Texas, was on the 

verge of being controlled by the government. 
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whereas cotton picking may take several months. (Trans Pecos Cotton Association 1947-1963, Box 2, 

Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas Tech University, Lubbock.) Numbers and 

approximations are derived from the author‟s personal spreadsheet produced to organize the bracero 

time cards.  
67

 Maurice Acers, Austin, Texas, to Roy B. Davis, Lubbock, Texas, 28 July 1959, West Texas 
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Tensions increased in October 1959 when Secretary of Labor James P. 

Mitchell released an investigation into the adverse affects of importing labor on 

domestic farm workers and farmers. The report, titled, “Report on Farm Labor 

Importation Urges Greater Protection of U.S Workers,” was written by a special group 

of consultants including, former U.S Senator Edward Thye (Minnesota), Dr. Rufus 

von Kleinsmid, Chancellor of the University of Southern California, Glenn E. Garrett, 

chairman of the Texas Council of Migrant Labor, and Msgr. George Higgins, director 

of the Social Action Department of the National Catholic Welfare Conference.
68

 The 

consultant‟s report stated that the Mexican Nationals were  

1)increasingly being used in year-round and skilled occupations 

contrary to the original intent of the legislation…2) wage rates in 

activities employing Mexicans have lagged behind the wage level for 

farm work…Employers of Mexicans tend to pay less to American farm 

help…3) U.S workers lack the protections afforded Mexicans who are 

brought into this country. Under an agreement with the Mexican 

Government, the imported workers are given guaranteed employment 

and free transportation, housing, and occupational insurance.
69

   

 

The first of the recommendations argued Mexican National laborers should 

only be used for temporary employment during crop shortages and should only be in 

the field of “unskilled nonmachine jobs.”
70

  The second list of recommendations 

involved increasing the power and authority of the Secretary of Labor over the wage 

rates and employment of the braceros. The exact recommendations state,  
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1)The Labor Secretary should be authorized to establish wage rates for 

Mexicans…2) to insure active competition among employers for the 

available supply of U.S workers by being empowered to refuse to 

certify employment of Mexicans unless…a) employers have first made 

„positive and direct recruitment efforts‟ to obtain U.S. workers…b) 

employment conditions offered are equal to those provided by other 

employers… c) U.S workers are provided benefits equivalent to those 

given Mexican nationals…
71

  

 

Secretary of Labor Mitchell agreed with the report and introduced a list of 

recommendations based on the findings to Congress.  

Several arguments against the findings and recommendations of the Secretary 

of Labor‟s consultants arose quickly. Despite rules forbidding it, many farms across 

the nation utilized guest workers annually instead of seasonally. West Texas 

employers insisted that such year round employment was necessary because domestic 

workers were not available. Testifying on behalf of the WTAEG, Howard Hurd of 

Brownfield, Texas asserted that, “I have need of 12-14 employees the year round. As 

stated before, I have been able to keep four workers from the domestic source. Thus, I 

must keep 8 to 10 braceros on my farm at all times.”
72

   

The Labor Department‟s report continued to fuel hostility. Wilford Kitten of 

Slaton who owned approximately 500 acres and employed 15 braceros in this era later 

believed that the government was, “not looking at the whole picture,” and should have 

been fair with both parties because there were matters that farmers could not control, 

such as the weather, insects, and the price of cotton.
73

 His view that the government 
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was not taking the farmer into consideration when placing these regulations to protect 

domestic workers and the guest workers reveals the self-interest of the farmer.  

Minerva Cheatum, a clerk typist at the Río Vista processing center in Socorro, Texas 

between the years 1957 to 1962, and the granddaughter of a bracero employer who 

contracted guest workers from the El Paso Valley Cotton Association also stated,  

I remember one of them broke his foot, and he couldn‟t work. [He] finally he 

went back to Mexico. It was a loss for the farmer, because the farmer could say 

nothing. If a man would have to go back to Mexico, he [the farmer] would 

have to pay again and contract another person. In other words, the farmer 

would lose what he had paid.
74

 

 

When asked how the bracero fared after his accident, Ms. Cheatum suggested that 

braceros fared better than many Americans:  

He got back to Mexico through the government. The United States had 

insurance on all of them, so the farmers all had insurance on the workers. 

Anytime that they got hurt, they were taken care of completely. Mexico asked 

the United States government [to provide] good housing for them [braceros]. 

They had to have inside plumbing, which a lot of families here in the town did 

not have…
75

 

 

The focus on the hardships of the farmer after the bracero was unable to perform again 

reflects the self-interest of the farm owner and the disregard for the well-being of the 

bracero. It also demonstrates a disapproving sentiment when the farmer was obligated 

to provide the bracero with “luxuries” many town people did not have. At the same 

time, Ms. Cheatum presented herself as a caring individual when she noted during her 

interview how she would attempt to speak to the braceros and ease their tension as 

they went through the contracting process because she knew they felt nervous about 
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being in a “foreign land.”
76

 These sentiments of self-interest yet almost motherly 

tendencies toward the braceros also reflect the paternalistic attitudes the farmers had 

during this time.   

The National Farm Labor User‟s Committee, The Mexican Users Meeting, and 

the West Texas Agricultural Employers Group also felt angry about the report. Those 

present at the National Farm Labor User‟s Committee at Statler Hotel in Washington 

D.C. on November 23, 1959 included twenty-six representatives with eleven from 

California, seven from Texas, three from Washington D.C, one from New Mexico, 

one from Colorado, one from Mississippi, one from Arizona, and one from Michigan, 

all of whom were labor users. During the meeting held on November 23, 1959 in 

Washington D.C., the employers‟ groups denounce this report as “biased, and 

incomplete, [and unfair to] the Farm Labor Program.”
77

 At the meeting, Jack Bias of 

the Growers‟ Farm Labor Association in Salinas, California suggested that the 

committee should object to the report and demand further investigation of the study. 

At a separate meeting held by The Mexican User‟s Committee, the members endorsed 

recommendations of the NFLU and added that the Secretary of Labor had not 

addressed or is unaware of the negative issues and hardships that the farmers face, 

after summarizing the views of the secretary regarding the exploitation of the 

laborers.
78
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The Mexican Users Group further argued that the Bracero Program benefitted 

the Mexican national who had proper housing and decent wages in the United States 

unlike workers of Mexico.
79

 Most employers of braceros believed this argument that 

being in the United States was ultimately beneficial and advantageous to the bracero. 

Kitten believed that the braceros who worked for him were very content with their job 

since they returned annually to his farm. In the perspective of the retired eighty-one 

year old farmer, he provided these, the “most hardest working fellas he had ever seen,” 

with decent housing including cemented flooring and running water, good wages, and 

even insurance.
80

 In his view, the braceros were happy to be living in cramped 

quarters, ignoring the extreme economic necessity, to be discussed in a later chapter, 

to leave their homeland and work in dire conditions to receive a substantially higher 

pay.  

In the concluding month of 1959, the WTAEG also discussed the “disturbing” 

recommendations of the October report and stated in a letter to members, that “In 

addition to fighting the above proposals you will also be confronted with minimum 

wage and crew leader registration legislation and unionization of farm labor.”
81

 They 

suggested that members take these matters into serious consideration. The agribusiness 

groups further oppose the Secretary‟s authority to establish a minimum wage rate and 

the threat of unionized farm labor, which threaten the program and its goals. These are 
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the same arguments discussed the previous year and the same that will continue in the 

following years. In a desperate attempt in 1959 by Joe Sooter, Director of the Plains 

Cotton Growers, President of the Bailey County Farm Bureau and Chairman of the 

WTAEG, and W.T (Bill) Millen, chairman of the Plains Cotton Growers farm labor 

committee,” prepared a report entitled, “The Farm Labor Hassle – It‟s Meaning to the 

American Housewife.”
82

 Within the statement, the men repeatedly stated the 

disastrous affects the termination of the program would have on the American 

housewife. The men stated that “any course of action that might result in an adequate 

supply of qualified „stoop-labor‟… would result in an inadequate supply of fresh and 

frozen fruits…”
83

  Thus, “the American  housewife, accustomed to serving a well-

balanced menu on a limited budget, becomes the real victim, and the dietary standard 

of her family is lowered.”
84

 

The debate continued into 1960 showing employer discontent with the findings 

of the report and with the Secretary of Labor himself. Supporters of Public Law 78 

also proposed new bills adding amendments to extend PL 78 and to reduce the power 

of the labor department and to increase the role of the employer. This faction 

supported a shared power between the Secretary of Labor and the Secretary of 

Agriculture, who might delegate his power to a local representative or farm advisor if 

desired, in regards to when determining the effect of the program on domestic 
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workers.
85

 The bills included the Dixon Bill HR 9869 introduced by Henry A. Dixon 

(Utah), and the McIntire Bill HR 9875 introduced by Clifford G. McIntire (Maine). 

These two bills essentially strove to limit the power of the Secretary of Labor, “in 

matters pertaining to regulations on Domestic Labor.”
86

  

During the NFLU Conference the majority consensus was that limits be placed 

on the power of the Secretary of Labor, or an “Amendment of the Wagner-Peyser 

Act,” be enforced.
87

 The Wagner-Peyser Act of 1933 had given the Secretary of 

Labor, power to issue regulations regarding wages and working standards which he 

implemented in 1959 for domestics in 1959, angering many employers.
88

 The 

conference also discussed the issues of the October 1959 report, or the Consultant‟s 

Report, which the grower‟s claimed did not recognize the increases in farm wages 

during the post WWII period and the progress that had been made in regards to the 

workers‟ housing facilities, transportation, and working conditions as well as the 

minimum wage standards.
89

  

Later, in March of 1960, the National Farm Labor Users held another 

Conference and discussed the introduction of a new bill, sponsored by George 

McGovern (South Dakota), which set up a plan for the gradual termination of the 

bracero program. The bill called for the extension of the program for five years, but on 
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the conditions that the numbers of braceros allowed to be imported be decreased by 

20% a year.
90

 McGovern introduced this bill because of the adverse affect of the 

program on small family farmers.
91

  Then in April of 1960 an amended version of the 

McIntire Bill was presented which involved the elimination of the Secretary of Labor 

from regulating wages, hours, and other conditions of employment of domestic farm 

workers; [and] “extends the Mexican Contract Worker Program until June 30, 1963.” 

Mr. Gathings (Arkansas) introduced these in the form of a bill to the Committee on 

Agriculture in May.
92

  

The many proposals, suggestions, reports, and recommendations provided by 

the labor users and from government-appointed committees investigating Public Law 

78 were ultimately left in the hands of Congress. After months of debating the 

extension of P.L. 78, the final decision resulted in a simple extension of the existing 

program for six months, ending on December 31, 1961.
93

  At this point, the attempt to 

strengthen to the power of the Secretary of Labor to better preserve domestic 

employment opportunities failed. However the argument would persist and grow 

stronger in later debates over PL 78.  

After PL 78 was extended to December 31, 1961, the network of contractors 

and representatives worked on what would become the final phase of the law. The first 
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step was a four year extension of the program under H.R. 2010 introduced by E.C. 

Gathings (Arkansas). Though it failed, it began an “eight-month struggle over the fate 

of imported Mexican labor.”
94

 In February 1961 the National Farm Labor Users 

Committee decided that, “To be effective this year testimony would have to be even 

more thoroughly prepared and presented than last year.”
95

 Thus, they proposed devise 

a series of statistics to present to the House Subcommittee on Manpower and 

Equipment. By showing the numbers of workers and their wages, they hoped to 

convince the committee that the program was in fact beneficial to the both labor 

contractors and to the Mexican national.   

The American Farm Bureau Federation had Matt Triggs, Assistant Legislative 

Director, present their position to extend PL 78 on March 6, 1961. The bureau argued 

that wages were not low but had in fact increased by more than 40% between 1950 

and 1960 nationwide, a belief commonly held by employers of braceros and their 

supporters. In the report he presented, Triggs stated Texas had only seen a 31.6% 

increase in wages for the ten year period with the laborers earning .554 cents per hour 

in 1950 and .729 cents per hour in 1960, a 17.5 cent increase.
96

 However, Assistant 

Secretary of Labor Jerry R. Holleman testified to the Board of the National Council on 

Agricultural Life and Labor on October 10, 1961, that in Texas the most common and 

lowest hourly wage rate that Mexicans were authorized for 1960 was .50 cents an 
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hour.
97

 Both Triggs and Holleman received this information from the United States 

Department of Agriculture.  

Finally on May 11, 1961, the House voted on an unamended extension of P.L. 

78 for the next two years, which pleased the growers and contractors.
98

 However in 

June of 1961, the Senate introduced four additional amendments which called for an 

expansion of the authority of the Secretary of Labor, now Arthur Goldberg, to place 

limitations on the numbers of braceros employed. The employers of the braceros 

would also offer similar conditions of employment to the domestic workers and the 

bracero would only be employed for temporary or seasonal work. He must also not be 

used to operate machinery.
99

 Debate on these proposals continued until October.
100

 

This was an issue that caused upheaval among the farmers.   

During July, the NFLU sent out a bulletin to all members including the new 

suggestions that a subcommittee of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry 

had sent for full consideration of the committee. These included an amended version 

of Title V that would include a new section in 502(2) which stated,  

to reimburse the United States for essential expenses, in amounts not to 

exceed $15 per worker…No workers recruited under this title shall be 

made available… unless the employer has made reasonable efforts to 

attract domestic workers at wages and standard hours [equal] to foreign 

workers…for employment in other than temporary of seasonal 

occupations,…for employment in which the worker operates power 

driven machinery… [and]…unless the employer offers and pays to both 
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domestic and foreign workers the wage which has been 

determined…by the Secretary of Labor…
101

 

 

During the wartime bracero use up to 1947, the government was responsible for the 

entire cost of importing the Mexican Nationals. Under Public Law 78, the cost was 

paid for by the farm labor supplying fund made up of fees paid by the employers, 

which provided reimbursements to the Department of Labor for things such as food, 

transportation, and medical care.   

However not all labor users were content with these amendments which placed 

limitations on their contracting. The West Texas Agricultural Employee Group 

referenced a letter written by Jim Bowden, a farmer who produced cotton, alfalfa, and 

livestock and President of the El Paso Valley Cotton Association to J. Banks Young 

Representative of the National Cotton Council on July 17, 1961, regarding the 

thoughts on the new proposed amendments. Bowden stated that, “So far as we are 

concerned, we are not prepared to accept any amendments at this time,” demonstrating 

that the domestic worker interest approach did not adhere to the farmer‟s and 

agribusiness men‟s commercial goals. 
102

  

The Senate‟s debate on the extension of PL 78 was similar with that of the 

House, in that it was a prolonged process with many new proposals and many 

rejections. Beginning in September of 1961, members of the Senate, such as Senator 

Allen J. Ellender (Louisiana), developed a series of proposals designed to amend PL 
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78 in the interest of domestic workers for the next two years. These new proposals 

involved limiting braceros to seasonal, temporary employment, unless the secretary 

permitted otherwise in cases of hardships, the braceros were not to be employed unless 

full effort was made to employ domestics at similar conditions offered to the braceros, 

and that the braceros were not to be permitted to work power-driven machinery, which 

could also be exempt by the secretary of labor.
103

  

However once presented to the House it was deemed unacceptable, with 

Representative George Mahon (Texas) stating that his, “constituents would not operate 

under such a restrictive law; they would rather have no program at all.”
104

  

Representative Mahon was also present at the 1961 and 1963 hearings on extending 

Public Law 78 and stated he viewed the program to be very beneficial to labor 

contractors and users. In September of 1961, at the Meeting of Labor and Cotton 

Interests, the users agreed with the thoughts of Representative Mahon, however then 

decided that they would agree with the Senate version even if they preferred the House 

and would oppose any additional amendment which included wage setting and 

machinery prohibitions.
105

  

However, the final approval of P.L. 78 was unsatisfactory to the farmers.  

Finally in October, the amended version of P.L. 78 was resolved, which included the 

reimbursement of the U.S for expenses accumulated under the title not exceeding $15 
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dollars per worker under Section 502. Also included was an amendment to Section 

503 stating that braceros could not be employed until, “reasonable efforts have been 

made to attract domestic workers,” an amended Section 504 which limited to the 

braceros to seasonal work unless permitted by the secretary of labor, and restricted the 

braceros from operating or maintaining, “power-driven self propelled harvesting, 

planting, or cultivating machinery,” unless permitted by the secretary of labor.
106

  

The final extension of P.L. 78 to December 31, 1964 would be the last 

amended version of Public Law 78 in the United States under the new Secretary of 

Labor, W. Willard Wirtz. The final decisions on the provisions of P.L. 78 grew out of 

many months of preparation, debate, rejection, and finally resulted in a compromise. 

Though the new version of P.L. 78 held many of the amendments requested by those 

who opposed the program, it did not incorporate Senator McCarthy‟s amendment 

which stated that, “braceros be paid at least 90 percent of the average national 

agricultural wage…” 
107

 As stated previously, the pay often varied while working in 

the cotton fields. The prevailing wages, theoretically determined by the Department of 

Labor, “would be calculated as the hourly wage that at least 40% of the domestic 

workers in that area earned…[and the 90-10 formula] applied to piece 

work,…guarantee[d] most braceros an effective wage of at least 50 cents an hour.”
108

  

In the end, the growers prevailed in some instances. They acquired a two-year 

extension after a heated debate, however their freedom to use braceros on machinery 
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was stripped. Now the farmers had to have permission from the secretary of labor to 

use the braceros in machinery. This can be seen in the case of Jim Bowen who had 

sent telegrams to Senator Lyndon B. Johnson, Senator Ralph Yarborough, and 

Congressman J.T Rutherford and the other to Secretary James P. Mitchell on 

December 6, 1960, requesting that the regulation prohibiting the use of the Mexican 

nationals on machinery be lifted because of the shortage of domestic labor during the 

closing of the cottons season.
109

 The request was denied in two letters, one addressing 

Senator Johnson written by Robert C. Goodwin, Director of the Bureau of 

Employment Security and the other to Mr. Jim  Bowden, President of the El Paso 

Valley Cotton Association from Frank E. Johnson, Assistant Director in Charge of 

Farm Labor, U.S Department of Labor, Bureau of Employment Security, both in 

responses to his telegram. The request was denied on the grounds that, “the intent of 

the Department of Labor is and has been to diminish the use of braceros wherever 

practicable and not to expand their use in skilled jobs.”
110

  

Of course, some farmers of the South Plains region also agreed with the 

prohibition of braceros in machine operations, however in the paternalistic view of the 

farmers, it was primarily for the safety of the bracero, as believed by Walter Bednarz 
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and Wilford Kitten, both of Slaton.
111

 Many of the braceros entering the United States 

to participate in agriculture were unskilled workers and the farmers felt that it would 

be dangerous for the bracero to operate machinery they were not experienced with; 

they could, “get hurt or killed.”
112

 Though several braceros later recounted their 

instructions in the use of heavy machinery and their mastery in this position, these 

farmers believed it would be too “dangerous” for an “unskilled” worker to operate. 

This paternalistic perspective of the local farmers differs from the business attitude of 

the national leaders of the Bracero Program who continued to plead for unlimited use 

of bracero labor in various areas of the farm as it would be cheaper to employ a 

bracero to work in a skilled machine operating position versus a domestic worker. 

Their skill however, was not acknowledged by the farmer and if other farmers did 

believe that the braceros were in danger, then they were willing to risk the safety of 

the guest worker in order to save a couple of cents per worker. Either way the farmer 

sees himself as the protector of either the bracero, or his own business.   

With the new amendments placed in PL 78, this provision could be altered 

because of the new feature of requesting additional permission from the secretary of 

labor to use the braceros in machinery, of which farmers took advantage of. For 

example in 1962, in a letter to Pecos farmer J.E Propp from Regional Director Tracy 

C. Murrell of the U.S Department of Labor Bureau of Employment Security located in 

Dallas, Texas on March 5, a request for an exception for the use of two Mexican 

Nationals in machinery was granted, on the grounds that they were only employed for 
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sixty days, “not paid less than $1.00 per hour,” and so that the employer has, 

“additional time to recruit, hire, and train domestic workers during the 60-day 

period.”
113

  

In 1963, Congress began what would be its final debates on the extension of 

PL 78. Opposition to the Bracero Program had increased and in order to get votes for 

any extension, Senator Ellender stated that the bill would be allowed to be terminated 

in 1964.
114

 As the contractors lost support within the House, the grower‟s exclaimed 

that while extreme hardships would occur in the US economy, terminating the 

program would actually have an overwhelming affect on Mexico. The Mexican 

Embassy stated that over 200,000 men would be without work.
115

  However, some 

Mexican politicians denounced this assertion. Federal Deputy Everardo Varela made a 

statement to the press stating, “Mexico possessed the resources and ability to handle 

any such problems in the long run.”
116

  The Mexican Department of Interior likewise 

insisted, “The [defeat of Public Law 78 extension] will not seriously affect the 

Mexican economy or cause serious unemployment. Displaced workers can be 

absorbed by Mexican industry…”
117

 Other Mexican labor leaders, such as Senator 

Fidel del Velasques, president of the Federation of Mexican Workers, “had always 
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opposed the bracero program as well as what he called the exploitation of cheap 

Mexican commuter labor by some U.S labor interest along the border,”
118

  

The Bracero Program, in its twenty-two year existence contracted 

approximately five million workers in twenty-four states and was a program that 

fluctuated between the interests of the employer, the interest of the Department of 

Labor and the resistance against the program in favor of domestic workers, and 

between those who supported the interest of the actual bracero.
 119

  

From the years 1959-1964, the West Texas Agricultural Employers Group, the 

National Farm Labor Users Committee, and the El Paso Valley Cotton Association, 

were involved in the many debates surrounding the extensions of PL 78 and the 

amendments that were or were not approved with it. Many of the main arguments of 

the employers during these years surrounding the extension of PL 78 involved the high 

amount of power and authority given to the secretary of labor, the attempt to regulate 

the wages, the regulations of housing and transportation, and employment of braceros 

on a year-round basis and the ability to use the bracero on machinery.  

The employers essentially wanted limited government power and involvement 

in their local operations so that they would have the authority and ability to set their 

own wages for their region and employ the amount of braceros to meet their own 

needs seasonally as well as place the bracero where the farmer needed him to be, 

because according to the farmer, they were the ones who knew how to regulate their 

industry the best. The employers also made arguments that the increase of 
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mechanization affected the farmers negatively in that it was expensive, may not 

produce the quality product-because of the shift of products due to the change of 

machinery, and that machinery even raised unemployment of the domestic worker and 

will drop the wages of the domestic employee.
120

  

The arguments of the government officials during this time were centered on 

the protection of the small farmers and the domestic workers. The officials used the 

power of the secretary of labor, and the policies of the current administration to 

implement amendments to PL 78 in order to secure the employment of domestics 

under similar conditions of the braceros. In the end, the pressure of the American 

public to stop the exploitation of the workers they had become accustomed to seeing, 

but not understanding, prevailed during this time period when all eyes were watching 

the United States and its treatment of minority people.  

What can be evaluated from the debates for the continuation or termination of 

the program however, are the attitudes felt by the Anglo farmers and the 

agribusinessmen. The farmers exhibited self-interest along with paternalistic attitudes; 

they still wanted to maintain control of the labor force, yet they understood it was a 

give and take relationship. Bill Alspaugh, an eighty-two year old retired farmer from 

Slaton, recalled, “if satisfied and treated fair [the laborer], he will work better for 

you.”
121

 The agribusinessmen however viewed the program in a completely self-

interested manner and did not express concern or acknowledged the bracero when 
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testifying for extending the program. Another dynamic that can be evaluated are the 

attitudes of the Mexican American population towards the braceros and the 

complexities of heritage and class issues involved. 
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CHAPTER III 
ATTITUDES AND PERSPECTIVES OF MEXICAN AMERICANS 

TOWARDS BRACEROS 
 

In 1954 Ernesto Galarza cited the goals of the Mexican American people as, 

“to settle down, establish a home, rear a family, and take a responsible part in 

community life.”
122

 When these simple goals were complicated by an outside force, 

tension arose. However, Galarza also recognized that, “Mexican Americans continued 

to have strong emotional attachments to Mexicans from the other side [the border].”
123

 

The complexity of these attitudes is reflected on the South Plains region of Texas. The 

entry of braceros as contracted bound laborers complicated the economic and social 

plight of the permanent resident Mexicans and Mexican Americans. The contract 

laborer could not leave his job for one that offered higher wages nor could he 

negotiate the wages he was given. This increased the exploitation of the bracero and 

permanently identify him as stoop labor, which in turn influenced Anglo farmers to 

identify this as the status appropriate for all people of Mexican heritage. Thus, this 

complication of goals affected the various positive and negative attitudes of the 

permanent residents of Lubbock County towards their Mexican counterparts as well as 

influenced the development of their own identity of being an American of Mexican 

descent.  

Prior to the arrival of the braceros, it was common for Mexican Americans in 

Texas to confront signs that read “No Dogs Allowed, No Mexicans Allowed,” as well 
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as segregated businesses such as movie theaters, beauty parlors, and unequal health 

and educational facilities.
124

 After sixty years, the story portraying life during late 

1940s and early 1950s in Sweetwater, Texas, at a city located 120 miles east of 

Lubbock, is still vivid in the mind of eighty year old Pete Garza. Garza, son of Pedro 

Garza Sr, and Rosario Chavez Garza, was born in Sonora, TX on June 29, 1928. Garza 

recalled,  

I stopped in Sweetwater, Tex, … they had a little café…I went in there and I 

sat down at the counter and I asked for a hamburger and a coke, and pretty 

soon here they come with a hamburger and a coke and a paper sack and I said, 

… „Oh I wanted to eat it here,‟ and they says „Ha in here, you wanna eat in 

here you have to go to the kitchen…. I said well I‟ll be right back….I went into 

the bathroom and changed into a class A uniform,…I grabbed my little brown 

bag and went to the counter and opened it up and started eating my hamburger. 

And the guy wouldn‟t say anything and I said, „Do you have anything to say to 

me?‟ and he wouldn‟t talk back and I says, „it just so happens that you can‟t 

serve me in here because I‟m Mexican right but I‟m serving your country I 

says because apparently it‟s not my country, I can‟t do what I want to, I can‟t 

eat where I want to, this is your country. I served this country and believe me I 

think that‟s what made me a citizen of this country…”
125

 

 

 

Thus, this chapter will evaluate the differing class factors such as job stability, 

citizenship status, and position within the workforce, as well as property ownership, 

which affected the attitudes of the population toward the braceros.  

In the 1950s, many Mexican Americans opposed the hiring of braceros who 

worked in the same fields that they had called their “job,” especially when 

agribusinessmen praised the braceros for supposed docile, complaint nature. The 

negative attitudes expressed by some Mexican Americans can be explained in terms of 
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class and how the lives and goals of the working class were being complicated by the 

presence of the temporary bound contract workers. As the Mexican Americans fought 

for first class citizenship and recognition as citizens of the United States, legal 

temporary Mexican nationals were being transported into the United States.  This 

brings out another aspect of economic exploitation; the societal views regarding the 

inferiority of all Spanish speaking peoples that justified the depressing of the wages. 

Mexican American and Mexican nationals tended to all be combined as “Mexicans,” 

regardless of citizenship status which further complicated the political agendas of 

Mexican Americans as they attempted to achieve first-class citizenship and equality.  

Thus the attitudes of the Mexican Americans can be viewed from an economic 

perspective.  At the top of the ladder for example was the small number of Mexican 

Americans who were achieving a higher economic position in society and reaching 

financial stability, some through their ownership of land and  employment of braceros, 

some as troqueros, those Mexican American who drove migrant and bracero workers 

to different locations, and others through stable jobs as foremen in the labor camps.  

As was the case with the Anglo farmers of the region, the Hispanic farm owner often 

saw the Mexican nationals through a lens of paternalism and, superiority.  At times 

their view included resentment as they attempted to separate themselves socially from 

the braceros. Moving down the ladder would be those Mexican Americans who felt 

themselves in an almost equal position as the braceros These Mexican Americans 

were those laboring in the fields during harvest season with other forms of income 

coming into the household beyond harvest season. The view is one of equality and one 
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of stoicism as they feel they are unaffected by the presence of the braceros both 

socially and economically. At the bottom of the ladder were those Mexican Americans 

in penury, whose attitudes shifted from sympathy to anger to envy, and back to 

superiority and resentment since they relied solely on the income gathered from 

harvest season to sustain their lives throughout the year.  

Hence, beginning at the top of the ladder, the tension can be viewed within the 

interview of the late Eusevio Moralez, born in 1951 to Micaela Gutierrez and stepson 

of Eriberto Ortiz in Pecos, TX.
126

  Moralez was the nephew of Mike and Simon 

Gutierrez, Mexican American farm owners with land in Grandfalls and Coyonosa, TX. 

Mr. Mike Gutierrez employed twenty-twenty five braceros and owned a total of about 

100 acres of land according to Moralez.  His grandfather was one of the many 

Mexican American and Mexican families who first settled Grandfalls after fleeing 

Mexico during the Mexican Revolution. This however did not free them of 

discrimination. According to Moralez, “It did not matter how many people you were, 

you were still lower than the white people. There was still a lot of discrimination [in 

the sixties]. And you had a few like my uncles that actually owned farms, everybody 

else just worked for everybody.”
127

 However, having ownership of a farm created a 

type of independence from the white farm owners who dominated the enterprise in for 

example, the Trans Pecos Region. The members of the Trans Pecos Cotton 

Association for the 1952-1953 year included 434 Anglo surnames and only 45 with 

Hispanic surnames; in 1962-1963, the members included 315 with Anglo surnames 
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and 41 with Hispanic surnames.
128

 Nevertheless, Moralez stated that though the 

Mexican American farm owners were respected by the Anglo farm owners, because of 

their heritage and the language gap that existed between the two parties, they were still 

considered apart from the “real” farm owners. However in Grandfalls, TX the 

Gutierrez brothers were among the ranks of dueños in the community because of their 

independency from the Anglo farm owners.  

The Trans Pecos Cotton Association membership log included Simon 

Gutierrez as a member for the 1952-1953 year and the 1962-1963 year. Besides Simon 

Gutierrez, one other Spanish surname is listed from Grandfalls, TX in the 1952-1953 

year, a one Benancio Aguilar. His name however does not reappear in the 1962-1963 

membership log leaving Simon Gutierrez as the sole Hispanic surnamed person from 

Grandfalls, to be a member of the association.  A reason for the lack of Hispanic 

surnamed owners may be explained by the costly membership fee of $500 dollars.
129

 

Marcos Martinez Jr., son of the late M.C Martinez Sr., a Mexican American farm 

owner in Pecos, TX and member of the Trans Pecos Cotton Association in both the 

1952-1953 and the 1962-1963 seasons stated that it was in fact, “a big thing,” to be a 

Mexican American farm owner during fifties and sixties. From August 1961 to 

January 1962, Martinez Sr. employed seven braceros working a biweekly average of 

82.5 hours and an average pay of $40.99 at fifty cents an hour.
130

 The approximate 
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total number of hours worked by the braceros for Martinez during the five month 

period was 3,466.  

Another member of the association from Pecos was B.H. Merjil. Merjil had a 

total of forty-five men working for him from August 1961 to January 1962. The 

average number of pounds picked and pulled on a biweekly basis on a $1.50 per 100 

pounds was 2,102.5; on a $2.00 per 100 pounds was 1,588.66; on the more common 

$2.05 100 pound scale 1,895.39; on the PIMA $3.00 per 100 pound scale 320.93; and 

on the $3.00 scale 218.8. The average biweekly pay was $43.27. Bi-weekly take home 

                                                                                                                                             
included within this chapter encompass the all of those included within the Trans Pecos Cotton 

Association collection. Those Hispanic surnamed men included in the membership log for the 1952-

1953 year but whose bracero time cards were not within the collection are as follows: Cruz Acosta of 

Pecos, TX, Manuel Acosta of Pecos, TX, Toribio Acosta of Pecos, TX, Frank Aguirre of Mentone, TX, 

Benancio Aguilar of Grandfalls, TX, C.J Alvarado of Redford, TX., Fermin Alvarez of Pecos, TX, 

Lionel Baeza of Saragosa, TX, M.S Brijalba of Saragosa, TX, A.Q Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, F.Q 

Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Juan Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Santiago S. Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, 

T.M Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Gumersingo Contreras of Pecos, TX, Carl D. Estes & Son of Pecos, 

TX, Glen Estes of Pecos, TX, Fernandez Bros of Pecos, TX, J.W Fernandez of Notrees, TX, Manuel 

Franco of Presidio, TX, Domitio Gomez of Pecos, TX, Juan Gomez of Balmorhea, TX, Simon 

Gutierrez of Grandfall, TX, Hermosa Farms of Pecos, TX, N.B. Juarez of Presidio, TX, Adan Lozana of 

Pecos, TX, Feliz Lozano of Saragosa, TX, Frank Lozano of Balmohea, TX, Robert Macha of Pecos, 

TX, Jesus Mondragon of Saragosa, TX, Ortiz Farms of El Paso, TX, Balente Prado of Imperial TX, 

Fred Quintela of Imperial, TX, Efren Renteria of Mentone, TX, Fred Sanchez of Presidio TX, Ramon 

Sanchez of Pecos, TX, Tom Seguila of Pecos, TX, and Demecio Vigil of Balmorhea, TX. Those 

Hispanic surnamed men included in the membership log for the 1962-1963 year but whose bracero time 

cards were not within the collection are as follows: Cruz Acosta of Pecos, TX, Alvarado of Redford, 

TX, Jose Armendariz of Pecos, TX, M.S & D.M Brijalba of Saragosa, TX, Rosalio Candelas of 

Saragosa, TX, Calixto Carrasco of Presidio, TX, F.Q Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Jose Carrasco of 

Saragosa, TX, Juan Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Modesto Carrasco of Redford, TX, Pablo B. Carrasco 

of Redford TX, Pablo O. Carrasco of Redford, TX, Santiago S. Carrasco of Balmorhea, TX, Teofilo 

Carrasco of Presidio, TX, Guadalupe Dominguez of Redford, TX, Santos Esparza of Coyonosa, TX,  

Estes Bros of Verhalen, TX, Carl D. Estes & Son of Coyonosa, TX, Glen Estes of Pecos, TX, Amador 

Estrada of Presidio, TX, Rosendo Evaro of Redford, TX, Simon Gutierrez of Granfalls, TX, Fernandes 

Bros of Pecos, TX, Manuel Franco of Presidio, TX, Faustino Lara of Pecos, TX, Eleseo Luna of 

Presidio, TX, Robert Macha of Pecos, TX, Antonio Peña of Redford, TX, Trinidad Peña of Redford, 

TX, Fred Quintela of Imperial, TX, Efren Renteria of Mentone, TX, Jesus Rodriguez of Presidio, TX, 

Jose A. Rodriguez of Presidio, TX, Tom Seguila of Pecos, TX, Manuel Soza of Presidio, TX, and 

Eusebio Vejil of Imperial, TX. Trans Pecos Cotton Association 1947-1963 Box 7. 
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wages, after deductions, averaged $35.42.
131

 After the completion of five months, the 

braceros picked and pulled approximately 343,092 pounds of cotton. 

Juan Navarette was also a member of the association with a farm in Pecos who 

employed seventy one braceros between August 1961 and January 1962. The average 

on a biweekly basis was 50.44 hours, however this also varied by the month and the 

weather.
132

 On the $1.55 scale, the braceros picked and pulled 1,230.36 pounds of 

cotton; on the $2.05, the average was 2,461.42; on the $2.30 scale, the average was 

1,935.16; on the $2.25 scale, the average was 908.66; and on the $3.00 scale, the 

average was 693.5. The total biweekly average for pay was $49.30 before deductions 

and $43.38 after the deductions.
133

 The approximate amount of pounds picked and 

pulled was 620,750.    

Two other Spanish surnamed members of the association were from Redford 

and Presidio, TX. The late Cecilio Morales (Redford) died December 12, 1988 at age 

79. At the time of his death, Morales had accumulated approximately 2,486 acres of 

land over his lifetime.
134

 Between August 1961 and January 1962, Morales employed 

four braceros. At the pay rate of fifty cents an hour, the biweekly average was 66.66 

hours. At the $2.05 picking rate, the braceros picked an average of 2,444.78 pounds. 

Their average pay with no deductions was $45.94 over a two week period.
135

 The 
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approximate amount of pounds picked and pulled during the five month period was 

66,009 pounds.  

Miguel Nieto (Presidio) died on June 15, 1970 at age 81. At the time of his 

death, Nieto had gained approximately 716.9 acres of land, with several lot 

holdings.
136

 Between the August 1961 and December 1961, Nieto employed nine 

braceros who worked a biweekly average of 88.78 hours at a pay rate of fifty cents an 

hour.  The biweekly average for the $2.05 pay rate was 1,693.53 pounds. Total 

average pay before deductions was $44.91 and after deductions, $44.91.
137

 The 

approximate total of pounds of cotton picked and pulled for Nieto during the four 

month period was 25,403 pounds.  

Though these Mexican and Mexican American men were independent from 

Anglo employment, compared to their Anglo farm owning counterparts, these 

Hispanic surnamed men were at the lower end of the farm owning community by the 

number of braceros they employed. These Hispanic men paid their $500 membership 

dues, plus the salary of the braceros and any other necessity of the men, such as the 

construction of the barracks where the braceros slept, medical bills, food, funeral 

arrangements, ambulance rides, and at times, even the clothes the deceased braceros 

were buried in.
138

 These expenses were reimbursed by the association; however, the 

employer had to pay it first before the money would be reimbursed. Ted Lindemann of 
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Pecos, TX, for example employed ninety eight men from January to December in 

1958 who picked and pulled an approximate total of 370,839 pounds of cotton during 

the May-December months, 199 men from January to December 1959 picking and 

pulling a total of 641,336.99 pounds of cotton in September and October, and 322 men 

from January to December 1960 picking a total of 1,064,220 pounds of cotton during 

the months September through December.
139

  

These Hispanic employers did not have the same amount of employees or as 

many pounds picked and pulled and were viewed as separate from the farm owners 

and the rest of the Anglo population. Because of their heritage, the Hispanic farm 

owners were held in high esteem by the local Mexican and Mexican American 

community, according to Eusevio Moralez. Moralez stated that everyone came to his 

grandfather for advice or to use the back of his house for various festivities. The 

Hispanic farm owners thus exhibited the same paternalistic behavior and superior 

attitude as the Anglo farm owners towards the Mexican and Mexican American 

population as well as towards the braceros. However a more subtle attitude of 

superiority towards braceros was more prevalent among the Hispanic farm owners and 

their families.    
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The complexities of this relationship can be seen from the family of Mr. 

Moralez. When he was five years old, his mother married his step father, a bracero. 

Moralez stated the couple met at a dance.  One of the main forms of entertainment for 

the Hispanic community at this time was congregating at a plataforma, or a dance. 

However, as Moralez recalled, during the fifties and sixties, there was a line of 

hierarchy, with the “gabachos” (Anglos) on top, those Americans of Mexican descent 

in the middle, and the braceros on the bottom.
140

 Though, they “got along enough,” 

there still existed some animosity between the groups because of class and citizenship 

status. When his mother married his step father, Moralez recalled a few remarks about 

the marriage. He stated his grandfather loved his step father very much; however, his 

uncles, who essentially maintained the family, had a different view of marriage to a 

bracero. The two oldest uncles employed braceros, thus had a mentality of, “they were 

still lower,” though Moralez recalled that they [the uncles] still accepted his step 

father, but not, “with open arms.”
141

 As the Hispanic families began to move upward, 

association with the lower classes outside a business relationship was often frowned 

upon.  

Continuing down the economic ladder into the area of the middle working 

class, the feelings of animosity begin to disappear and positive feelings of shared 

experiences and bonds surface, as can be viewed from the interviews with Robert 

Narvaiz, born in 1937 in San Marcos, Robert Baeza Torres, born in 1945 to Felipe and 
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Rosa Torres in Alpine, TX, Jaime Garcia, born in 1943 to Armando Salas and Maria 

De La Luz Reza Garcia in Zacatecas, Mexico, Eusevio Morale, and Pete Garza.  

Many Mexican Americans acknowledged the ancestral ties with the Mexican 

nationals and did not see them as an economic or cultural threat, as in the interviews 

with Robert Narvaiz. When the Narvaiz family lived in Lorenzo where his father was 

a farm foreman, Narvaiz stated that they,  

used to live out on a farm and [they] had about sixty-five braceros at that time 

that would come and work in the fields, hoeing cotton and picking cotton and 

me and my dad like every weekend we would have to take them out to town so 

they could buy groceries or clothes or whatever they needed…
142

 

 

He reminisced on the Sunday activities of the braceros that involved games of 

dominoes, or cards, but mostly relaxing and making preparations for the week of work 

ahead. However even though Narvaiz‟s contact was limited, he still developed an 

image of the bracero. Narvaiz thought of the braceros as a „happy people,‟ that were 

always joking around who treated him as one of their own children. He regarded 

himself as a Mexican American and when questioned about how other Mexican 

Americans accepted the braceros he stated,  

I think they treated them just like they would their own family, I don‟t think 

that we would discriminate against them or anything, we considered them, 

well, they are our blood, they were Hispanics, the only thing is they came from 

Mexico, but our ancestors came from Mexico…we always thought about that, 

they are not any different from me or you, the only thing is they were treated 

different from the anglos, just like us.
143

 

 

Narvaiz‟s attitude that the braceros were „just like us,‟ can be partially 

explained by the class standing of his family. Narvaiz‟s father was a general foreman 
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during this time and was responsible for taking the braceros to the different fields to 

work, keeping track of their time and, “at the end of the week he would send the 

hourly or how many hours they would work to the boss and then he would get the 

money to the boss and then pay the braceros.”
144

 His mother also earned a portion of 

the income. She would charge the braceros to wash and iron their clothes and at times 

provided all three meals.  His father‟s position as general foreman for the farmer W.O 

Lockwood and the responsibilities allowed him as well as his mother‟s addition to the 

family‟s income raised the class of the Narvaiz family into the upper working class of 

Mexican Americans. His father was able to maintain this job for twenty-five years, 

which reinforced the notion of job stability for the upper working class Mexican 

Americans of the community, thus reflecting Narvaiz‟s positive views of the braceros. 

The braceros were not a threat to the family‟s livelihood. 

The Torres family of Alpine, TX also had economic stability. Robert Baeza 

Torre‟s father was a carpenter and constructed one of the oldest churches in town. 

However, even though the family was mostly stable, they did experience economic 

pressure as most Mexican Americans families did during the fifties and sixties. 

Recalling his childhood experiences, Torres stated that,  

going through my school years, there was a time when they had a separation of 

schools, so it was hard for us to be able to find jobs in Alpine, and we [family] 

used to travel to Lubbock, Wichita, Waco to work in the cotton fields, and that 

is where we learned about the braceros….
145

 

 

To increase the family income, Torres and his older brother plus twenty other Alpine 

teenagers were taken by a Mexican American troquero to go pick cotton in Coyonosa, 
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TX. At this time he worked alongside fifteen to twenty braceros. He stated, “when we 

didn‟t have enough work, they would take us down to help out the braceros…help 

them pick up the cantaloupes…they lived in the same quarters with us, they had a 

section of the compound where we used to stay and sometimes we would associate 

with them…”
146

  

He stated that the braceros whom he worked with were older, friendly, “good 

people; they came down here to work and mostly people that come down from Mexico 

are hard workers and they want to make a living, they don‟t want to take anything, and 

of course, there is always somebody who wants to do something for easy and they 

don‟t want to work!!” Torres also adopted the same feelings as Narvaiz when he stated 

that, “Everyone got along together okay because they were all in the same boat!” In 

closing, he concluded that the program as a whole was helpful because, “it helped the 

United States and the people from Mexico…that is what makes our country strong, it 

is built from different cultures, not only people from Mexico.” His father‟s relatively 

steady income from his carpentry work and the outside income generated from 

seasonal harvesting generated the positive attitude towards the braceros and the 

Bracero Program by Torres as his family was not in any danger of facing starvation.  

Other positive attitudes towards the men and the program were given by Jaime 

De Jesus Garcia. His father had been a bracero during the wartime program working 

on the railroads in Washington, New Mexico, and Colorado. After his bracero contract 

expired, his father worked on a farm in Garden City in 1947 owned by Dr. G.T Hall 

where he became foreman in 1957 with about sixty braceros under his supervision. 
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Garcia also recalled that his mother prepared meals for the braceros at a low cost, 

adding to the families‟ income and he would act as an interpreter. 

As Garcia recalled, during the mid 1950s, the braceros started arriving in the 

areas where his family worked.
147

 Even with the mixture of braceros with the local 

working force, Garcia stated that, “back then there was no friction 

whatsoever…everybody got along well…” 
148

 Even though the family lived in Garden 

City, during harvest season, the family traveled to Tarzan and Big Spring, TX. At Big 

Spring, Garcia stated, “there was really no discrimination against the braceros, in fact 

they welcomed them…I didn‟t see any discrimination back then…” While other 

Mexican American domestic workers and the organized labor movement argued that 

braceros took potential jobs from domestic workforce, Garcia responded that, “people 

didn‟t feel they were coming to take our jobs away because…everybody got along 

well.”  In his view the domestic labor force did not want  to do that type of stoop 

labor. He then added, “They would bring them only to hoe cotton and there was plenty 

and if there was a Mexican American or whatever they would put them in charge, no 

kind of resentment…”
149

  

As the men moved into more secure, and at times, indoor jobs, they saw 

themselves as passing through this era into success, even though it is into a more 

stable salaried working class job. For example, Eusevio Moralez and Pete Garza were 

also in agreement with the relative peaceful relationship between the braceros and the 

local Mexican Americans and the benefits the program reaped for the local economy 
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as well as for the braceros themselves. However, Moralez had the benefit of having a 

foreman for a father, and Garza served as a barber during the program and would later 

become a surgical technician.  

The positive attitude towards the braceros was also prevalent among other 

Mexican Americans across the nation where bracero labor existed.  The bicultural 

identity that thrived among the Mexican American community allowed some to 

sympathize with the plight of the braceros and others to see a unity between the guest 

workers and themselves. A small number of Mexican Americans recognized the, 

“persistence of discriminatory practices that allowed the exploitation of Mexican 

Americans and other ethnic minorities in American society…”
150

 

At the bottom of the economic ladder, the complicated emotions of the 

Mexican Americans struggling for daily survival is seen in the interviews of Aurelia 

Gutierrez Martinez, born in 1929 to Dolores Hernandez and Carlos Gutierrez in San 

Luis Potosi, San Luis Potosi, Mexico, Josephina Barrera Martinez, born in 1941 to 

Luis and Rafaela G. Barrera in Brownsville, TX, Raúl Cardenas Sanchez, born in 1940 

to Roman and Eloisa Cardenas Sanchez in Fredericksburg, TX, and Victor Mosqueda, 

born in 1949 to Vicente and Sophia Mosqueda in Morton, TX.  

Despite some hostility to braceros, Mexican American unionists and other pro-

domestic forces supported, Mexican nationals who became Texas residents. David G. 

Gutierrez noted in his work, Walls and Mirrors, that unionists such as Bert Corona 

from the Longshoremen‟s Union, believed “that long-term resident aliens had earned 

the right to work in the United States,” and argued, “that the issue of the welfare of the 
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resident alien population was integrally tied to the civil rights and welfare of the 

Mexican Americans.”
151

 Thus, having earned the right to work in the United States 

and facing a new labor force that threatened their livelihood, Mexican national, 

Aurelia Gutierrez Martinez resented the braceros. Martinez had been abandoned at the 

age of three and sent to a convent until her father retrieved her at age ten.  After his 

death she married Nicholas Martinez, and immigrated to the United States. Her 

husband however migrated without papers.
152

 By 1947 the couple had settled in 

Lubbock County and for more than twenty years they would labor in the fields of 

West Texas, producing a total of twenty children, all of whom would have their fair 

share of toiling in the fields. As a female Texas resident migrant laborer, Martinez 

described her attitudes towards the braceros. These encompassed feelings of envy and 

anger, towards what she saw as a privileged group of Mexican workers.  

The braceros were provided housing, transportation, wages that were regulated 

by the Department of Labor, protection from exploitation by the Mexican consulate, 

and in the early stages of the Bracero Program covered by occupational insurance. In 

contrast the illegal and migrant labor force was afforded no protection in any of these 

categories. Martinez described the fear that she and her husband felt as word of “la 

migra” (border patrol) traveled around the labor camps. She exclaimed that she and 

the other “mojados,” (wetbacks/illegal aliens) did not have the protection of contract 

that the braceros had. She described the anger and sadness she felt while laboring in 

the fields with her family, at times, without a drop of milk to give to her babies or food 
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to give to her growing family. “Que triste la vida de los labores.” (How sad is the life 

of the laborers.) The Mexican illegal immigrants were first used as an outlet for cheap 

labor in West Texas over bracero labor. Their wages were not regulated and 

undocumented workers were not provided the housing or benefits given to braceros. 

As a result it was not until the mass deportation of thousands of Mexican illegal 

immigrants in 1954 under Operation Wetback, that the bracero labor was utilized in 

the region.
153

  

The life of Aurelia Martinez reflects that of a struggling, lower working class 

individual who lived below the poverty line. The anger towards the braceros reflects 

the reality of lower working class people living without the job security and in a 

constant struggle for survival. The Mexican illegal labor force felt the displacement of 

bracero and Mexican American migrant working class labor. However, in the midst of 

her feelings of anger and envy, the poverty stricken woman knew she was “free.” She 

was not bound by contract. 

This feeling of freedom from contract was also felt by Josefina Barrera 

Martinez. At the age of four, Martinez‟s father passed away leaving her mother a 

widow with two daughters and one son. Before her father passed away her mother 

worked at a Lubbock motel washing clothes when the harvest season was not in 

session. Afterwards, the family relied on the money generated from picking or hoeing 

cotton, or planting onions, and from the money her mother earned from cooking for 

the other laborers. She recalled, “if we wanted to eat, we had to go work in the fields, 

raining or cold, we had to work…when it was over we would have to save money to 
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be able to eat the rest of the months…”
154

 She remembered many times that while 

traveling with the troqueros to various locations across the state of Texas having to 

sleep and eat on the side of the road.  She recalled their only possessions were a 

bañadera (bathtub), clothes, kerosene, and a few blankets.   

However, even in the destitution of a domestic migrant worker, Martinez still 

held her head high and did not believe in relations with the braceros, or any other 

Mexican nationals. She recalled that she would deny the dance request of the Mexican 

nationals and later frowned upon the marriage of her daughter with a Mexican 

national. Even though the braceros would at times have more food, more money, or a 

place to call “home” for a couple of months, she still believed they had it, “worse,” 

because they had to work from “dusk till dawn,” and if they [her family wanted to] 

they would only have to work maybe eight hours a day. This sense of freedom from 

contract gave Martinez a feeling of superiority the braceros who were bound, even if 

freedom meant, “the freedom to starve.” She did however believe that the institution 

of another guest workers program would be beneficial to the Mexicans, “so they can 

work,” in order to survive.  

Ambiguous attitudes were also expressed as in the case of Raúl Cardenas 

Sanchez. Sanchez spent his childhood in Fredericksburg, TX, a primarily German 

town that heavily discriminated against its local Hispanic population. Sanchez recalls 

an instance when his school teacher tied his left writing hand behind his back in order 

for him to write with his right hand, which he felt was an act of racism. After an 

incident with his older brothers, the Sanchez family was forced to leave town.  
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Because the family had traveled to the Lubbock area before to pick cotton and his 

mother had relatives in the area, they decided to settle in the small town of Slaton. His 

father began working for a local farm owner, a Mrs. Jones. However, in 1957, his 

father was diagnosed with a type of stomach cancer and would not last the year. After 

his father‟s passing, Sanchez was forced to quit school and work in order for his 

mother and himself to survive. He expressed his undying love for his mother and his 

commitment to forgo his life in order to provide for her.
155

 After a series of odd jobs, 

Sanchez found a job with a compress in Lubbock and worked there from 1955-1965. It 

is at the compress where Sanchez experienced working with the braceros.  

Sanchez described the braceros as a happy people, even though they were paid 

fifteen cents less than the domestic labor force.
156

  However, he stated with a touch of 

envy that, “these people had money…they had good cars, good clothes, land and 

beautiful houses back in Mexico.”
157

 He agreed that braceros took jobs away from 

other men in need, but saw this as a consequence of the braceros‟ strong work ethics 

that won them the favor of the employers.  As he put it,, “the owners wanted hard 

workers who did it right…” Sanchez understood that the braceros were in fact taking 

jobs from other Mexican American people, however, in his view it was because the 
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braceros worked harder than the locals. Though his attitude is ambiguous, he 

understood the negative effects of the program.  

Other negative attitudes were felt by the Mosqueda family. Victor Mosqueda 

first came into contact with the braceros when living near the Long S Gin in Pettit, 

TX,.  While working at the gins, he stated that, “usually we kind of coexisted, a lot of 

times they would put the local people alongside the braceros, or they would be in one 

field and we would be in another, in rare cases they would put us together, [but] that 

didn‟t happen very often.”
 158

 He then continued to describe the attitudes towards the 

braceros. Since Mosqueda was only fifteen years old at this point, his feelings 

reflected those of his parents, working class migrants. He stated,  

they were generally paid ten cents an hour less than we were, which 

kind of irritated us sometimes because some of the time, we would be 

relieved of our duties in favor of a crew of braceros that would work 

for less, it didn‟t happen too often to us but we would hear it happening 

to different groups or crews around Pettit, TX in that area from time to 

time. 
159

 

 

Reflecting the attitudes of his parents, Mosqueda, like many of the Mexican American 

laboring families expressed at attitude of irritation towards the braceros. The Mexican 

Americans of the community began to resent their Mexican counterparts because the 

braceros were suppressing wages and lowering living conditions and standards, as 

reflected in the views by the family Mosqueda.  

 Mosqueda‟s contact with the braceros was mostly around the Co-op Gin where 

he would watch the braceros play an occasional game of cards or craps. He stated that 

his dad did befriend some of the braceros. He also looked forward to driving the 
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braceros into town on the weekends to buy necessities, such as groceries, clothing, and 

at times alcohol when they would pay him for gas. However, a superior attitude that 

the braceros were, “a lower class of people,” is demonstrated by Mosqueda, as it was 

with the Gutierrez family. He stated, “ 

A lot of times, it was kind of like, if you were a bracero, in most cases, 

people kind of thought, well you know, they‟re a lower class people 

than we are. If some girl fell for a bracero, or something or another or a 

wetback back then, they‟d go „Eh, did you hear about that, she ran off 

with a wetback man, she could of done a lot better than that, you know, 

it was kind of like a step down in most cases, I‟m not saying that it was 

right, that was just the way that we were looked at, we felt like we were 

stepping into the lower socio-economic level.
160

  

 

This keeping away from the bracero man was the same when dancing. At the 

plataformas, a mixture of Mexican and Mexican American people would be in 

attendance. Again, the girls were warned to stay clear of the braceros, even in the form 

of dancing. The girls would only interact with the men “in secret.” This separation of 

the Mexican American girls and bracero men was not uncommon. The Mexican 

Americans attempted at times, to disassociate themselves from the Mexican nationals 

in general.
161

  

Mosqueda however, spoke of one bracero that was held in high esteem, one 

Gregorio Sanchez, who was allowed to take on other small jobs, such as digging a 

cesspool. He stated that Sanchez, “wasn‟t very fast but was very constant, he was 

always going,” and “didn‟t ask for much.” Mosqueda believed in strong work ethics, 

which he has carried with him in present times. However in most cases, the Mosqueda 
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family, particularly the mother, would at times attempt to maintain the distance 

between her family and the braceros. When the braceros would come knocking at the 

door requesting the father, Vicente, the mother would state that he was not present, 

claiming, “¡Disgraciado Braceros!” (Unfit wretches). The reflections and attitudes 

demonstrated by Mosqueda and his family can be explained by the differing class 

levels that the Mosqueda‟s felt was their position compared to the bracero laborer, as 

they attempted to survive in the face of economic competition.   

When studying the Bracero Program, the attitudes of a few regional working 

class Mexican American individuals and resident Mexican nationals towards the 

bracero laboring force must be analyzed in order to substantiate the national studies 

and to include the voices of the working class as opposed to the more commonly 

viewed representatives of the middle class, such as the members of LULAC. The 

negative attitudes of LULAC and other organizations towards the braceros were due to 

several factors. Bracero labor placed an economic bind upon domestic workers and 

their presence enforced and at times increased the negative images of all Spanish 

speaking peoples by the majority Anglo population which they felt affected their 

movement towards first-class citizenship. Those within LULAC, for example were, 

“the largely middle-class, liberal, profession[als].”
162

 When their agendas faced an 

obstacle, their attitudes turned negative. As stated by Zaragosa Vargas in his study, 

Labor Rights are Civil Rights, “Mexican Americans called the workers from Mexico 

scabs, and told them they were being exploited for lower wages than local labor 
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received…Mexican Americans were especially concerned that racial discrimination 

against them would only intensify in response to the added presence of Mexican 

nationals.”
163

 This chapter however encompassed the at times overlooked and 

understudied attitudes of Mexican American working class men and working class 

Mexican and Mexican American woman on the bracero experience in the South Plains 

and Trans Pecos Regions of Texas. It is a widely accepted notion that because of the 

temporary legal status of the braceros, the economic objectives and the political/civil 

rights agenda of the domestic workforce was complicated. Those workers whose 

livelihood could potentially be affected by cheaper bracero labor also shared the 

negative attitudes as their upper working class counterparts. However by focusing on 

the lower economic classes of society, the totality of the Bracero Experience can be 

analyzed.  

However, not all Mexican American individuals held this attitude as many in 

Mexican American society did not view the braceros as threats. Their livelihood and 

social economic status were not being challenged by the bracero presence, therefore 

they embraced the cultural ties that he and the braceros shared and acknowledged that 

they both [the Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans] faced the same 

discriminatory practices. The regional histories of bracero interaction with the local 

communities and community members is a complicated issue, however one that 

deserves attention and investigation. By conducting a regional study on how the legal 

temporary nature of bracero labor affected the political and social gains of a minority 
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population, both the hostility and tolerance felt towards the guest workers by members 

of the working class can be examined as well as how these perceptions of the bracero 

influenced the construction of a Mexican American identity and vice versa as well be 

demonstrated in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER IV 
LA BRACEREADA AND ITS EFFECT  

ON INDIVIDUAL BRACERO EXPERIENCES 
 

“They would call us pigs, I know we were a lot, but they didn‟t have to treat us 

that way.”
164

  

“They told us to run, run like little cows, to see if we were physically fit.”
165

 

 “For me it was a blessing, the United States was a blessing…, it is a nation I 

fell in love with because of the excess work and good pay, proportionally…”
166

  

 

These statements from braceros interviewed between 2002 and 2009 by the 

participants in the Bracero History Archive at the University of Texas at El Paso and 

the author demonstrate the positive and negative memories of ex-braceros towards 

their participation in the Bracero Program.  From 1952-1962, there were 

approximately 1,203,428 braceros employed in Texas, many of whom were employed 

in the West Texas region, the subject of this study.  In this region bracero tasks 

included sowing, harvesting, and irrigating the cotton fields and picking and pulling 

the cotton, as well as a few vegetables such as cucumbers.
167

 In October 1957, for 
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example, 34,720 braceros worked in the Trans Pecos region.
168

 Hence, the final 

chapter in the story of braceros in West Texas analyzes the experiences of the braceros 

laboring in the South Plains and Trans Pecos areas by evaluating their ethnic and class 

consciousness as well as the factors that influenced the final decision to become a US 

resident or to return to Mexico. These issues will be analyzed in terms of their own 

assessment of the experience from the moment they decided to become a bracero to 

the moment when la bracereada comes to an end.
169

  

In memories of the experience accounts of inhumane treatment are often 

softened by accounts of the economic gains the program provided. For example, 

Aurelio Delgado Moreno who worked in Pecos, TX in 1953 described grotesquely 

inhuman treatment in a nonchalant manner. Delgado praised the abundance of work 

and cotton and the good treatment he received from his patron. He stated that 

economically, participation in the program fared well for him. However, in good 

humor, he recalled a story about two foremen making a $5.00 wage on whose bracero 
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could pick the most pounds of cotton from sunup to sundown. 
170

 Delgado has simply 

accepts the fact of wagering on other human beings‟ sweat and labor as part of 

everyday life. 

By evaluating the oral testimonies provided by the braceros, the author was 

able to consider the braceros‟ own evaluation of the working and living conditions 

they experienced and what role economic necessity had in their acceptance of the 

situation. The braceros interviewed were also aware of their ethnic differences as 

Mexican nationals and their classification as agricultural laborers in the United States. 

Finally, the less than favorable experiences within the United States and the life the 

men were accustomed to in Mexico ultimately influenced  each man‟s  decision to 

either seek US residency or, in the case of most, to return to their homes in Mexico.
171

  

For the majority of participants, hardships impelled them to become braceros. 

Mexico‟s government officials catered extensively to the needs of the agribusinessmen 

and the U.S government, even if it meant the mass exploitation of its citizens. The 

conditions of Mexico, the rising numbers and restlessness of the peasant class, and the 

unbreakable economic dependence on the United States were all occurring 

simultaneously with the United States‟ need and demand for Mexican labor. In his 

work, The Bracero Program: Interest Groups and Foreign Policy, Richard B. Craig 

utilizes “push-pull” factors, or as he states, positive-negative factors which drive the 
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citizens of Mexico to inevitable migratory patterns. He attributes the “push” factors as 

the conditions of Mexico‟s topographical conditions, such as the mountainous 

unproductive regions of the country, combined with the rising population in a country 

that is not “built” for the increase in population given the limited amount of space. Not 

to mention the restlessness of the population during the beginning years of the Bracero 

Program and continuing through the 1950s. Craig stated that, “Drought, tight 

agricultural credit, national priority to industrial development,…combined to render 

much of Mexico‟s traditionally poor rural sector poverty stricken…[which] led to 

massive unemployment and general discontent within rural area.”
172

 Mexico‟s priority 

was to industrialize the nation, leaving the rural poor out of the equation of progress. 

These conditions were some of the influences which led many of Mexico‟s poverty 

stricken peasants to face the indignities in the fields of the United States.
173

  

Thus, two of the major areas of rural poverty and frustration from the 

peasantry class as well as the growing need to limit the mass exodus of her people 

illegally to the United States because of the negative effect on national development, 

were among the significant factors contributing to the “push factors.” For example, the 

latter occurred in the 1948 and 1954 border episodes in which illegal immigration 

reached chaos and the Mexican peasantry class proved they were historical agents.  

After heated debate between Mexico and the United States regarding 

recruitment along the border, the result was the Southern nation, “[yielding] partially 

by agreeing to establish a recruitment center in Mexicali and by proposing centers to 
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be established in interior cities of other border states.”
174

 The United States growers of 

the Southwest often recommended for contracting centers to be located near the 

borders in order to cut their transportation costs. At the same time, Mexican officials 

questioned the inconsistent wage rate offered their citizens. In 1948 El Excelsior, 

reported that wages for cotton pickers in New Mexico which were $2.50 per 100 

pounds, while wages in the El Paso Valley were only $1.50-$2.00 per 100 pounds.
175

 

In the final negotiations however, the agreements were not conducive to the interests 

of the United States.  

Thus from October 13 to October 18, 1948 the United States opened the border 

at El Paso for illegal Mexicans to come to the United States for work sending an 

exodus of Mexican nationals in dire effort to reach the border to be allowed freely in 

the United States, an event named as the “El Paso Incident.”  

Another incident occurred during the latter half of 1953 and commenced on 

January 15, 1954. When talks of the next extension period beginning in September of 

1953, the United States demanded six negotiable items should the extension for of the 

program take place. These areas included the location of the recruitment centers, the 

determination of wages, “the question of subsistence payments,…and the question of 

nonoccupational insurance for braceros, worker responsibility, and the practice of 

blacklisting”
176

. Mexico, however, refused to negotiate, which resulted in the United 
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States permitting a unilateral recruitment until a bilateral agreement could be reached. 

Thus, the border was opened for Mexican nationals to enjoy “legal” passing into the 

United States between January 23 and February 5. This generated “a series of bloody 

clashes and riots between Mexican guards and aspiring braceros at several cities along 

the border.”
177

 A combination of US‟s open door policy in 1948 and the 1954 and 

Mexican peasant‟s economic need spurred the mass movement of Mexican citizens 

from their home country. However more importantly, these open border incidents 

reveal the agency that most braceros are not accustomed to receiving. These men went 

to the border knowing that it was not “in the best interest of their country,” according 

to Mexican government officials and that they could potentially be punished for their 

actions. The economic need of the lower class however surpassed any reprimand he 

could potentially receive for illegal entrance.    

Another push factor came from was regional under-development within 

Mexico. Approximately seventy percent of the interviewees utilized in this chapter are 

from the state of Chihuahua in Mexico. Chihuahua was one of the largest, if not the 

largest, providers of bracero labor from Mexico and its capital was the location of one 

of the three main recruiting centers located in Mexico during the latter half of the 

1950s; the others were located in Monterey, Nuevo León, and Guaymas, Sonora.
178

 

The state had also not experienced the economic growth of its neighboring states of 

Sonora, Sinaloa, and the distant city of Monterrey.
179

 Basically, Hancock argued that, 
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“the Chihuahua economy [was] unable to provide employment adequate to support the 

state‟s population,” and the structure of the agricultural sector of the structure was 

instable.
180

  

Consequently, thousands of hopeful men made the decision to become 

braceros and work in the United States. These men traveled at times, hundreds of 

miles to El Trocadero, the name commonly referred to the recruiting center located in 

the city of Chihuahua, after having received a letter of recommendation from the 

president of the municipio where they lived as well as their Cartilla de Identidad, 

Servicio Militar Nacional, their Mexican Military Identification Card which stated 

their current occupation as day laborer.
181

 With these materials in hand, as well as 

birth certificates and marriage licenses if married, the thousands of aspiring braceros 

waited in line for their state or number to be called.  

The waiting period could take several days or weeks.
182

 Men without the 

necessary documents could pay a mordida, or a bribe which could be up to five 

hundred pesos to place their names on the list, or use the political influence of a friend 

as was the case of Jose de la Luz Mares who used a political contact in Chihuahua to 
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bypass guards with his “personal” letter of recommendation.
183

 An agent from the US 

Department of Labor checked the men‟s hands for calluses and questioned them to 

determine their ability to work in agriculture. For example, Francisco García Carrillo 

remembers being asked if one could pick an apple and cotton in the same manner. If 

you knew that one picks apples on trees from above and one picks cotton from the 

ground, you passed.
184

 After passing the preliminary examinations (and nearly 21,000 

men from all recruiting centers were turned away in 1954 at their own expense), those 

chosen as braceros were then loaded onto boxcars like cargo. The trip to Juarez could 

last as long as twenty-four hours, often without clean air or food in boxcars also used 

to transport lead and zinc..
185

 Once in Juarez, the men would walk the bridge by foot 

into El Paso. 

Most of the interviewees passed through the El Paso reception center. 

Memories of harsh treatment at the El Paso reception center are embedded within the 

minds of each ex-bracero. The men lined up and were publicly examined in the nude 

for hemorrhoids, venereal diseases, tuberculosis, and were sprayed with DDT, a task 

many of the braceros compared to as one would spray down an animal for fleas. 

Eduardo de Santiago remembered the shame and embarrassment he felt as he was 
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examined in front of secretaries.
186

 However, Ignacio Nájera claimed that the reason 

they were sprayed down was because, “a lot of people came from the south, and they 

came very dirty because they spent months trying to get into the program.”
187

 Because 

those coming from the south who did not have the resources or a place to bathe before 

they arrived at the centers, everyone had to be sprayed. However, Nájera‟s account 

reflects the propaganda that Mexicans are by nature dirty since he never 

acknowledged that it was first and foremost the Americans who ordered the guest 

workers to be fumigated.  

The next location the braceros were sent to was the Río Vista contracting 

center, located in Socorro, Texas, eighteen miles southeast of El Paso. All but two of 

the interviewees considered in this chapter were contracted at this center.
188

 Río Vista 

contracted men primarily to the Trans Pecos, “Edwards Plateau (Big Springs, 

Midland, Colorado City, Snyder, and surrounding territory), and the high rolling 

plains area along the New Mexico border (Seminole, Lamesa, Lubbock, Levelland, 

Plainview, etc.) 
189

 

At the center, the braceros had to pass through a final set of examinations by 

representatives from the United States Health Department. Fernando Rodríguez 

worked as a typist for the center in 1959 and remembers the process as the braceros 
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going through the health department where they were checked for lice and sprayed 

with DDT, had x-rays taken of their lungs, and where blood was taken. Then they 

would go where he was stationed and the Department of Labor would take the 

bracero‟s photo and Rodríguez would take each man‟s fingerprints. They would then 

go back through immigration to make sure all their papers were complete and they had 

their identification card which had to be held at all time to prove their legal presence 

within the country.
190

  

At Río Vista the men were given American sandwiches and bottles of milk and 

given a place to rest while they waited to be contracted by various farm associations, 

such as the Trans Pecos Cotton Association, or the El Paso Valley Cotton Association, 

who would distribute the braceros to individual farmers in their regions. For example, 

a loudspeaker would announce that 100 or 150 men were needed to go to Texas. The 

veterans of the program would wait for better paying states such as Colorado where 

one could make $16.50 an acre picking beets to make an announcement while the 

newly arrived braceros went to whichever states were available first.
191

  

It is at this final location that the braceros, knowing that they had left their 

homeland, begin to band together as countrymen. Almost all of the men commented 

that no one wanted to go to the state of Texas, specifically Pecos. At times the men did 
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not know the exact reason other braceros said not to go to Pecos; however they did 

know it was not the place they should be sent to work according to those braceros who 

had either worked in the city or who had heard negative remarks. Some examples of 

reasons from the men were that there were too many people in Pecos where often 

times one would live with 200 to 300 other men in the barracks. Others would say that 

the cotton was not “good,” and the pay was minimal.
192

  

Not all braceros believed Pecos had the worst cotton or was the worst place to 

work. Antonio Gonzalez Gonzalez preferred Pecos out of the many places he was 

employed, and Roberto Ponce Covarrubias, while disliking the abundance of workers 

in the region, believed the best cotton existed in Pecos.
193

 Antonio Gonzales Gonzalez 

however did not live with the other hundreds of braceros. He and two to three other 

people stayed in a little apartment.
194

 One bracero however, Isidro Peña Millan, stated 

that he did not believe the reason the braceros did not want to work in Pecos was 

because of the bad or harsh treatment; it was because of the infavorable living 
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conditions.
195

 Either way, even if these judgments did not hold true for all braceros, 

the men distributed what they believed to be valuable information for protection of the 

others, exhibiting an ethnic consciousness in what could be at times an unwelcoming 

environment.   

As discussed previously, the Mexican Americans often faced discrimination 

within the towns of West Texas during this time period.  Pecos was no exception. Lily 

Gutierrez worked for the Trans Pecos Cotton Association from 1955 to 1957 as a clerk 

and typist. She stated that Pecos was, “a very discriminatory [place]” towards its 

Mexican American residents and that to avoid the crowds of braceros “flooding the 

downtown area [on weekends],” most townspeople would do their shopping during the 

week.
196

 Sebastián Martínez, a citizen of Pecos who worked alongside the braceros, 

also stated that not only did Anglos discriminate against Mexican American citizens, 

but the Mexican Americans would at times say, “harsh words about braceros 

interfering with [the] social lives of Mexican Americans.” Resentment surfaced 

because of the braceros‟ involvement in the dancehalls.
197

  In another case, Isidro Peña 

Millan experienced a hostile confrontation with Mexican Americans while working in 

the South Plains. Peña claimed that problems did not come with the Anglo Americans 

but from within la raza. When Mexican Americans served as foremen, he claimed, 

that they did not, “treat you the way you were supposed to be treated within your 
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race.” For example, the Mexican American mayordomo, placed him in one of the most 

difficult jobs because of what he believed to be jealousy.
198

 Though the resentment felt 

by many Mexican Americans was not always recognized or mentioned by braceros, 

this class division within the broader Hispanic community could have placed another 

hardship on the working and living conditions of the braceros. Even though most of 

the patrons or farm owners were Anglo, because of the language barrier between the 

patron and the bracero, the foremen were generally Mexican American.  

The atmosphere where the braceros were employed seems to have influenced 

their individual decisions to return to Mexico or to obtain their residency in the United 

States.  Out of the twenty-four men considered in this project, three attributed their 

decision to obtain US residency to their participation in the Bracero Program and the 

encouragement of their patron; four braceros received their residency with either the 

help of a consul or by their own efforts; and one bracero returned to Mexico, but 

would have liked to have stayed in the US.  The remaining sixteen men returned to 

Mexico by choice often because of their aversion towards living permanently in the 

United States.
199
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One bracero who believed his participation in the program gave him assistance 

in obtaining his citizenship was Antonio Gonzalez Gonzalez. Gonzalez worked in 

Seminole, Morton, Stanton, and Pecos, Texas seasonally from 1955 to 1963, on one 

occasion with approximately eighty other people during the cotton season. During the 

period 1958-1960, he was employed year long contracts in Pecos.  There, he lived in a 

separate small sized house with three to four other men.  He ultimately gained his 

citizenship in 1987. Though Pecos employed several hundred braceros, Gonzalez 

chose this as his best place of employment in Texas. During his time in Pecos, he had 

become one of five trusted workers of the patron. This slight promotion from regular 

temporary field hand to one who received an hourly wage gave him more 

independence and power within the farm. Some of his duties included irrigating the 

                                                                                                                                             
judged. Rogelio Valdez Robles. Those who returned to Mexico but wanted to stay in the US: Aurelio 

Delgado Moreno. Those who preferred to stay in Mexico: Alvaro Hernández who worked in Canutillo, 

Texas in 1946, however he did not state the size of the farm. Hernández also returned to Mexico, never 

asking the opportunity to gain his residency in the United States.  Norbeto Mata Baylón worked in Ft. 

Stockton, in Dell City where he had a Mexican-descent patron, in Pecos, and in Olton picking 

cucumbers from 1956 to 1964. He did not state the size of the farms nor the ethnicity of his employers. 

He also chose to stay in Mexico. Florencio Magalles Parada worked in Pecos in 1954 however Magalles 

just remembered it was a very large farm; he too also returned to Mexico by choice. Roberto Ponce 
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to arrange his residency.  Rodolfo Aranda Morales. Socorro Flores Pando. Herminio Quezada Durán 

who worked in Pecos in 1952 and remembered the farm as being very large farm. He at one time was 

going to have assistance from his patron to gain his residency, however he changed patron‟s and his 

new patron did not help him. He lacked one piece of documentation and because it became too difficult, 

he did not want to continue nor go back to the United States. Interview with Herminio Quezada Durán 

by Myrna Parra-Mantilla, December 22, 2002, Interview No. 16, Institute of Oral History, University of 
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cotton during March and April, weighing the cotton the other braceros picked during 

August, and maintaining the cotton fields, such as taking out the weeds, or known to 

agricultural workers of Mexican descent as la limpia. For these duties he received 

fifty-cents an hour and would receive about $35.00 to $40.00 dollars a week.
200

   

Gonzalez stated that, though there were both “good and bad” people, the 

townspeople generally treated him well. However, as Lily Gutierrez previously stated, 

most of the townspeople conducted their shopping during the week in order to avoid 

the crowds of braceros during the weekends.  A bracero was only minimally exposed 

to the townspeople since those surrounding him in the town shopping or going to the 

movies or bars were fellow braceros. The bracero was also confined to the farm or 

labor camp at which he was staying, therefore also limiting time spent with people 

from the town.
201

 Thus for Gonzalez, being at a slightly higher level of independence 

than the other braceros, his experience was more positive than that of other braceros 

who received less pay, and who were not in the patron‟s sphere of influence.  

Ultimately this may well have influenced his decision to become a US citizen.  

However today, Gonzalez, like many others has been protesting for the thousands of 

dollars owed to ex-braceros through a revolving savings fund in Mexico that was 

supposed to have been administered to the bracero upon his return.   

Another bracero who mentioned tolerable working conditions as an incentive 

to becoming a resident of the US was Eduardo de Santiago. De Santiago worked in 
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Balmorhea from 1954 to 1959 with Mexican American patrons and twelve other men. 

He gained his U.S. residency in 1959. De Santiago experience was unique from the 

others in that he was employed by Mexican American patrons and had a relatively 

positive relationship with them. Hancock in his work stated that,  

the bracero is frequently unwilling to work for an employer of Spanish or 

Mexican descent because…many Mexican Americans treat Mexican nationals 

in a rather condescending fashion, but also from the idea widely held in 

Mexico, that Anglo-American employers are more generous than are Mexican 

employers…[i.e] treats their employee with more consideration…
202

 

 

Though this may be true for a portion of the braceros, in the case of de Santiago the 

situation differed. He and eleven other braceros were contracted by the Carrasco 

brothers of Balmorhea: Juan, Pedro, and Jose.  

When he first arrived, de Santiago did not know how to pick cotton, and other 

more experienced braceros joined together and taught him how to pick as well as a 

few tricks to weigh down the cotton. The braceros would wrap cotton around a small 

piece of peyote, small cactus, to make their twelve foot costal, sack, weigh more at the 

scale.
203

 Another bracero, Hipólito Burrola, also recalled a few tricks he and other 

braceros used. Burrola was paid almost one dollar less working than the typical wage 

while working on a small farm in Pecos. He was paid $1.05 to $1.50 for every 100 

pounds of cotton picked and could pick between 200 and 400 pounds a day. To 

compensate for the low pay, he and others picked the cotton early in the morning 

when the cotton was still moist with dew. This would make the cotton weigh more at 
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the scale.
204

 De Santiago‟s example exhibited an ethnic consciousness within the 

Mexican nationals when the men guided the new braceros in what could have been an 

arduous task to complete. Burrola however demonstrated a class consciousness as the 

braceros joined together as piece rate laborers and effectively found ways to earn more 

money for their labor. In both instances, the braceros were historical actors.  

De Santiago also enjoyed a higher level of independence and power than many 

braceros.. He was eventually promoted to the mayordomo position where he was able 

to assist weighing the cotton and earned fifty-cents an hour. He was also placed in 

charge of fifteen to twenty men. However, even though he was promoted he still had 

to pick cotton and continued to reside in the barracks with the other braceros. In his 

interviewed he described on choice that he had to make.  At one point he caught the 

men weighing down the cotton, just as he had done when he first started. He told the 

men that he was in charge and that they needed to stop because they were his 

responsibility and if anything went wrong, he was the one that would have to suffer 

the consequences. The braceros then asked him to act like he had not seen anything.
205

  

In the end, he chose not tell the patron; “What does one do? They were all brothers 

from Mexico.”
206

 Even though he had a strong relationship with the patron, his loyalty 

was still to his countrymen.   

 De Santiago stated he was treated extremely well by his patrons. They 

developed a very close relationship while he was a bracero. During his last year, De 
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Santiago learned that his wife, a United States citizen, was pregnant with their first 

child in the fall of 1959. The wife of one of the Carrasco, Dominga Carrasco, brothers 

told De Santiago, “to bring all the children God gives to him to the United States and 

they would baptize them.”
207

 During that fall, the patrons advised De Santiago to 

apply for his residency because he was married to a citizen. It took De Santiago six 

months to gain his residency, after which he and his patrons became compadres.
208

 De 

Santiago was fortunate to have a decent relationship with his Mexican American 

patrons. Other braceros were not as fortunate. 

The Carrasco brothers were among the few Mexican American men who were 

farm owners and members of the Trans Pecos Cotton Association. Their names are 

included within the 1952-1953 TPCA membership log as well as the 1962-1963 

membership log.
209

 Though the specific time cards for their farms were not available, 

those of other Mexican American farm owners with approximately the same amount 

of men were. More errors in the calculations and more varying rates of pay were found 

within the time cards of the Mexican American farm owners in regards to the amount 

of cotton picked, the amount of pay the bracero was supposed to receive per hundred 

pounds, and the total amount that was ultimately given to the bracero compared to that 

of the Anglo patron.
210

 Though these calculations were off by only a few cents, it still 

suggests either the carelessness of the owner in calculating the pay or a conscious 

withholding of earnings. De Santiago never noticed any amount of pay missing from 
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his check; this may be because he assisted his patrons with calculating the bracero‟s 

pay. As Hancock stated previously about the caution of braceros when working with 

or the refusal to work with Mexican Americans patrons, these claims and accusations 

made by the braceros may not be so exaggerated.   

However not all ex-braceros who in due course, made the decision to become a 

resident of the United States attribute this choice to their participation in the Bracero 

Program. One such bracero is Rogelio Valdez Robles. Valdez worked in Lamesa for 

forty-five days.  He and eighty others worked for an association where three Mexican 

American men were in charge. He lived in the barracks with four men per room. He 

gained USs residency in 1986 without any influence from his participation within the 

Bracero Program. In fact, Valdez only contracted as a bracero this one time because in 

he felt the program was not advantageous to his life.. This attitude may be the result of 

several issues. In Mexico he had his own six-acre field of corn and beans. He was not 

accustomed to farming cotton nor was he accustomed to being under the control of 

another farmer. Working in the United States during the rushed harvest season, Valdez 

did not particularly enjoy the fast paced or work, especially since he was more familiar 

and comfortable working at his own pace.  

He had made the initial decision to enlist as a bracero, due to what he felt were 

greater economic opportunities. In the cotton fields of Lamesa, he made approximately 

$28.00 to $32.00 per week. During the first of the season Valdez explained he picked 

the cotton exclusively and by the end of the season, he was able to pick the outside 

shell along with the cotton because the cotton and the shell were dry enough for the 
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gin to separate the two.
211

 Valdez stated he was treated well by the townspeople.  In 

his perspective, because the townspeople needed the bracero labor. However, he felt 

the labor camps would have been more tolerable if he would have been able to work 

with fewer men.  Hancock stated in his work that most braceros from,  

Chihuahua, Coahuila, and Durango usually prefer to be assigned to a farm 

requiring a crew of less than ten men…They say that large crews entail too 

much confusion: standing in line for pay, for weighing of cotton picked, and 

for use of facilities such as cook stoves, showers, etc. These men also complain 

of the drinking, gambling, stealing, and general rowdyism which is more 

common in larger group.
212

  

 

Based on the information provided by Hancock who was able to speak with informally 

and interview braceros during the late 1950s, these first hand fresh perspectives are 

invaluable when assessing the bracero‟s experiences decades later. Valdez concluded 

that the Bracero Program was not worth the suffering. He would have preferred to 

work with a smaller amount of people as most people from Chihuahua, Coahuila, and 

Durango.. In 1968 he made the decision to return to the United States on his own.  He 

began working however with cattle and horses with a farmer in Eagle Pass where he 

was given more responsibilities and independence, influencing Valdez to stay in the 

United States.  

Aurelio Delgado Moreno who also worked in Pecos in 1953, however, presents 

a a different case. Delgado eventually returned to live in Mexico; however he wanted 

to stay in the United States. At the last minute, his patron said he did not need any 
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more help and sent all his workers back to Mexico.
213

 At first glance, the fields outside 

of Pecos gave him a sense of optimism as he gazed upon the abundance of cotton that 

brought hope of a plentiful amount of work. He worked with eighty other under a 

mayordomo who was Mexican American.  Delgado also believed that it was the 

mayordomo‟s job to “take the braceros‟ money.”
214

 The patron only came to the camp 

when there was trouble with the men or when the braceros needed to borrow 

money.
215

 Although he did not have much contact with his Pecos based patron, the 

boss was not absent from the lives of the men.  

Delgado told a story about an English speaking bracero who was a great card 

player. He would play the other braceros and the foreman and no one could beat him. 

Being it was the foreman‟s job to “take the braceros‟ money,” and he was unable to, 

he [the foreman] went to the patron and made him negative remarks about the 

bracero‟s picking ability and about his [the braceros‟] gambling habits.
216

 However, 

the bracero, being able to speak English, heard the remarks the foreman was telling the 

patron and confronted the patron about it. He explained that the amount he has picked 

would prove he is a worth worker and that the foreman was in fact a major gambler in 

the camp and he was only saying those negative remarks because he would not win 

against him. From them on, the patron and the bracero would travel to other camps 

winning each game they played.
217

  The class difference acknowledged by the foreman 
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more than likely influenced him to speak negatively about the bracero to the employer. 

However this did not affect Delgado‟s ultimate desire to reside in the United States, 

even though he was unable to.  

Thus, life on the bracero camp went fairly well for Delgado as he explained in 

his interview. Living with eighty other men was at times difficult, because many times 

some men would attempt to sleep while other men would be playing cards, or listening 

to the radio. Delgado stated that he made one very good older friend and was friends 

with two others in the camp. The older bracero gave Delgado constructive advice. He 

would tell Delgado that is was not worth being intoxicated or going to the town dances 

in the United States because he could risk being sent back to Mexico or risk death, for 

he believed that a substantial amount of bracero deaths occurred in the United States 

as the result of foolishness.
218

  

Sebastián Martínez, a citizen of Pecos stated that during this time, a “red-light 

district was present on the east side of town,” that was filled with brothels and bars.
219

 

The braceros had the option to enter into this segment of town and participate in the 

businesses areas. At times, Mexican American and African American women were 

taken to the bracero camps in small groups of three to five women and would 

occasionally charge $5.00 for their services.
220

 In the midst of the vice Delgado stated 
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the he and the older bracero turned their heads. This companionship with another 

fellow countryman made Delgado‟s experience more tolerable. Delgado stated,  

For me it was good, it didn‟t go bad for me in the United States…I told the 

patron I wanted to stay…but at the end, he said no, „All back to Mexico.” That 

is why we came back, if not, I would have stayed there. I assure you that I 

would have won over any boss that I would have had, although it may not have 

been convenient for the supervisor or any other person who may have done me 

wrong. But work related, no because I have always liked to work.
221

       

 

In comparison to those men who became US residents, the experience of the 

majority who returned to Mexico by choice suggests a deeper dislike working and 

living conditions in the United States.  In the US, the men were not as independent as 

they were in Mexico.  These unfavorable experiences ultimately influenced their 

preference for life in Mexico.  With the exception of Delgado, the majority of the 

braceros who returned to Mexico did not want to become American citizens or even to 

live in the United States for any extended time. Most stated that to work temporarily it 

was tolerable because it was out of economic necessity; however it was unacceptable 

to live permanently and raise one‟s family in the United States.   

One of those braceros was José L. Parra. Parra worked in Brownfield, 

Hereford, and Pecos from 1951 to 1956. He stated that at one point he lived with thirty 

other men. Parra had the opportunity to arrange his papers, however he refused the 

help his patron was willing to give him because he did not want to live in the United 

States; he stated it was acceptable to work in, however not to live permanently. His 

negative attitude about the US as an unsuitable to live in can be attributed to an 
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unsatisfactory memory of the United States‟ environment. Parra recalled an incident at 

a local cantina where a Mexican American man confronted him about him not being 

able to find work because the braceros were taking the jobs of the Mexican 

Americans.
222

 This confrontation with a Mexican American did not deter him 

returning since la bracereada provided him economic benefits. However, this negative 

experience of the people in the communities may have influenced the Parra‟s decision 

to not live permanently in the US.  

Another bracero who preferred Mexico over the United States as a place 

suitable to live was Nereo Heredia Lopez.
223

 Heredia worked in Pecos in 1953 with 

nine other men. Though Heredia worked with a small group of men, conflict occurred 

at times. This tension Heredia felt within the camp may have influenced his preference 

for Mexico in comparison to the United States. Heredia stated he was chosen to be the 

mayordomo for a short amount of time. With this promotion he began to have trouble 

with other braceros who he felt were jealous of his success. The result was the two 

braceros engaging in a fight, though in the end, the two men settled their differences 

and eventually worked peacefully.  Heredia suggestively paralleled this negative 

confrontation with the other bracero to life in the United States since it occurred 

during one of their daily tasks.  

Two braceros explicitly stated that their main reason for traveling to the United 

States came strictly out of economic need and survival. From 1953-1962, Rodolfo 
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Aranda Morales worked in Lubbock, Levelland, and Lamesa, each time on a small 

farm employing fifteen to twenty other people. One of his patrons wanted to help him 

gain his residency; however Aranda‟s wife did not want this, and therefore he rejected 

the offer. He specifically stated that “in those times, all we wanted to do was go to the 

United States and work so we could provide for those [family members] we had back 

in Mexico.”
224

 Socorro Flores Pando was employed on a small farm of ten people in 

Ft. Stockton in 1960. He was offered help to gain his residency. However he, “thought 

that the bracereada was enough,” and therefore he chose not to accept.
225

 For these 

men, the choice to become a bracero was from economic need, not to eventually 

become United State‟s citizens.  

In the case of Aranda, immigration might have seemed an economic benefit 

since his patron was willing to give him a house, a truck, and place his children in 

school, but experience with with racism and issues of dependency, counteracted these 

seeming advantages.. Many of the men seemed to have experienced and rejected the 

racism of West Texas. Flores, for example, though he was not the main victim of a 

discriminatory act, was involved. He and two coworkers, one of whom was African 

American, went to a restaurant to eat in the Trans Pecos region of Texas. His black 

coworker came to him and the other and stated that he had been forced out of the 

venue. Flores and the other man decided to leave as well, not wanting to continue 

eating in a place that had just expelled their colleague. Aranda did not state his 
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position on whether he wanted to permanently stay in the United States, however the 

familial decision was to continue their lives in Mexico, as was Flores‟s ultimate 

decision. Contrary to popular belief, not all Mexicans want to be Americans. These 

men were conscious of the racism that existed towards Mexican Americans and 

African Americans. They preferred to live in Mexico than to be compared to dogs in 

the United States during the 1950s and 1960s.  

Another individual who preferred life in Mexico was Francisco García 

Carrillo. García worked on small farm in Monahans in 1951 with three to four other 

men. Like Flores, he was offered help to gain his residency, but he chose not to accept. 

He went back to live in Mexico because he did not like the United States.
226

  Manuel 

Márquez Flores who worked on medium/small farm in Pecos in 1959 with fifty-sixty 

men stated that he “chose not to put up the fight to gain his residency because he did 

not like working in the United States.”
227

 Though the men did not specifically state the 

reasons as to why they did not like working in the United States, one can glean from 

their interviews several possible reasons. Though he gained a substantial amount of 

pay, Garcia stated that dragging a twelve foot sack that weighed at times 110 pounds 

was very hard work. He also knew the hardships of living with many other of men and 

the amount of vice that often infiltrated the larger camps. Therefore he chose to be 

contracted by the patrons who requested fewer men.  Because of his work unflattering 

work experiences, living in the United States was not appealing to him.  

                                                 
226

 Interview with Francisco Gacía Carrillo by Myrna Parra-Mantilla, May 9, 2003, Interview No. 11, 

Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso. 
227

 Interview with Manuel Márquez Flores by Myrna Parra-Mantilla, March 20, 2003, Interview No. 21, 

Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso. 



 Texas Tech University, Valerie A. Martinez, May 2009 

 

99 

 

Márquez, had several reasons as to why he would prefer living in the Mexico. 

His negative experiences first began during the contracting process when he viewed 

bracero hopefuls digging through trash bins to find something to eat while awaiting 

the examinations.
228

 At Río Vista, he stated that he did not have a bed to sleep and had 

to sleep on the floor with a blanket. While employed in Pecos, Márquez shared a 

barrack with fifty-sixty other braceros where he stated that it was difficult to eat 

because of the stench from the other men‟s feet.
229

 More importantly were his issues 

with pay. He stated that in Pecos, the first harvest paid a generous amount. However 

by the end of the season, the men were left scraping the leftover cotton pieces the 

cotton strippers did not pick up. He also noticed that eight to ten percent of his wages 

were being deducted for an unknown reason. Ultimately Márquez stated,  

that people talked saying that a lot of people got a lot of money, had good 

salaries, good work, but he who works in agriculture, it is not true that you will 

get money. You don‟t get but what the patron pays you, that‟s all.
230

  

 

Another bracero who returned to his homeland by choice was Natividad 

Mancinas. This decision could be attributed to the unfavorable conditions of living in 

the United States as a bracero. Mancinas worked in Pecos with approximately 500 

men. In his camp, the workers had a dining service where they were served their three 

meals a day at a cost of seventy-five cents per meal, even if they did not eat. Mancinas 

however preferred cooking the meals himself, as one is able to do in a smaller sized 

camp of two to three people, because in the larger camps, he was served cooked eggs 

and vegetables, which he stated, many of the braceros “would just pick at,” as they 
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were not familiar with American food.
231

 The preference for individual preparation of 

one‟s meals, may have made Mancinas long for his homeland with his own set of 

traditions and culture.  

He chose to not complete his contract in Pecos.  During his last year however, 

he returned to Pecos for his final contract as a bracero. After a fifteen day leave, he 

decided not to go back to the United States, even at the request of his patron.
232

 He 

preferred working in New Mexico where he weighed cotton for an hourly wage of 

fifty-cents an hour, rather than picking it. There he said his patron treated him very 

well, and at times gave the braceros meat to eat, an account that reflects the 

information given out at Rio Vista that New Mexico was a better region to work in 

than Pecos.
233

 This higher amount of hourly pay for weighing the cotton and more 

favorable conditions made being a bracero more tolerable, but his prior experiences of 

poor conditions and services still made Mexico his final decision.  Yet he noted that 

should another guest worker program begin, he would like to be given the chance to 

work again because he could not find work in Mexico.
234

 Because of economic 

necessity and poverty, Mancinas again accept the unsatisfactory conditions.  

Another guest worker who had negative experiences in the United States was 

Mauro González Gómez.  González, who worked in Pecos in 1949 with 100 to 200 

other men, chose to go back to Mexico.  González however seemed to have a tolerable 

experience in the bracero camps. He stated that he could not complain about the 
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program, but did not mention any admiration for it either. His neutral feelings about 

the program may be the result of several factors that he experienced while in Texas. 

His pay was average. He received $2.25 per 100 pounds and a quarter more when 

picking the pima cotton, which was much more difficult because of its larger size and 

stronger shell. The average earnings were about $30.00 to $35.00 dollars a week; 

however he explained that there would be days where he would not pick but 300 

pounds and receive $5.00 for that day‟s work.
235

 He also complained about the harsh 

living conditions, comparing life on the large farm to living like animals.
236

  

When living in a large camp, minor problems between the braceros were a 

common occurrence. González was one of the braceros who enjoyed passing his free 

Saturday evenings with an occasional card game.  One time he recalled that he won 

$300 dollars. He placed his winnings in a shirt under his pillow; however when he 

awoke, all his winnings were gone; stolen by another bracero he believed. He stated he 

was not too upset, though his pride was hurt. González recalled a more important and 

difficult incident where one bracero, an ex-soldier, murdered a man over the winnings 

of a card game. He explained that ultimately the murderer left the camp and was never 

charged. González was aware of the racism that existed in the United States. He 

expressed his judgment about American racism toward Mexicans when he concluded 

that “In the United States, when someone kills a Mexican, for nothing, they see him as 

a dog, they split the scene and don‟t look for the killer…but if it was an American, the 
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law moves immediately.”
237

 Thus, conflicts with other braceros, the inconsistency of 

work and pay, and the racism he saw in the American legal system influenced his 

experience as a bracero and his ultimate decision to return to Mexico.  

One bracero rejected any notion of benefit and therefore in the end chose to 

stay in Mexico. Elías García Venzor worked in Pecos in 1950 with approximately 200 

to 300 other men. He was not at all grateful to the United States for PL 78.
238

 The 

negative attitude of the program is derived from the low amount of pay García 

received, or believed he received, while in Pecos. He believed he received one peso, 

not one dollar, every 100 pounds. While in the cotton fields, he stated a few of the 

braceros would pick about 2000 to 3000 pounds of cotton in two days, about 400 

pounds each, and receive four pesos for the work instead of $40.
239

 Though his 

memory may have affected his perception of a peso versus a dollar, he still believed 

the pay was not equal to the amount of work conducted. He also did not believe the 

living conditions were adequate. He stated that he lived in barracks that housed 200 to 

300 other men. In order for the men to bathe themselves, they would get a large tin 

tank and fill it with water, and place it out in the sun so that the water would be warm 

when the men came back home.
240

 He stated that the United States was just an 

illusion. He believed that the Americans “did not work at all.” He stated he never saw 

one African-American or Anglo person picking cotton, because “they alone couldn‟t 

pick anything,” which in Garcia‟s mind explained why the US recruited braceros in 
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the first place. Though he made more money as a bracero, he preferred being at home 

with his family.
241

  García stated, “You would work from when the sun rose until the 

night when there wasn‟t any light, for one peso? It‟s not worth it.”
242

 He had chosen to 

work in the United States out of necessity, but ultimately he felt the pay was too low 

to justify the losses he felt. The distance from his family was also too overwhelming 

and was not compensated by camaraderie within the camps nor adequate 

communication between him and his Anglo employer. Therefore, his final decision 

was to return to his homeland.  

While laboring in the South Plains and Trans Pecos areas each bracero became 

conscious of the unfavorable work and living conditions, the ethnic bonds that existed 

between the men though at times was not always positive, and the class struggle that 

existed and separated themselves from everyone else around them. The braceros based 

these positive and negative experiences in the bracero camps in West Texas off of the 

amount of pay received, the size of the farm they were employed on, their living 

conditions, and their relationship with other braceros and with their patron. Ultimately, 

becoming aware of these issues affected their final decision to return to Mexico and to 

become a US citizen or resident.  However in the midst of racism and negotiations 

deciding the fate of the program, the braceros were not silent figures but active 

participants as was seen in their many acts to receive a higher pay for their back 

breaking labor. These actions also illuminated the ethnic consciousness of the braceros 

as these tricks as well as other valuable information passed from to other workers 
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across the camps. The braceros created their own network to jointly tolerate the 

conditions in the United States when they are separated from their friends and family 

members in their homeland months or years at time. 

However, hardly mentioned within their own assessment of their experiences 

are their interactions with other Mexican Americans and with the other townspeople. 

These class confrontations seem to be minimal in comparison to their current 

condition on the labor camps. Hancock stated,   

As a Mexican worker becomes more experienced as a bracero and more 

sophisticated, he tends to give less weight to such psychological factors as the 

relative friendliness or unfriendliness of the people of an area, and begins to 

interest himself more in such things as wages, length of contract, condition of 

crops, the number of braceros assigned to a given farm, and the possibility of 

working for a previous employer with whom he had pleasant relations.
243

  

 

This detached feeling from the community and the community members seems 

to be true for most of the braceros interviewed. In their view, living in the United 

States meant being more dependent on others and receiving harsh treatment from a 

higher class of Mexicans (Mexican Americans) and from another racial group 

(Anglos,) which in the end proved to be unacceptable for the majority of the 

interviewees. Thus, the complex experiences of the braceros in West Texas can be 

assessed by the way they view their living and working conditions, the ethnic and 

class consciousness that existed and upon their final decision of to obtain their 

residency or to go back to their homeland.  However by all the interviews, one 

assessment is clear; when comparing the bracero‟s need for another source of income 

that is significantly higher than that paid in their own country, the guest worker puts 

                                                 
243

 Hancock, The Role of the Bracero in the Economic and Cultural Dynamics of Mexico, 70. 



 Texas Tech University, Valerie A. Martinez, May 2009 

 

105 

 

aside unbearable situations so that their families may survive in their own country, no 

matter the sacrifice, suffering, and inhumane treatment each man must endure.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

When King Cotton arrived in the South Plains, the area, as well as the state of 

Texas needed thousands of field hands. In 1947 for example, the year Texas was 

legally able to contract braceros, “the South Plains marketed 900,000 bales of lint 

cotton, almost 30 percent of the state‟s total…”
244

 Thus the Mexicanos, many with dire 

economic need embarked on a journey that would continue to affect their lives nearly 

fifty years after the program‟s termination in 1964.  

During its duration of more than two decades, the Bracero Program in West 

Texas left a lasting impact on the memories and the construction of identity of several 

participants. These included the agribusinessmen who supported the program‟s 

continuation, those who supported it‟s termination, farmers who contracted braceros, 

community members who lived within proximity of bracero labor, Mexican 

Americans who competed economically and socially with the laborers, and the 

thousands of braceros themselves, who out of necessity, chose to enlist themselves as 

guest workers.  One can make the argument that each participant could not develop his 

or her self-image without the other, by reading and listening to each individual‟s 

personal account. The farmer viewed himself in a paternalistic manner as he believed 

he knew what was best for his employees. The Mexican American did not want to be a 

bracero because the guest worker was not a US citizen and was culturally different 

from other Americans which challenged the MA‟s goal of first class status. The 

                                                 
244

 Doug Hensley, “King Cotton: Crop quickly made an impact on city‟s economy,” The Lubbock 

Avalanche-Journal, 22 February 2009, A15. 



 Texas Tech University, Valerie A. Martinez, May 2009 

 

107 

 

bracero arguably did not want to be an American because of the racial stigma towards 

Spanish speakers and other ethnically different groups in the country and because of 

the level of dependency he had while being a contracted laborer. Thus, this study 

evaluated the program‟s affect on identity formation of the farmers and 

agribusinessmen, the Mexican Americans, and the braceros in West Texas.  

The thesis began with a historiography of the Bracero Program discussing the 

voluminous literature that analyzes the program from a diplomatic, international, and 

national perspective, including a structural explanation of the program. For example, 

Richard B. Craig evaluated the program from a binational perspective and considered 

the varying interest of both domestic and international groups within the extensions 

and final termination of Public Law 78.
245

 Kitty Calavita, offered a critique on the 

practices of the I.N.S within the foundation of the program. Her work is best expressed 

by her following statement,  

As the story unfolds, we will see the immigration agency, beset by 

contradictory pressures embedded in the broader political economy, alternately 

stretch Congressional statutes, „walk around‟ those that seem insurmountable, 

and invent its own to fill inconvenient voids.
246

 

 

However, several other works limit their study to chronicling the program and 

its most exploitative facets, such as those written during the program reign including 

Ernesto Galarza‟s 1956 work Strangers in our Fields and Henry P. Anderson‟s 1961 

study, The Bracero Program in California with Particular Reference to Health Status, 

Attitudes, and Practices. These studies are valuable when understanding the 
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contradictions of the program; however the voice of the bracero which proves him to 

also be a historical actor and not just a victim is limited. In his work, Guest Workers or 

Colonized Labor, Gilbert G. Gonzalez analyzes the program from a unique perspective 

of imperialist domination. Gonzalez also evaluated the “major social consequences of 

this U.S imperialist domination-the mass uprooting of people from the countryside and 

the migration of that labor to the heart of the U.S economy…”
247

 His study is also 

valuable as it is a generalization of the program and its affect on the participants, 

however the victimization of braceros, as true as it may be, overwhelms the book.    

These national studies conducted on the program are highly informative for 

those conducting research on the Bracero Program, however if one wants to research 

the individual affects the program had on a particular region, this sources are fairly 

limited. Few historians have written on the state and regional experiences of braceros 

and other affected members of society. Erasmo Gamboa and Ernesto Galarza in his 

work, Merchants of Labor, are among those who have conducted such projects.  

Gamboa first researched an under studied area in Mexican American history, the 

Pacific Northwest, and then illuminated the story of bracero laboring in this region 

during the World War II as opposed to the Southwest. Galarza also offered a state 

study of California, one of two states, (the other being Texas), that benefited most 

from this labor.
248

 Though extremely valuable such works do not present an analysis 

of the experiences of the braceros by their own accounts. Those authors who offer an 
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assessment of these experiences are María Herrera-Sobek, Jose-Rodolfo Jacobo, 

Deborah Cohen, and the 2006 dissertation of Ana Elizabeth Rosas. However a study 

that includes major key players in the program such as the farm employers, MA‟s, and 

the braceros and PL 78‟s affect on these individuals, is few in existence. 

Thus, the second chapter begins the assessment of regional experiences by 

analyzing the influential power of regional actors when establishing and prolonging a 

national law and evaluated the existing attitudes present within these arguments such 

as the desperate measure the farmers went through in order to insure the public that the 

bracero was enjoying his time and being provided tender care and exquisite housing 

and dining. Through secondary literature, one can make the argument that the years of 

Public Law 78 from 1950-1958 were relatively calm; however the uneasiness of the 

growers was rising as well as the numbers and arguments from the anti-PL 78 faction. 

Those involved in the arguments supporting Public Law 78 were principally the farm 

owners and others invested in agriculture. The opponents of the program were against 

the continuation because it reduced the number of native-born workers employed in 

agriculture as well as depreciated their wages. These two coalitions debated with each 

other and with the Department and Secretary of Labor for several years until the 

termination of the program as each entity vied for its own interest.  

Hence, the chapter utilized the various minutes and correspondences from 

national and West Texas organizations such as, the West Texas Agricultural 

Employers Group, the National Farm Labor Users Committee, and the El Paso Valley 

Cotton Association, from the years 1959-1964 and placed the groups into context with 
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the national Congressional debates surrounding the extensions of P.L. 78. The purpose 

was to view the positive and negative paternalistic attitudes of the regional actors 

towards the braceros and the Bracero Program that were at times colored within the 

arguments for extending the program. The principle debate between the employers of 

Mexican nationals and the United States government discussed within the chapter 

involved the exceptional amount of power and authority allocated to the secretary of 

labor to regulate wages, housing requirements, transportation costs, the length of 

employment of braceros, and the use of braceros on machinery.  

Thus as the Department of labor, in attempting to place more regulations on 

the program for the protection of the domestic workers, caused concern among 

employers who challenged countering these claims concentrating hardships of the 

program. The pro-PL 78 faction was also demanding a more limited role of the 

government in their local affairs as the local farmers believed they were the best 

proponents for deciding issues such as wages, the duration of employment, the amount 

of braceros needed in a particular region, as well as whether or not braceros should be 

employed in skilled positions involving machinery. Within these arguments, however, 

existed the regional underlying attitudes the pro-PL 78 entity had about the program 

and about the guest workers. These tended to be self interested and paternalistic 

coupled with racists undertones not uncommon during this period, such as with the 

case of Ms. Minerva Christina Ann Cheatum in the Trans Pecos region and Mr. Don 

Shillings of the South Plains. Each expressed some concern about the conditions of the 

workers, but it was based on self-interest. Though each individual farmer interviewed 



 Texas Tech University, Valerie A. Martinez, May 2009 

 

111 

 

did not consider his or her attitude to be racist, the paternalistic attitude was explicitly 

present as each employer tended to regard himself as the caretaker of their employees 

priding themselves on how well they treated their braceros.  

After considering the attitudes of the Anglo employers in chapter two, the 

following chapter evaluated the complex attitudes of the local Mexican American 

population in the South Plains towards the braceros and the program and to what 

degree class played a role in these perspectives. As previously stated, countless 

secondary literature exists that chronicle the struggles post World War II Mexican 

Americans endured during their push for first class status and how, during this 

process, the group formed a Mexican American identity. Many of the conclusions 

revealed in this project parallel those of Herrrera-Sobek. For example Herrera-Sobek 

evaluated the relationship between braceros and Mexican Americans. The results in 

her 1979 study were similar to those concluded in 2009 with this project as the 

memories of the Mexican Americans who either felt threatened by the presence of the 

bracero or befriended braceros because of cultural ties.  

In connection with Herrera-Sobek, David G. Gutierrez in his work Wall and 

Mirrors, evaluates the development of this self-image and how the introduction of 

temporary Mexican nationals in the area most Mexican Americans called their job 

conflicted with the social and economic goals of the Mexican Americans.  However, 

as discovered by the oral histories of participants in the South Plains area, some of the 

Mexican Americans did feel a cultural connection with the braceros which affected 

their attitude towards the guest workers. The Mexican Americans did not forgo their 
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Mexican culture and heritage they maintained a bicultural identity. However these 

complex attitudes have not been examined in the South Plains a great extent.  

Chapter three also evaluated what role class played in the attitudes of the 

community members. Limited within the current literature about the Bracero Program 

and its participants are the voices of working class members of the Mexican American 

community. These voices are often underrepresented and replaced by the middle class 

voice though those lower working class members of society generally share the same 

perception as their upper class counterparts as both their economic objectives and their 

political/civil rights agendas were often complicated. The only difference was their 

class, as one entity enjoyed economic stability and the other struggled daily for 

survival. Thus, by evaluating the complex regional attitudes of the local Mexican 

American communities by the use of oral histories and thousands of bracero time 

cards, one can view the Spanish speaking people of West Texas and the dominant 

superior attitude over the guest workers.  

The final chapter analyzes the bracero experience in West Texas by 

interpreting interviews with braceros. One discovers various elements hidden within 

the dialogue and memories of the ex-braceros. For example, the braceros were aware 

of the often unfavorable living and working conditions. It was not uncommon to the 

bracero experience for one to work, eat and share a living space with over two 

hundred men, which proved to be contrary to the preferences of the men interviewed 

for a variety of reasons. When one was in the larger camps, each man ran the risk of 

having items stolen, such as personal articles or food. The larger camps tended also to 
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be more boisterous with gambling, drinking, and even prostitution dominating the 

evening and leisure times on the weekends.  Several braceros stated that the amount of 

work they did was not equal to the pay received, which can be supported by viewing 

the “mistakes” in several of their time cards viewed by the author.  A few of the men 

either personally encountered or heard stories of altercations between Mexican 

Americans and other braceros disputing the employment of guest workers in the 

United States. One may believe life on the bracero camp and the treatment received as 

a bracero was a mirror image to life in the United States if they chose to stay; therefore 

most opted to return to Mexico.  

The laborers also exhibited an ethnic and class consciousness in their 

memories of laboring in the South Plains and Trans Pecos areas. At the contracting 

centers, for example, the majority of the interviewees recalled receiving a warning 

from other braceros about the state of Texas and the low pay received in Pecos. While 

the reality of the warnings was important, it was the banding together of the braceros 

that deserves more attention. Under extreme circumstances, the citizens of another 

country unified for one common cause, the protection of their fellows. Another 

example was the bracero, Eduardo De Santiago who worked for Mexican American 

patrons. De Santiago instead illuminated the class differences between the Mexican 

Americans and the bracero. De Santiago was promoted to steward and in charge of 

weighing the cotton of the other braceros. He realized the braceros were using 

schemes to make the cotton weigh more at the scale and thus had the chance to inform 

the patron of these practices. However once again unified under the Mexican flag, he 
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made the decision not to expose the other braceros in a practice he once participated 

in. Therefore one can argue that the positive and negative factors of higher wages 

received, promotions in the camps, poor living conditions, poor experiences with 

community members, influenced the final decisions of the braceros to either return to 

Mexico or to obtain his residency or citizenship in the United States based upon their 

memory of the program and experiences and their knowledge of U.S practices towards 

their Mexican American citizens since the programs termination. The author‟s 

conclusions also compare to those of Herrera-Sobek when she concluded that Mexican 

nationals, “will continue to cross the border…[and] go to any lengths to improve his 

standard of living…he will go through any hardship in order to feed his family.”
249

 

 However la bracereada did not end in 1964. The ex-braceros are still, forty-

five years later, struggling for payments owed to them since 1942.  Though the 

internet is a non-traditional and at times unreliable source of obtaining information 

pertinent to ones study, in this case, the media and activist organizations have been the 

primary sources of gaining information about the current fight to receive payment. 

Several news stories have been written as well as aired on ABC such as the March 8, 

2009 airing of “Braceros Trying to Collect Back Pay”, Univision‟s “Aquí y Ahora‟s” 

February 17, 2009 airing of “Deudas Pendientes,” or “Unpaid/Pending Debts.”  

Numerous accounts have also been published on internet sources that chronicle the 

decades old conflict. According to several sources, in 2001 six men, Ramirez Cruz, 

Leocadio de la Rosa, Liborio Santiago Perez, Felipe Nava, Ignacio Macias, and Rafael 
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Nava, filed a lawsuit against Mexican state owned banks, including but not limited to 

Banco de Mexico, and Banco Nacional de Credito Rural.
250

  

The men, representing the interest of all braceros, claimed that they never 

received the ten percent of their wages withheld while laboring in the United States. 

The wages withheld were transferred to the Mexican banks and placed in savings 

accounts. This was supposed to be an incentive for the bracero to return to Mexico, 

however none of the braceros ever received a penny of this money. Therfore, on 

October 8, 2008, “Mexico‟s Foreign Ministry agreed to pay about $14.5 million to the 

first wave of workers…” in the amount of 38,000 pesos or $3,500.
251

 The original 

settlement also called for the back pay to be given to the wartime Bracero Program 

participants only; a new agreement extended the recipients to those who worked till 

1964; however those who worked during the wartime Bracero Program will be paid 

first.
252

 Thus the period which the ex-braceros had to apply for their remittances was 

October 23, 2008 to January 5, 2009 if filing with the Mexican consuls in the United 

States and January 28, 2009 if filing in Mexico.
253

  

In order for one to even apply for a claim, the ex-bracero or a surviving family 

member had to submit proof that he worked as a bracero during the 1942-1964 time 

period. This could be a difficult task to perform as many braceros lost their 

                                                 
250

 “United States District Court Northern District of California,” 

http://portal.sre.gob.mx/dallas/pdf/5CGMDallasPac109845AcuerdoExtrajudicialFirmadoENG.pdf , 

accessed 11 March 2009.  The date was taken from 

http://portal.sre.gob.mx/eua/index.php?option=displaypage&Itemid=265&op=page&SubMenu= , 

accessed 11 March 2009. “Información sobre apoyo social a extrabajadores migratorios (braceros)” 
251

 Garance Burke, “Settlement reached on pension payments for 1940s-era Mexican workers in U.S.” 

The San Diego Union-Tribune, 7 February 2009, A3. 
252

 Phone interview with Javier Perez by Valerie Martinez, Lubbock, Texas, 11 March 2009. 
253

 “Braceros Lawsuit Settlement.” http://www.casobracero.com/index_en.htm , accessed 11, March 

2009.  

http://portal.sre.gob.mx/dallas/pdf/5CGMDallasPac109845AcuerdoExtrajudicialFirmadoENG.pdf
http://portal.sre.gob.mx/eua/index.php?option=displaypage&Itemid=265&op=page&SubMenu
http://www.casobracero.com/index_en.htm


 Texas Tech University, Valerie A. Martinez, May 2009 

 

116 

 

identification cards and contracts years ago. Specifically, along with the claim form, 

the bracero needed: 

a passport, Mexican voting card, or Mexican military service card and proof of 

an eligible bracero‟s participation in the bracero program[such as a work 

contract, „proof of payment of wages‟, mica, or „Apostilled Social Security 

records showing payments derived from your work in the bracero program 

between January 1, 1942 and December 31, 1946‟, As explained on the Claim 

Form, only “original” documents or for some documents “certified” 

replacement copies or “apostilled” copies will be accepted. For information 

about documents that must be “apostilled,” see paragraph 6 of these 

instructions.
254

  

 

The difficulty in organizing all the needed documents can be expressed in an 

article written by Pam Belluck in October of 2008 for the International Herald 

Tribune, entitled, “Deal allows back pay for some Mexican laborers in U.S.” Belluck 

wrote, “In 2005, the Mexican government, without admitting liability, agreed to pay 

about $3,500 in compensation for braceros living in Mexico, but only 49,000 of the 

212,000 applications received could provide documentation.”
255

 The problems of 

providing the documentation have remains. Located in El Paso, Texas, El Centro de 

Trabajadores Agricolas Fronterizos has been organizing and assisting braceros in the 

venture to receive the ten percent of their wages withheld and placed into a savings 

fund in a Mexican bank. The bracero would receive this money upon his return to 

Mexico; however no one ever received the money and the Mexican banks cannot 
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account for its whereabouts. The Centro has this brochure when one walks into the 

building: 

¡LA LUCHA CONTINUA! 

A pesar de las muchas promesas que han hecho el gobierno federal y algunos 

diputados y senadores, todavía no se reanudan los pagos del Fondo de 

Beneficio para los Ex Braceros y sus Familias. Cada rato salen hacienda 

declaraciones de que se va a pagar pronto y de que se va a hacer un Nuevo 

pardon, pero la verdad es de que hasta este día no se le ha pagado nada a 

ningún bracero en ninguna parte de la República Mexicana y tampoco se ha 

convocado para que los ex braceros hagan nuevos trámites. 

 
NO HAY JUSTICIA PARA LOS EX BRACEROS Y SUS FAMILIARES, 
SOLAMENTE PURA DEMAGOGIA. 
 

Hoy los ex braceros y sus familiars son víctimas de la indeferencia y el olvido. 

Así que no tenemos otra alternativa más que seguir luchando. En los próximos 
días los convocaremos a una reunión informativa y a eventos para 
demandar justicia. Les pedimos que estén al pediente. Y asegúrense que 

nosotros seamos quienes los estamos convocando. Por lo pronto no hay que 

hacer caso de gentes que no tienen nada que ver con nuestra lucha o que andan 

levantando firmas sin ton ni son.
256

   

 

The fight continues for former braceros as thousands and their families 

continue to struggle to survive. This back pay, now amounting to more than, $14.5 

million dollars, would assist the ageing braceros and their survivors.
257

 The numbers 

of braceros who have registered for this claim, the amount who will actually receive 
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the back pay, and when this back pay will be returned are currently being discussed 

and disputed. All one can do is hope that the ageing braceros will live to receive the 

small amount of pay valued at almost half of century of suffering.  For the men who 

worked and suffered in West Texas, it is a small compensation.  

In its history, different elements advocated, enforced, opposed, and questioned 

the Bracero Program. However the program, with its history of exploitation of 

workers, did in fact continue for more than two decades. Once moral issues and the 

hypocrisy of the United States came into focus during the civil rights movement, more 

and more protest to the Bracero Program by labor unions, religious and social 

organizations occurred. This included the infamous reports by Ernesto Galarza entitled 

“Strangers in Our Fields” in 1956, Edward Murrow‟s 1950s Documentary “Harvest of 

Shame,” the 1959 Consultant report ordered by Secretary of Labor James P. Mitchell 

on adverse effects of program on domestics all esteemed a nationwide response to the 

exploitative nature of the program. However the impact of the Bracero Program and 

its laborers will not be forgotten within the memories of the farmers who employed 

them, the Mexican Americans who labored beside them, and the community that saw 

the guest workers downtown every Saturday and Sunday. 
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