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Dear Dr. Garcia:
I am inclosing herewith a very rough copy of my article for COMMON GROUND.

I

received the galley proofs last Friday, and the magazine should be out the last
week of August. I have listed the address where it can be obtained at 50¢ a
copy at the top pf the first page of the article. You are perfectly free to use

this material in any way that you find beneficial except, of course, it cannot
be reprinted without the consant of the Magazine, and then only after publication.

I was unable to see Mr. Byron Mitchell in Dallas, but I di* talk with him by
phone. He is greatly interested in your idea of holding conferences devoted to
wetbacks, and is entirely in favor of it. He made it very clear, however, that

the position he holds keeps him from taking any part in the.matter publicly, or
from making any public statements.

He stated most emphatically, however, that

meetings such as you propose, with the publicity that you could get on them, are

the only means thsu gh which sufficient pressure is going to brought on Washington to stop the wetbacks.
We arrived in Denver on schedule last Monday morning, but not without complications. We brought back my two-year-old grandson, David, whom we are going to
adopt. You can imagine that we have been pretty busy this past week. Bill

feels much better, and has gone back to work.
I want to tell you and Wanda again how very much we enjoyed being with you, and
how very much we appreciate the coffee service. It is lovely, and we will cherish
it always. Also, we can never repay your kindness in sending us to San Antonio
in your car. The trip was most pleasant, and the young men who drove us could not

have been more thoughtful or efficient.
Good luck in everything you undertake, and if I can be of service to you at any

time, please let me know.
Very best personal regards to both of you from both of us.
Ancerely~ours,

Pauline Kibbe Povall
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THE AMERICAN STANDARD -- FOR ALL AMERICANS
by

Aig o M : i 6/ LI t

Pauline R· Kibbe

l
(Article to appear in September 1949

issue of COMMON GROUND, publication
Of Common Council for American Unity
20 West 40th Street, New York 18, N.Y.)

When the Commission of Inquiry into Forced Labor met in New York City the

latter part of February 1949, it listened for three days to the testimony of
competent witnesses on peonage and slave labor existing today throughout the world.
Members of the Commission had been carefully selected by the Workers: Defense
League, under whose auspices the hearings were held, and included figures of nationwide prominence in the fields of education, politics, business and religion.

The

purpose of the hearings was to compile evidence for presentation to the United

.: t.:.

Nations, with the ult imate objective of bringing about action by that body to correct

the conditions described.
As was to be expected, much of the testimony related to slave labor within

the Soviet Union and its satellite states.
America and the United States.

Other areas emphasized were Latin

The conditions complained of in the United States

included the indignities forced upon loyal Japanese-Americans during the war, the
continuing enslavement of Negroes in some parts of the South, and the virtual
peonage of Mexican-American agricultural workers in the State of Texas occasioned
by the unchecked tide of "wetbacks" surging across the Rio Grande.

One member of the Commission was so violently ant i-Russ ian in his sent iments

that he strenuously resisted the introduction of evidence pointing up sore spots
within the United States.

It was his desire t hat the transcript delivered to the

United Nations should be a devastating indictment of communism and the Communist
regime, with no detracting irrelevancies.

To that end, he attempted to confuse

witnesses and trick them into admitting that, whatever their pet peeve might be, .
it could not, of course, be mentioned in the same breath with the horror of life
in the Soviet Union.

In this he was thwarted by the witnesses themselves and by

other members of the Commission.

.
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Any comparison of the abuses and inequalities suffered by the MexicanAmericans in Texas with those to which the inmates of Russian slave-labor camps

are subjected is futile.
of America.

This is not the Soviet Union.

This is the United States

It is to us -- not to the Soviet Union -- that the fear-ridden peoples

of the world are looking for leadership.

To fulfill that responsibility, to

justify that trust, it is imperative that we extend the benefits of our democracy
to our own people, and make the American standard of living a standard of living

for all Americans.

The enormity of our shortcomings can be judged only by the

standards we claim for ourselves; not by those of any other country.
The scope and seriousness of the problems of Mexican-Americans in Texas are

not generally understood.
national significance.

They have always had a national as well as an inter-

But developments during the past two or three years have

set out, in bold relief, the absolute necessity for a concerted attack on the
problems from two directions:

regulation by the federal government, and energetic

activity on the part of organized labor.

A great many Texans are not going to like eithet approach.

Nevertheless,

the goverhment of the state has proven its impotence and actual disinclihation to
remedy the situation.

The time has come for action of a different kind.

Let is see what this is all about.
It is the liwetbacku who has brought matters to a focal point.

"Wetback"

is the term used to describe a Mexican citizen who effects an illegal entry into

this country by wading, swimming or rowing across the Rio Grande.

His name is

legion. He is disrupting the already unstable economy of the state, permanently

displacing thousands of American citizens of Mexican descent, forcing their migration to slum areas of towns and cities in and out of Texas where they, in turn,
glut the skilled and unskill ed labor market, depr ess ing wages for all workers.

There have always been wetbacks in Texas and throughout the border area,

but the real invasion began during the war years when many of the seasonal agri-

cultural laborers who had perennially harvest*d the fruit and vegetable and cotton
crops of the state were serving in the armed forces.

Workers from Mexico came in
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illegally, rather than under contract, for a very good reason. In June 1943, the
Mexican Government flatly refused to contract labor to Texas farmers and growers

because of the many forms of discrimination practiced against Mexicans and persons
of Mexican descent within the state.
The fact that the wetbacks came in, by the hundreds and by the thousands,

despite the widely publicized discrimination, was due to a number of pressures on
both sides of the Rio Grande.

The cost of living in Mexico was going up, even more rapidly than in this
countr#, and in May 1948 stood at 314.2, with a norm for 1939 of 100 as a basis.

The agrarian program in Mexico had not developed to the point where it could

provide a living wage for more than a fraction of the rural pnpulation.

People

on the verge of starvation are not likely to consider discrimination too seriously
when rosy promises of food are held out to them from the other side of a river that

is dry, or nearly so, a good part of the year.
Adamant though it was in its determination that agricultural workers should
not come into Texas, the Mexican Government was powerless to effectively patrol the

river, and petty officials both along the border and in the interior were easily
induced, for a price, to assist the agents of Texas farmers and growers in

rounding up and herding to the border droves of peons and peasants.
Enforcement of Mexicols ban from this side of the river was the responsibility
of the U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service.

While it can be conceded that

the Service was undermanned during the war, it must also be admitted that the pleas

of citrus, vegetable and cotton growers, individually and through their respective

associations, fell upon receptive ears.

The Immigration Service accepted the

assertions of the growers that the shortage of labor on the farms and in the fields
was so acute that the decree of the Mexican Government must be ignored if the crops

were to be harvested.

It was an easy matter for the Immigration Service to comply with the wishes

of the growers.

Wetbacks were unmolested except when they appeared openly ih the
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towns or on the highways.

In that event, they were rounded up, taken to the nearest

port of entry, and released on the other side.
Immigration officer back across the river.

Sometimes the wetback would beat the

There are instances on record where one

wetback was deported as many as four times in a twenty-four hour period.
But the real villains of this international conspiracy were, and are, the
growers themselves.

Not even during the war years did they ever succeed in proving

a real shortage of labor in agriculture.

Their concern has always been, and

continues to be, cheap labor in abundance.
The citrus groves, the extensive vegetable farms, the vast expanse of cotton
acreage n-- in combination, a very important segment of the statels economy - all

have been developed by cheap, Mexican labor.
Texas growers recruited labor in Mexico.

Year after year, beginning about 1900,

The wages promised were not always paid,

and even when paid proved q oefully inadequate for the support of families, many of
whom, each year elected to remain in Texas.

The following year, it would be

necessary for the growers to recruit new workers in Mexico, since those of previous
years had learned the value of American money and knew it could be stretched just

so far and no farther.
Thus the Mexican-American population of Texas increased from approximately

70,000 in the year 1900 to an estimated 1,250,000 in 1948.
of the wetbacks now in the state.

This figure is exclusive

One out of every six Texans is of Mexucan descent.

At least half of the totab is dependent upon agriculfure, in one form or another,

for its livelihood.
Tjaese are the people who not only chop and pick the cotton, harvest and pack
the citrus fruits, cultivate and cut the spinach, and plill and bunch the onionsk

carrots, beets and radishes of Texas; they are the same people who, in large measure,
tend and harvest the sugar beets of many northern and northwestern states, help to

pick the cotton in Arkansas, New Mexico, and numerous other states, and assist in

many areas outside Texas during the fruit and vegetable season.
Nominally, these migratory Texans are residents of the state -- 80 per cent

5

:..
of all of them are United States citizens by birth or naturalization, and the others
are legal residents -- but actually they constitute a floating population of the

country as a whole.
Many acute problems are inherent in the seasonal and migratory nature of

their employment; problems in economics, education, health, sanitation, and civil
rights.

Because they are of the same national origin, and because there is not

and cannot be any clear-cut line of demarcation, the remaining 600,000 or so

Mexican-Americans in Texas who, through the years, have found permanent employment

in other fields, and have attained a certain edicational and economic status, suffer,
*o a greater or less extent, the same inequities, the same social ostracism, the

same denial of civil rights.
At the root of all other problems of Mexican-Americans in Texas is the
economic situation.

Enforced 1' cheap" labor in Texas has brBd the same evils that

cheap labor breeds any place:

a tuberculosis death rate among Mexican-Americans

which is seven times that of Anglos;

a third-grade level of education;

a fantastic-

ally high mortality from diarrhea in Mexican-American infants under two years of age;

rural and urban slums that are unspeakable;

segregation of Mexican-American

children in the public schools (until the decision of a federal judge abolished it
in the summer of 1948), e ffective in the first three grades in some schools, extend-

ing through twelve grades in others;

refusal of service in some public places of

business and amusement, regardless of social or economic status, or the number of
generations of U. S. citizenship the victim may be able to claim;

denial of the

right to vote, or to serve on juries, or to ow:n or rent real estate in certain areas.
These were the conditions which existed even before the real invasion of

weSbacks began.
Late in 1946, the Mexican Government admitted that at least 119,000 of its
citizens were illegally resident in the border area of the United States.

Of that

number, a minimum of 50,000 were conceded to be in the Lower Rio Grande Valley of

Texas.
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Lacking the power and the meahs through which to secure the return of those
119,000 wetbacks to Mexico, and being equally powerless to provide for their upkeep
should they all go home, the Mexican Government, on January' 31, 1947, entered into

an agreement with the U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service by the terms of

which the presence of the 119,000 aliens was to be legalized through the signing of
contracts with employers.

Among other things, such contracts were to provide for

the payment of the ~prevailing wagell in each area.

Three Mexican ports of entry --

Reynosa, Ciudad Juarez, and Mexicali - were designated as the points to which
employers would take their wetbacks for the legalization process, which began, at

Reynosa, on April 21, 1947.

(This was, perhaps, symbolic, for April 21 is the date

celebrated in Texas as San Jacinto Day, commemorating the final defeat of the
Mexican forces under Santa Ana at San Jacinto, near Houston, on April 21, 1836.)

On that and succeeding days, Texas growers acquitted themselves in a manner
typical of their long history of dealing with Mexican labor.

They certified that

the prevailing wage rate in the Lower Rio Grande Valley was 25 cents an hour; this
in the face of the fact that employers in the El Paso-New Mexico area were certify-

ing to a wage rate of from 37-1/2 to 45 cents an hour, and in California, to as much
as 65 cents an hour, for the same labor, to produce the same crops, to be sent to

the same markets, to bring the same prices.
What the Valley employers failed to make clear, of course, was that 25 cents
an hour was the prevailing wage for wetback labor.

Even that admission would not

have been accurate, since 25 cents an hour was the exception rather than the rule.

Many employers confided that they were actually paying 10 cents, or 15 cents, at the
most, for wetback labor.
The war was well over by April 1947.

The thousands of Mexican-American boys

who had served in the armed forces had long since returned to their homes, and for

all bAt a few of them, the 52-20 payments had about run their limit.

Their jobs

had been usurped by 50,000 wetbacks, whose status was now being legalized, and at
an accepted wage rate of 25 cents an hour.

On the basis of a ten-hour day, six days

.

.
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a week, that would mean a maximum possible income of $15.00 a week; only one
doesnit work a regular ten-hour day or six-day week in agriculture.

The work is

seasonal and entirely dependent upon the weather.
Nevertheless, the situation was made clear to resident agricultural workers,
including veterans and their families:
for 25 cents an hour.

We can get all the Mexican labor we want

You will accept the same wage, or else.

The majority chose

uor elsei.

The signing of contracts continudd until early in September 1947, when the

Mexican Government, convinced that the wage rate ageeed upon was too low, and that
Texas growers were not living up to other provisions of the contract, such as those

calling for suitable housing and sanitary facilities, firmly put an end to the
legalization process so far as Texas was concerned, and cancelled all existing
contracts with Texas growers.
The wetbacks, again illegal, not only stayed put, but their ranks were

swollen daily by new arrivals.
paper.

Only mur now there was no minimum wage, not even on

The growers were having -- and are still having -- a field day.

A migration of unprecedented proportions, and of a new character, began in
the Valley, and in South Texas generally.

Some families left e arly for northern

and eastern states, intending to return again to their homes; but many others embarked upon a quest of another sort.

They carried their household goods with them

with the intention of founding new homes in the towns and cities.

Some of them

stopped in Corpus Christi, San Antonio, Austin, Dallas and Fort Worth, and some

of them in the smaller towns in between.

Some of them left Texas behind entirely.

In each instance, they crowded into the already overcrowded slum areas, or

threw up new, makeshift dwellings on the fringes of the slums.

Being totally

inexperienced in any work except agriculture, tliey began, through force of cir-

0

cumstances, to undercut on unskilled and =mi semi-skilled jobs of many kinds.
Employers, broadly speaking, are never slow or reluctant to take advantige of a kind

..

8

Fate which offers an opportunity to reduce operating costs.

Furthermore, a surplus

of workers is always an effective threat in keeping one's employees in line, and
particularly in preventing the organization of a plant.

It is, apparently, an

exciting game to play off a desperate man against one whose economic security is

being threatened so that wages may remain "fair.u
The process of displacement, reaching out in ever widening circles across the
nation, is by no means new.

or three years.

It has merely become greatly accelerated in the last two

Mexican colonies have sprung up in states that heretofore had no

Mexican population whatever.

The long-established colonies in Chicago, Detroit and

other large cities have increased in size.
As one concrete example of what is happening, we can look at Arkansas.

In

the 1930s, the cotton crop of Arkansas was harvested almost entirely by Negroes
resident in that state.

By 1948, however, according to the U. S. Employment Service,

12,838 Mexican-Americans from Texas and contract laborers from Mexico were picking
Arkansas' cotton.

This meant that the Negroes who formerly did the work had been

forced to migrate to the cities, or out of the state altogether, where they, too,
aggravated existing slum conditions and undercut on jobs in business and industry.
In Texas, the wetbacks have been used also to defeat organizational efforts
of labor unions.

The National Labor Relations Board confirms the fact that on

November 10, 1948, and with the cooperation of the Border Patrol, wetbacks were used
to interfere with an NLRB election at the Rio Grande Valley Gas Company, Harlingen,
Texas.

Almost all of the 140 employees in the plant were Mexicans or of Mexicgn

descent.

It was no secret to the employer that many of them were illegally in this

country.

About ten minut*s before the NLRB official was to open the polls on the

morning of the election, Border Patrolmen entered the plant, rounded up some ten
or more of the aliens, and deported them.

All of these men were back on the job

the day after the election.
This is only one instance.

With the assistance of the Immigration Sergice

and the United States Consul in Nuevo Laredo, Mexican Nationals were imported into

.

.
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Laredo in 1947 to break a strike of the employees of four import-export firms.
The Amalgamated Clothing Workers had the same experience in El Paso, also in 1947.
The spotlight of national publicity was trained, if but briefly, upon the

webback situation in Texas in October 1948, when the U. S. Immigration Service

pulled the rawest deal of all.
The cotton growers of West Texas had been badgering the Mexican Consuls General
in San Antonio and El Paso for months with their demands for contract labor.

usual, they offered no proof of any shortage of domestic labor.

A s

Even if they had

been able to do so, their demands would still have been denied in view of the
Mexican Governmentis steadfast refusal to permit laborers to enter Texas legally.

Not only did they demand special dispensation from the Mexican Government, but they

also wanted a reduction in the contr~ctual wage rate.

gnxist Cotton pickers under

contract to growers in Arkansas, Mississippi and other cotton-rpoducing states last

year were guaranteed a wage rate of $3.00 per hundred pounds on the first picking,
and a rising scale for each 2.**tii**mirit additional picking.

The West Texas growers

insisted upon contract labor from Mexico, and they likewise insisted that the wage

be $2.00 per hundred pounds.
When their demands were unequivocally refused, the cotton growers hatched out
a neat scheme.

It worked, too.

They poured their troubles into the sympathetic ears of the Chief of the

Immigration Service at El Paso and the Director of the U. S. Employment Service, and

convinced them that, without a plentiful supply of labor from across the river, West
Texas cotton would rot in the fields.

These soft-hearted officials of the United

States Government apparently agreed that, in the face of such an imminent catastro-

phs, an international treaty and the good will of nations were of no significance
whatever.

Accordingly, the glad tidings were carried across the river and before

dawn one morning, in the early part of October, a horde of shadowy figures began a
wholesale invasion of the El Paso area.

No one tried to stop them.

Once on this

side, they were placed under technical arrest by Immigration officers, immediately

,
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paroled to the U. S. Employment Service, and loaded into waiting trucks driven by
agents of West Texas cotton growers.

More than 7,000 wetbacks crossed the river before the border was closed
again three days later.

It t ook that long before the Chief of the Immigrat ion

Service became convinced either that his friends in West Texas had a plentiful

supply of labor, or that he had exceeded his authority.
Neither the Governor of Texas nor that State's official agency especially

charged with protecting and furthering the interests of persons of Mexican descent-the Good Neighbor Commission

registered any protest with the Federal Government

conce*ning the break-through at El Paso.

The Good Neighbor Commission, as it was

originally constituted in 1943, and during the first four years of its life, did
much to advance the cause of Mexican-Americans in the States and to bring about an
intelligent understanding of their problems on the part of Anglo Texans.
But with t he advent of a new governor in 1947 -- a governor el ected by the
decree and with the financial support of large corporate interests, such as the oil

and sulphur industries, the citrus and vegetable growers' associations, and the
cotton growers' association -- the Commission has, to all intents and purposes,
ceased to function.

The fact that 7,000 destitute workers had been added, within

a three-day period, to the already clogged labor market in Texas was obviously of

no concern whatever to the Governor or his Commission.

One might reasonably conclude

that the break-through was a matter of prior knowledge to them.
Vigorous protests were registered with President Truman and Attorney General
Tom Clark by the Mexican Consular Service, the League of United Latin American
Citizens and other Mexican-American organizations, the Texas State Industrial Union

Council-CIO , the American Federal of Labor, and a number of individual union heads.
The Mexican invasion continues.

The number of wetbacks now in the State of

Texas, according to reliable authorities, exceeds 100,000.

Great as is the eco-

nomic need of the Mexican workers in their own country, they are, on the whole,

an humble group, and it is not conceivable that they would so openly and consistent-
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ly violate the laws of two countries without strong encouragement from what

cannot be called anything but a fifth column in Texas.
It should be abundantly clear from all the foregoing that the State of Texas

cannot, or will not, do anything to stem the tide.

The remedy must be administered

by the Federal Government.
There can be no question but that our immigration policy and program on
the Mexican border is bankrupt, and a shocking disgrace to the entire country.

Open connivance with private interests, at extreme variance with the public policies

of two governments; overt violation of an international treaty;

individual and

collect ive insult t o the dignity and sovereignty of a friendly and ne ighboring

republic -- these are sins on the part of a federal agency which cannot be over-

looked or condoned.
Bear in mind that in this vicious progression -- wetbacks displacing

domestic

agricultural labor and depressing wages; displaced agricultural workers invading
towns and cities and, in turn, displacing workers in business and industry, at
substandard wages ; etc ., etc . -

we have the pretty spectacle of the breakdown of

our immigration system on the border interfering with the wage scales in both
agriculture and indust*y, for Anglos and Negroes, as well as for Mexican-Americans.

The recommendations which follow may very well revive (if, indeed, it has

ever died down) the old battle cry of ustat*s' rights."
screen for bigotry, or avarice, or failure.

There is no better smoke

The state of Texas has had the ~right",

as well as the obligation, for at least fifty years to rectify the unsavory conditions under which its Mexican-American population has always labored,

Now the

time has come when the implications, not to mention the stench, of those conditions
reach far beyond the boundaries of the State.
First, I respectfully recommend that the President of the United States

appoint a Presidential Commission, similar in composition to his Committee on
Civil Rights, and instruct it to investigate, thoroughly and painstakingly, all

aspects of this complex problem, from both the domestic and international stand-

.
points.
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The conclusions and recommendations of such a Commission would serve as a

blueprint for action by the federal government.
Secondly, I urge the Congress of the United States to make the employment of
illegal aliens a federal offense, punisbable by a heavy fine and/or imprisonment.

No other measure could so effectively and immediately terminate the flow of wetbacks

across our borders.

The wetback himself cannot be punished, except by informal

deportation, from which he rebounds like a rubber ball.

So long as employers are

crying for his services, he is coming across the river.

Only the employer can be

controlled by legislation, and it must be federal legislation.

The powerful lobbies

of the citrus, vegetable and cotton growers' associations would kill such a bill in
the embryo stage in the Texas Legislature.
Concurrently, or beforehand, the U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service,

and the U. S. Employment Service, should be transferred back to the U. S. Department
of Labor to which they both, by their very nature, belong.
So far as the Mexican-American citizens and residents of Texas are concerned,
nothing would go farther toward the solution of the ir economic problems and, thereby,
the eventual solutibn of all their other problems, than an all-out organizing drive

on the part of trade unions.

Unity on any front, for any purpose, is something the

Mexicqn-Americans have been successfully prevented from achieving up t o now.

Organization is imperative if economic security is to be attained.
Increasingly, during the past few years, Mexican-Americans have been
accepted into trade unions all over Texas.

But organized labor has been able to

make no headway in the field where it is most desperately needed:

in agriculture.

Nor can organization be effected until the wetback -- a potent weapon of fear and

intimidation in the hands of the employer -- is permanently disposed of.

Once

the wetback has been removed from the scene, and the agricultural workers united

in a strong trade union, corporate farms and other apparently soulless employers
will find themselves forced to the collective bargaining table.
The *ere mention of organized labor conjures up nameless terrors for some

..
people.
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For the citrus and vegetable growers' association in the Valley, where the

need for organized labor is perhaps most urgent, it hangs as the Sword of Damocles.
This fear is understandable* for organized labor is the natural enemy of any feudal

system.

and
But those who produce the citnus fruits, the vegetables,/the cotton of Texas,

as well as the gentleman mentioned in the first paragraphs of this article, might

much more profitably concern themselves with the real threat which lurks in the
un-American conditions of life they are perpetuating, which at the same time
ignoring, among the Mexican-Americans in Texas.

No longer ago than the summer of 1948, I had occasion to attend various

meetings of Mexican-Americans at widely separated points in Texas.
workersi meetings.

These were

Those in attend#nce were, for the most part, United States

citizens, many of them of the second or third generations.

But they were, never-

theless, downtrodden, underprivileged people -- people who had never had anything and

who saw no prostect of making anything of themselves, the situation being as it is

in Texas.
Much of the conversation and most of the speeches were in Spanish, and my
blood ran cold at the recurrence of such expressions as the "proletariat,# the
1!masses,11 the Hworkers of tile world,11 etc.

These people were not communists.

did not know it was the Communist line they were parroting.

They

But their never-

ending frustrations had made them ripe for insidious Communist propaganda.
The simple logic of the thing is that, in a land of plenty, when one is

deprived of an education, poverty-stricken, denied civil, social, and economic
rights, and subjected to all manner of indignities, one automat ically looks for

relief from some quarter.

To the uninformed and underprivileged, the Communist

line sounds good, even when they have never heard of the Communist Party.
I agree that the slave labor camps in the Soviet Union are a blot upon the
face of the earth and should be eliminated.

At the same time, I am much more con-

cerned that the conditions in Texas which are rapidly preparing the soil in which

..
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Communism can easily take root and flourish be corrected once and for all.

End.
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