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PREFACE 
 
 During winter 2006, I traveled to Mexico to study introductory Spanish. I 

intended little more than to fulfill my language requirement for Dartmouth and escape 

from the harshness of a New England winter. I imagined the program would probably 

culminate my intermittent study of Spanish and Latin America. Instead, Mexico 

enchanted me. 

One of the many things I took home from the three-month trip is the memory of a 

truck. The old, gray Ford was parked on the side of a dusty road in Latuvi, a tiny village 

carved into the side of one of Oaxaca’s innumerable mountain valleys. The truck sat 

beside a row of half-built houses painted vibrant blues and yellows. There was only one 

reason the truck ever caught my attention: the license plate read “California.” I assumed a 

returning migrant had brought the truck home with him. I knew millions of Mexicans 

migrated to the United States, but I never appreciated how fundamental the migration 

experience has been for so many Mexicans until I saw that California license plate in a 

place which seemed so far from the United States, both geographically and culturally. 

I returned to Dartmouth wanting to learn more about Latino migration, an interest 

that soon lead me to major in Latin American and Caribbean Studies. I lamented that 

northern New England seemed to be the only region of the United States where the 

influence of Latin America had yet to be felt. I assumed at the time that I might travel 

back to Mexico, or at least to a state like California for research. 

The summer after I returned from Mexico, I heard a report on Vermont Public 

Radio about Mexicans working on dairies in Vermont. I was shocked to hear the melodic 

accent of rural Mexican Spanish once again, this time coming over the radio in Hanover, 



 vi 

New Hampshire. My ignorance of the Mexican migrants who lived right around me only 

speaks to their invisibility; I grew up in New Hampshire and thought I knew the area 

inside and out. The report indicated that Mexican migrants now did much of the grunt 

labor on Vermont dairies. I wondered how Anglo Vermonters reacted to foreigners doing 

this work that is so quintessentially Vermont—the Holstein milking cow is featured not 

only on the famous Ben and Jerry’s ice cream cartons, but also on the state flag. I knew 

immediately I wanted to pursue the topic; listening to the radio report began a long 

process of accessing a hidden world embedded within my own community and inhabited 

by Mexican migrants who are mostly my own age, or younger. 

Occasionally, people ask me where I learned my admittedly mediocre Spanish. I 

used to say I picked up a bit in high school, improved my grammar with a few college 

classes, and worked on my accent with a trip to Mexico. Talking with Mexican dairy 

workers in Vermont, however, has taught me as much Spanish as anything else. Now, 

when people ask me where I learned my Spanish, I tell them proudly that I learned it on a 

dairy farm in Vermont. I give that answer—and I write this thesis—to validate the 

presence, work, and humanity of a people who remain strangers in our midst.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 
We called for workers, and there came human beings. 
Max Frisch1 
 
 I slammed the door of my car and tentatively looked around the snowy farmyard. 

In my hand I clutched the directions Kathryn O’Reilly had given me over the phone to 

her and her husband’s dairy in Coolidge, Vermont. 2 I had met Kathryn a few weeks 

before at the monthly Spanish language Mass in Coolidge, and she agreed to let me visit 

her farm and interview some of the men who worked for her husband. The old yellow 

farmhouse in front of me matched Kathryn’s description. Dirty clothes were strewn 

around the porch, and the door was shuttered with the shade drawn. A few hundred 

meters farther down the muddy driveway stood an L-shaped red milking barn. Melting 

snow was still left on the roofs of the rusted tractors and trucks that sat to the side of the 

barn. Water dripped from the roofs down the metal sides of the vehicles, like tears 

running down a child’s face. Through the barn windows I saw the hides of the black and 

white Holsteins. Beyond the barn, the landscape was dotted with silos and red barns of 

neighboring farms. In low areas the snow had already melted, the ground emerging wet 

and brown. It was silent except the occasional lowing of a cow. 

It was March 9, 2007—my first of many visits to the O’Reilly dairy. I walked 

onto the porch and knocked on the glass window of the door. Nobody answered. I 

knocked harder. I felt the vibrations through my feet as someone approached from inside. 

Daniel, in his twenties from Tabasco, Mexico whom I had met at the Spanish Mass, 

unlocked the door and shook my hand. I had talked with him on the phone the day before, 

and he had invited me to come by the farm. Daniel wore a baseball cap over his short 
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black hair, a plaid shirt and a pair of black pants that were too large for him. His 

shoulders were tight and his lips were curled apprehensively.  

“Tenemos un problema,” [we have a problem] Daniel told me. He sat me down at 

the kitchen table and explained that he had been staying with his cousin Juan at the 

O’Reilly farm for sometime but had been unable to find work with the O’Reillys or at 

other nearby dairies. He had decided to return to Georgia where he had family and hoped 

to find more reliable employment. I agreed to give him a ride to a bus station. He left me 

in the kitchen talking with his cousin Juan and disappeared into the dark back rooms of 

the house to pack his things. 

Juan’s round face looked pale. He spoke and moved slowly, as though the 

darkness of the long winter had depressed his mood. He offered me a Coke. Juan, who 

was nineteen-years old at the time, explained to me how he arrived in the United States 

when he was sixteen and had spent most of his time as a migrant in Warner Robins, 

Georgia. Juan had fond memories of Georgia, where he felt secure enough to drive a car. 

Here in Vermont he could not drive a car because the police could stop and deport him 

back to Mexico.  Juan remembered Georgia as a haven for migrants compared to 

Vermont. He said the great number of deportations indicated Vermont was more racist 

than Georgia. 

Daniel rolled a single black suitcase through the kitchen and out the door to my 

car. I told Juan I would come back the next day to speak with him again, and we both 

followed Daniel out the door.  

“Take a picture of us,” Daniel said, handing me a disposable camera. I framed 

Daniel and Juan standing in the driveway with the red milking barn in the background. 
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Through the plastic viewfinder, I saw the two men, the barn behind them, and the gray 

March sky. 

 “No, no” Daniel stopped me. “I do not want to remember that place!” he said, 

tilting his head towards the barn. He grabbed Juan and shifted them both so the barn 

would be out of the background of the photo. Daniel said he just wanted a picture to 

prove he had seen snow. 

 The cousins stood arm and arm in the driveway and smiled. I took the photo. 

They quickly shared a restrained embrace as I got into the car. Daniel’s bag was already 

in the trunk. He had packed up his entire life in about fifteen minutes. 

 When we reached the bus station, it was almost dark. I told the agent Daniel 

wanted a ticket to Atlanta, Georgia. The teenager wearing a Red Sox hat who stood 

behind the counter typed on his dusty computer for a minute, “okay…” he mumbled. The 

ticket would cost over two hundred dollars, he explained. Daniel handed over the fare in 

cash. The tickets began to print, but got stuck midway through when the printer ran out of 

paper. A line of impatient travelers formed behind us as the agent searched for more 

paper. Daniel stood alert but unmoving, like a set mousetrap. Soft rock played quietly 

over the tinny PA system.  Finally the guy found the paper, and as the last tickets printed 

out he asked me, “You guys milkin’?” He mimicked a milking motion with his hands. 

 I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. I stared back at him to indicate that would be the end of 

the conversation. 

 We headed to the bathroom. A bus driver wearing a uniform walked in behind us. 

Daniel must have thought he was a police officer, for he abandoned the urinal and slipped 

into a stall as soon as he saw him. 
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 We sat in my car to avoid waiting in the public bus terminal, where Daniel might 

risk arrest because of his unauthorized status. We listened to the radio and I asked Daniel 

what he would do when he got to Atlanta. He told me he would get a ride from someone 

back to Warner Robins. When he returned to Georgia, it seemed, he would no longer be 

so fearful of deportation.  

 When it was time to leave, I walked Daniel to the bus. We stood in the puddles as 

the driver took Daniel’s bag and shoved it in the luggage compartment.  

 “Buena suerte,” [good luck] I told him. He shook my hand and disappeared 

behind the dark windows of the bus.  

 My first visit to the O’Reilly farm began to chip away at my preconceptions about 

the lives of Mexican dairy workers in Vermont. I thought living in Vermont would be 

different than living in other states for Mexican migrants. I had assumed that in Vermont 

migrants would be sheltered from the nativism they experienced in other parts of the 

United States. In part, newspaper reports that described idyllic relationships between 

Mexican workers and Anglo dairy owners influenced this assumption. One report, for 

example, quoted a gushing Anglo farmer as saying, “I’ve been down in the dumps about 

something, and I’ll go into the barn. They’re in there working and playing their Mexican 

songs, singing and whistling. In a couple of minutes, I’m on Cloud Nine” (Hemingway 

2007b). My image of Vermont as a progressive state made it easier for me to swallow 

these select, happy anecdotes as a comprehensive account. 

 From the first day, my research forced me to question these assumptions. Daniel 

wanted to forget Vermont, and I saw the fear of deportation he had while waiting in the 

bus terminal. Juan called the state racist—a jarring statement at the time. Through the 
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process of sharing many conversations with Mexican dairy workers in Vermont over the 

following year, my assumptions were reversed. I listened to horrifying stories of workers 

deported, heard some of the derogatory remarks passed around barnyards, and witnessed 

the devastating effects of unauthorized legal status on migrants younger than eighteen. I 

finished my fieldwork in winter 2008 convinced that the situation of the dairy workers 

could only be described by the most condemning rhetoric. Mexicans on Vermont dairies 

were unquestionably oppressed.   

 Yet as I began to write this thesis, my opinions shifted again. I found I could not 

characterize what I had observed on the dairy farms in black and white, moralistic terms. 

The reality had been so varied that such one-sided generalizations would obscure more 

than they would reveal.3 There was truth in the opinions I held at both the beginning and 

the end of my fieldwork. Relationships between Anglos and Mexicans on the dairy farms 

are at times pleasant and cooperative, indeed, almost idyllic. At the same time, the work 

is hard and unrelenting, and Mexicans are often treated harshly. When I realized these 

seemingly opposed views were not wholly exclusive of one another, my goal shifted from 

demonstrating migrants were marginalized to presenting the many ambiguous situations I 

had observed and analyzing why they played out as they did.  

Although this thesis is more than simply a categorical condemnation of the 

treatment of Mexican dairy workers, I do not claim an objective or politically neutral 

perspective. This work is colored by my belief that human rights supersede provincial 

laws that classify some people as “illegal” and others as “legal.” I reject the argument that 

the abuse of unauthorized migrants is justified because they  are somehow morally 

suspect for breaking a law to come to the United States or because living conditions for 
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migrants are presumed to be better than in their host countries. Regardless of how they 

arrived, I believe migrants recruited to work in Vermont retain basic rights including the 

right to fair pay, access to public safety services, protection against discrimination, and 

freedom of movement and assembly. I found that many Mexican migrants were denied 

these rights. My privileged position as a United States citizen allows me to denounce 

such offenses while my informants would risk arrest if they spoke out. Following 

Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004: 25-27), I consider advocacy for marginalized 

informants to be one of the responsibilities of the ethnographer. I therefore write in part 

to shed light on how young Mexican workers are denied the right to live full lives. At the 

same time, I anxiously wait for the day when these individuals may speak for themselves 

in public. I strive to ensure my political opinions do not preclude a critical presentation of 

my observations, and I only hope the ethnography itself, as subjective and select as it 

may be, informs the reader’s own opinions on immigration policy in the United States. 

This thesis is about how a small number of people have responded to the 

inevitability of interethnic contact. More specifically, it describes the lives of Mexican 

migrants on Vermont dairies and the challenges they face. The ethnography poses two 

questions. First, how is the historical role of Mexican migrants as disposable and 

exploitable labor realized on 21st century dairies in Vermont? Second, how do migrants 

react to their role as marginalized laborers? By untangling this culture—the often 

unspoken and inconsistent conventions and structures that regulate social interaction—

the aim is to understand what happens to migrants in Vermont, and why.  
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SETTING 

 Coolidge is a rural community of around 1,500 residents dotted with dairy farms 

in the southern Champlain Valley of Vermont. The town’s fields gently slope down from 

the Green Mountains in the east to Lake Champlain in the west. The community is 

geographically and socially centered in a 

compact village of plain houses, white 

churches, and a single gas station. The 

village occupies the area around the 

intersection of two state highways, and 

the dairies are spread across the rural 

areas of the town. 

Coolidge is located in Addison 

County, home to 37,000 people and 

approximately 207 of the state’s 1,376 

dairies (see Map I) (U.S. Census Bureau 

2006; USDA: 2002). The exact number 

of Mexican dairy workers and the 

number of unauthorized versus 

authorized migrants in Addison County is unknown. In addition to Addison County, 

Mexicans also work on dairies in Franklin and Orleans counties along the U.S.-Canadian 

border. Mexican dairy workers were too new to the state to have been reported in the 

2000 Census, and even if they had been present, migrants would have been difficult to 

count because of their transience and fear of deportation.  

Addison  

Franklin                     Orleans   

 
    Map I: Physical Map of Vermont. (Geology.com) 
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 George O’Reilly, a Coolidge dairy owner, believes most, if not all, dairies in the 

area have Mexican workers. Even a dairy owned by relatives of Vermont’s governor Jim 

Douglas openly employs unauthorized Mexican workers (Hemingway 2007b). During the 

time of this study (2006-2008), Chris Urban, a former English as a Second Language 

(ESL) teacher, regularly visited fifty dairies in Addison County to teach English to 

Mexican workers under twenty-one. Assuming that each of these fifty dairies employs 

five Mexican workers, Urban estimates there are at most 250 Mexicans working in 

Addison County. He believes that the often cited figured of 2,000 Mexicans on dairies 

across Vermont is inflated, and that this figure might also include the few Mexicans who 

work in the timber, construction, and garden industries across the state.  On some dairies, 

the Anglo patrón [boss] employs both Mexican and Anglo workers, while on others, only 

Mexicans are employed. Mexicans first arrived on Addison County dairies in 1999 from 

nearby New York farms, and they gradually came to dominate dairy employment in the 

area. In nearby New York state, Mexicans have been employed on dairies at least since 

the mid-1990s (Maloney and Grusenmeyer 2005: 3).  

Although I never directly asked migrants about their legal status, many people 

volunteered their information. Migrants related how they crossed the border without 

permission or how they were sin papeles [without papers], the phrase unauthorized 

Mexican migrants often use to describe their status. Dairy farmers and others who 

interacted with the migrant community also characterized the majority of the Mexican 

migrants as unauthorized.  

Before Mexican dairy workers began to arrive in the state, dairy owners had 

difficulty finding reliable employees among the U.S.-born population. Few young people 
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in Vermont want to do the dirty, early-morning dairy chores seven days a week for little 

pay. George O’Reilly described his employees before he began hiring Mexicans in 2003 

as an irresponsible lot: “We had a guy who shot a cow and threatened to shoot me,” 

George told me. “We called the State Police. It took them four hours to get here. By the 

time they got here the guy was gone.” Dairy owners describe Mexican workers as 

comparatively reliable and subservient. One patrón told me with pride that his Mexican 

checked in within two minutes of the scheduled five a.m. start time everyday.  

 In Vermont, Mexicans enter into a small-scale dairy industry that has struggled to 

remain economically viable. During the 1980s, the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) attempted to cut the national milk surplus through the whole herd 

buyout program, which paid small or weak dairies to close by taxing more successful 

dairy operations. In the 1986 whole heard buyout, thirty-one dairies closed in Addison 

County and many more dairies were sold during this period outside of the USDA 

program (Brady 2005: 74-90). More recently, 2006 was described as the “worst year in at 

least the last thirty years” for Vermont dairies due to bad weather, low milk prices, and 

high fuel and feed costs (Hemingway 2007a). A one-time $3.2 million bailout from the 

state government in 2007 failed to prevent the closing of dozens of Vermont dairies in 

2006 and 2007 (Hemingway 2007a, 2007c). Cheap Mexican labor likely becomes all the 

more attractive to Vermont dairymen when business is tough. 

Small, isolated, and thousands of miles from the Mexican-U.S. border, Vermont is 

not a typical migration destination for Mexicans. As far as I know, the state has never 

before hosted a significant number of Mexican migrants. Although Latinos are scattered 

around the state, their numbers are small. According to the 2006 American Community 



 10 

Survey, Vermont is 96.3% white, making it the whitest state in the country (U.S. Census 

Bureau: 2006). The establishment of even a small number of Mexicans in Vermont 

suggests how Mexican migration has become a national phenomenon, touching even the 

most remote, Anglo corners of the country.  

Mexicans in Vermont have not been the subject of any known published academic 

research, probably due to their recent arrival to the state and their small numbers. 

Moreover, Mexican dairy workers and other Vermont Latinos went completely 

unmentioned in the 2006 volume Latinos in New England (Torres 2006). What little 

information is available is largely from other states. A 2005 survey of 111 Latino dairy 

workers in New York State, for example, provides some quantitative information about 

the population consistent with my qualitative observations in Addison County. The 

survey found that 98% of workers in New York were male, 84% were age thirty or 

younger, 75% Mexican, 24% Guatemalan, and 1% Honduran (Maloney and 

Grusenmeyer 2005: 8). In Addison County, the majority of workers were also young 

men, although a few women, usually living with their husbands, were also employed on 

dairies. The youngest migrant I spoke with admitted he was only eighteen years old, and 

Chris Urban told me he had met boys as young as fourteen. All the dairy workers I met 

were from Mexico, save one lone Guatemalan. The migrants came mostly from working 

class urban or rural families in southern Mexican states, such as Chiapas, Guerrero, 

Morelos, Oaxaca, Puebla, Tabasco, Tlaxcala, and Veracruz. Many of the workers at the 

O’Reilly farm were Tabasqueños, from the Mexican state of Tabasco who had previously 

lived in a more established migrant community in Warner Robins, Georgia.4 Maloney 

and Grusenmeyer (2005: 19) reported that workers made an average of $7.51 an hour and 
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that virtually all migrants remitted money to kin outside of the United States. These 

figures are consistent with my observations of Addison County dairy workers. In New 

York State, about one in ten workers reported being deported since they first began to 

work in the United States, which also reflects the unauthorized status of Vermont workers 

and their deportation risk (Maloney and Grusenmeyer 2005: 14). A sizable 68% of 

workers in New York said they planned to “work here for a time and return home” while 

31% planned to “live in the U.S. long term” (Maloney and Grusenmeyer 2005: 24). Most 

migrants I spoke with in Addison County also planned on returning to Mexico within a 

year or two, but many said they would consider returning again to work.  

The main appeal for Vermont dairy work over other employment and locations in 

the United States is the opportunity to save more money. Since the patrones provides free 

or low-cost housing to Mexican workers in a trailer or old house on the dairy, there are 

“menos gastos” [fewer expenses] for migrants in Vermont. The isolation on the dairies 

means migrants do not have much temptation to spend their money, further encouraging 

saving.  In addition, Martin (2005: 443-448) notes that agricultural jobs remain an 

accessible point of entry into the U.S. workforce for migrants from relatively new 

sending communities, such as those in the southern Mexican states where Addison 

County dairy workers come from. 

My field research centered on a dairy farm owned by George and Kathryn 

O’Reilly, about ten minutes down a dirt road towards Lake Champlain from the center of 

Coolidge. Although I met most of the people in this thesis at the O’Reilly dairy, I visited 

Mexicans at six others farms in Addison County, attended Spanish church services, and 
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attended a Mexican Consulate visit to place the particulars of the O’Reilly farm within 

the broader context of Vermont. 

Varying personalities of Mexicans and Anglos and particular circumstances on 

individual farms mean there is a great diversity in the experiences of migrants within 

Addison County. At one farm Mexicans and their patrón may have the highest regard for 

one another, while down the road, migrants might have gone weeks without being paid. 

Even on a single farm, the treatment of Mexicans by the patrón may vary significantly. 

One day the patrón might be screaming at a migrant, and the next day he might be taking 

him to the doctor or joking with him in the barn. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

On Chris Urban’s advice, I first engaged Mexican dairy workers in Vermont by 

attending the monthly meetings of the Addison County Migrant Coalition in fall 2006 

and visiting Coolidge for the Spanish Mass in winter 2007. At the Mass in Coolidge I met 

Kathryn O’Reilly, who permitted me to interview migrants and spend time on her farm 

beginning in March 2007. I stopped attending Coalition meetings shortly thereafter, 

because no Mexican migrants were members of the organization. My formal fieldwork 

spanned over ten months from July 2007 thru May 2008. I conducted the majority of my 

fieldwork in August and September 2007, when I commuted to Coolidge multiple times a 

week and stayed over with the Mexican workers at the O’Reilly farm on several 

occasions. At one point in August, the O’Reillys agreed to hire me temporarily as a 

milker after a Mexican worker unexpectedly quit, but they withdrew the offer the next 

day when they found an experienced Mexican milker to fill the job. During the months of 
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less intense fieldwork, I drove to Addison County once or twice a month from my home 

in Hanover, New Hampshire, located across the Green Mountains an hour and a half from 

Addison County. 

On a typical day, I would drive from Hanover and arrive at the O’Reilly farm 

sometime after the morning milking ended at 9 a.m. I would spend a few minutes 

speaking informally with the workers in the farmhouse, getting an update on the goings 

on of the dairy. Later, I sometimes ate lunch at the farmhouse or gave rides to the 

workers to shop or send money to Mexico. I would often follow the workers around at 

least for the first few minutes of the afternoon milking shift that began at 2:30 p.m. and 

occasionally spoke with George O’Reilly in the barn before driving home. 

Before I began my fieldwork, I imagined patrones would be reluctant to allow an 

outsider with an audio recorder on their property. This concern proved largely unfounded, 

as George and Kathryn allowed me unrestricted access to their farm. At first, Mexicans 

were willing to speak with me if only because I was an unusual curiosity that broke up 

the monotony of dairy work. My promise to maintain their anonymity also soothed the 

migrants’ fears that they might be deported for speaking out. Many names and details 

have been changed in this thesis to protect my informants. Over time, implicit 

expectations of reciprocity strengthened my relationships with both the Mexican migrants 

and the O’Reillys. Mexicans at the O’Reilly dairy do not have access to transportation, so 

the rides I gave to grocery stores, churches, restaurants and medical appointments were 

one way I could thank migrants for answering my questions.  In some cases, I even 

conducted interviews in my car. Migrants were also more comfortable accepting free 

rides when I explained that I saw the ride as an exchange of transportation for 
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conversation. Migrants are accustomed to paying hundreds of dollars to reiteros [riders or 

drivers] for rides around the state. For George and Kathryn, I provided translation. I 

attempted to explain various barn tasks to workers, and I helped Kathryn communicate 

details about the remittances she sent on migrants’ behalf or her wish that the workers 

clean up the farmhouse where they lived. 

Nearly all of my close informants for this ethnography were young men my own 

age. My conversations with these individuals were uninhibited to a large extent because 

of our shared gender and age. I found it difficult to have anything more than polite 

conversations with the few Mexican women I encountered, most of whom lived with 

their husbands. In these interactions I sensed the women feared overstepping conventions 

of proper interactions between a young, unmarried Anglo man and a married Mexican 

woman. Young Mexican men are consequently the focus of this ethnography. I 

concentrate on young men not to deny the importance of women in the migration 

experience but due to the limits of my setting and methodology (Pessar 2003).  

 

THE CONTESTED TERMINOLOGY OF MIGRATION 

Disambiguation of some of the perhaps unfamiliar terms I deploy to describe 

migration is necessary both for orientation and because terms such as “illegal alien” or 

“undocumented migrant” are highly politicized in the United States. My aim with 

terminology has been to choose terms that best describe my observations rather than 

those with the most rhetorical punch. 

I distinguish between the terms “migration” and “immigration.” Immigration is 

the permanent resettlement of individuals from one country to another. Migration is a 



 15 

broader term that refers to temporary or permanent resettlement within or across the 

borders of nation-states (De Genova 2002: 420-421 Foner 2003: 16). I describe Mexican 

dairy workers in Vermont as migrants rather than immigrants, since most of my 

informants planned to return to Mexico rather than resettle permanently in the United 

States. However, Mexican dairy workers in Vermont are not traditional “migrant farm 

workers” who move with the seasons following agricultural harvests. Although some 

Mexican migrants in Vermont do move frequently between dairies, cows are milked year 

around so seasonal migration is unnecessary. I make exception and use “immigration” for 

customary uses such as “immigration law” and “immigration controversy.”  

 I use “Mexican” to describe individuals who are Mexican citizens and not 

residents or citizens of the United States. “Mexican” has long been used as an epithet in 

the United States (Limón 1994: 6), but I choose to use it anyway in an attempt to reclaim 

and neutralize the term. I use “Mexican-American” to describe individuals who are 

authorized residents or citizens of the United States, but have Mexican citizenship or self-

identify as Mexican-American, Mexican, or Chicano. I use the term “Anglo-American” 

and the “United States” rather than “Americans” and “America.” Anglo-American 

describes U.S. citizens whose first language is English and who identify—and are 

identified—as white. I use “U.S. citizen” to describe legal citizenship. I avoid describing 

people as “Americans” or the United States as “America” because these terms are 

ethnocentric. All people in North, Central, and South America may be properly called 

“Americans” and all of the countries in these continents might conceivably be referred to 

as “America” (Mato 1998: 607).  
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 The most controversial terms of migration are those involving the legal status of 

migrants. I reject the terms “illegal” and “alien” because they are dehumanizing (De 

Genova 2002: 420). An act, such as crossing the border, or a substance, such as drug, 

may be legal or illegal, but in no other context besides migration are people regularly 

called illegal in the United States. “Illegal” objectifies migrants, disparaging them into 

just another illicit substance smuggled across the Mexican-U.S. border. Even the words 

“criminal” or “suspect” is in some ways preferable to “illegal” because at least the former 

terms presume the referenced object is a human being. The word “alien” is used in 

context outside of migration to describe extraterrestrial invasion; its dehumanizing effect 

requires no further explanation. 

“Undocumented” is the most common term used among scholars to describe 

migrants who might be deported. This term is not entirely accurate, since many migrants 

have some identification issued by either or both the U.S. and Mexican governments. A 

more accurate term to describe migrants who might be deported is “unauthorized” 

because it recognizes that migrants might have a passport or other forms of identification. 

Formally, unauthorized migrants are neither U.S. citizens nor residents and do not have 

temporary authorization to be in the United States. The vast number of unauthorized 

migrants are either people who entered the United States without permission from the 

U.S. government or people who entered with permission but have overstayed their visas 

or otherwise had their authorization revoked (Passel 2006: 2).  

 

 

 



 17 

NATIVISM AND THE POWER OF PRESUMED UNAUTHORIZED STATUS 

In conceptualizing the lives of Mexican dairy workers in Vermont, I have come to 

see nativism, the prejudice against people based on their perceived foreignness, as the 

most important factor affecting the interactions between Anglos and Mexicans. Prejudice 

against Mexicans in Vermont is part of a long history of Anglo-American nativism 

directed against Mexicans. Prejudice against Mexican migrants is nativist because it 

depends on pre-judging people as foreigners based on arbitrary characteristics, such as 

skin color, that make them “look Mexican.” 

The anthropological definition of nativism characterizes it as an attempt to 

perpetuate or revitalize certain observable characteristics of a group that take on symbolic 

importance, such as language or skin color. In order to protect these self-proclaimed 

aspects of their culture, nativist movements often exclude or discriminate against 

individuals who do not conform to these arbitrary characteristics (Linton 1943: 230-231). 

Nativism is rooted in the fear that supposed foreigners will erode aspects of the group 

solidarity that members believe ought to be socially reproduced.  

The nativism examined in this thesis is nationalist because it involves the citizens 

of different nation-states. Nationalist nativism scapegoats foreigners as spoiling what 

Benedict Anderson (2006) called the “imagined community” of the nation. An imagined 

community describes the shared sense of solidarity, even kinship, among the 

heterogeneous members of a nation, most of whom will never even meet each other. 

Members of an imagined community perceive it as homogenous, bounded, and sovereign. 

Nativism reinforces the imagined community by denying those perceived as foreigners 

from insider privileges. These foreigners are believed to lack the symbolic characteristics 
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that mark membership in the imagined community. Nativism is therefore the xenophobic, 

exclusionary complement to the processes Anderson described, especially a shared sense 

of contemporaneity established by mass media that unite distant and disparate individuals 

into the community (Anderson 2006: 7, 37-47). Drawing on Linton and Anderson, I 

define nativism as the prejudice against individuals based on their perceived foreignness.  

Nativism is related to but distinct from racism. While racism describes a prejudice 

against people based on a presumed racial hierarchy of biologically based superiority and 

inferiority, nativism is the prejudice against people based on their perceived foreignness. 

Consequently, the difference between racism and nativism is dependent on how 

foreignness and race are perceived differently. Race is a social construct but is widely 

believed in the United States to be defined by biological ancestry and marked by physical 

appearance, especially “black” versus “white” skin color (Sanchez 1997: 1016; Wagley 

1968: 155-165). In contrast, foreignness in modern nation-states is ultimately defined by 

citizenship, both in a legal sense of the privileges and obligations of being a citizen and in 

a social sense of conforming to homogenizing expectations of “proper” behavior. Despite 

the difference between the formal definitions, nativism in the United States remains 

racialized and racism nativized because foreignness and race are often conflated and 

marked by the same arbitrary, observable attributes (Sanchez 1997).5 People who are 

perceived to be non-white because of their skin color or language are also often assumed 

to be foreigners. 

 In addition to being seen as foreigners, Mexicans in Vermont are—or are 

presumed to be—unauthorized migrants, a criminal foreign status that makes them 

particularly vulnerable to nativism. As De Genova (2002: 427) articulates in his 
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discussion of “illegality,” legal status provides a justification for nativist discrimination 

against Mexicans: “the social space of ‘illegality’ is an erasure of legal personhood—a 

space of forced invisibility, exclusion, subjugation, and repression.”  For my informants, 

their actual or presumed illegality brings about more discrimination than their racial 

status as Latino. Therefore, while recognizing that nativism is racialized, I refer to the 

prejudice against Mexicans as nativist rather than racist. More broadly, the United States 

discriminates against Mexican migrants by expelling them to Mexico, a process that 

depends first on their presumed foreignness rather than an imputed inferiority due to their 

“race.” Discriminating on legal grounds is also less likely to arouse protest, as the U.S. 

government can deny its actions are racist and instead rely on rule-of-law and 

nationalistic justifications. 

The foreignness of Mexicans in Vermont is marked by physical attributes such as 

height and skin color as well as cultural attributes such as dress and language.6 I separate 

these markers analytically, but in reality Anglo Vermonters almost always observe these 

characteristics as a whole to assume someone is an unauthorized migrant. For example, I 

once heard how an Anglo man harassed a Mexican in a grocery store parking lot and 

wanted him arrested and deported simply because he was a short, brown, Spanish-

speaking person wearing baggy clothes. Even authorized Mexican migrants continue to 

suffer from nativism because their skin color, language, or other markers stereotype them 

as unauthorized (Johnson 1998a: 198-201). 

While legal status in the United States cannot be observed outright but is assumed 

upon reading the bodies and voices of Latino migrants, there are instances where 

unauthorized status becomes more visible. On Vermont dairies, this happens when 
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patrones examine documents provided by Mexican workers.  Unlike many who express 

nativist discrimination towards Mexicans in Vermont in clamoring for their deportation, 

patrones welcome unauthorized migrants because they provide reliable labor. Yet 

because of their particular knowledge of migrants’ unauthorized status, they sometimes 

insult their workers, deny them pay, or even hit them. Such abuses are discriminatory 

because they are committed with the knowledge that Mexicans are less likely to 

challenge such mistreatment because of their vulnerability as unauthorized migrants.  

In discussing theses issues, I avoid essentializing labels; individuals are not called 

nativist, only their actions. Labeling people as nativist would obscure the complexity of 

life on a Vermont dairy. The actions of a patrón may be nativist in one moment and 

cooperative in the next. In addition, calling someone a nativist—like calling someone a 

racist—places a vilifying label upon them that usually provokes outright denials and 

precludes a meaningful discussion of the issues involved (Bosniak 1997: 283-284). 

 

BRACEROS, OLD AND NEW 

Nativism places Mexicans outside of the imagined community and consequently 

denies them full social status in the United States. The dominant Anglo-American society 

in the United States ascribes on Mexican migrants a bracero status as disposable and 

exploitable sources of manual labor.7 The word bracero derives from the Bracero 

Program, a contract labor arrangement established by the U.S and Mexican governments 

between 1942 and 1964 that institutionalized the role of Mexicans as a source of 

disposable labor. “Bracero” literally means “arm-man” or “arm-er” and epitomizes how 

Anglo-American society has long sought to reduce Mexican migrants to the labor they 
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have performed throughout the history of Mexican migration.8 In this thesis, I apply the 

concept of the bracero not only historically to contract Mexican agricultural workers of 

the 20th century who worked in the official Bracero Program, but also to contemporary 

Mexican dairy workers in Vermont. 

As they are valued for their labor and not their humanity, braceros are disposable. 

Historically, nativist movements have deported Mexican migrants when their labor is no 

longer wanted, regardless of legal status. Contemporary unauthorized Mexicans are also 

disposable. Because of the increased immigration enforcement in the post 9/11 era, the 

U.S. government regularly deports unauthorized migrants who challenge their bracero 

status by asserting privileges reserved for citizens, such as driving a car.  

The fear of being disposed of by deportation renders braceros exploitable by 

limiting their power in relations with the U.S. government and Anglo Americans, the 

subset of U.S. citizens with whom the nation-state is most closely linked. Migrants in 

Vermont rarely call the police for fear of deportation. In effect, the U.S. government 

condones discrimination against Mexicans because the risk of deportation means they 

cannot petition the state to protect their rights or redress wrongs. The United States treats 

Mexican migrants as worth little more than the disposable products of the global 

capitalist economy they produce. De Genova (2005: 253) refers to this dehumanizing 

commodification as a process of “bestialization.” Classifying Mexican migrants as 

criminal “illegal aliens”— regardless of their actual legal status—reduces them to 

disposable braceros. 

Although I argue that Mexican dairy workers are disposable and exploitable 

braceros, they are often trusted and respected employees. By calling Mexicans in 
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Vermont braceros, I do not deny that they are often—even usually—treated well. Instead, 

I apply the bracero label to demonstrate how presumed unauthorized status makes 

migrants disposable and consequently vulnerable to exploitation. Even when a generous 

patrón treats Mexicans well, migrants remain braceros because they—and their patrón—

recognize that good treatment is the prerogative of the patrón, not a guaranteed right.  

 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

The thesis begins by introducing and applying the concept of the bracero. Chapter 

two provides a context for the ethnography, emphasizing how Mexicans have long been 

treated as disposable sources of manual labor across the United States. By elaborating 

primarily on how unauthorized status engenders nativism, chapter three makes the key 

argument of the thesis, that Mexican dairy workers in Vermont are reduced into braceros.  

Despite their vulnerability, migrants in Vermont are not powerless, and later 

chapters examine how they attempt to cope with the challenges wrought by their 

marginalization. Chapter four describes the translocal coping strategies such as 

remittances, phone communication, and media that connect migrants in Vermont to the 

outside world. Chapter five argues that the development of local coping strategies among 

migrants in Addison County is impeded by isolation and nativism. Chapter six examines 

migrant coping strategies within the small “superlocal” sphere of the dairies themselves. 

The conclusion reexamines the themes of nativism and braceros to argue that 

neither Anglo patrones nor Mexican workers are at fault for the marginalization of the 

latter. It is not individual actors but rather the structure of U.S. society that demeans 

Mexicans into braceros.
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CHAPTER TWO 
BRACEROS: MEXICAN MIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES 
 
In this camp, we have no names. We are called only by numbers.1 
Mexican Migrant Agricultural Worker, 1955 

 
Upon first glance, a migrant agricultural worker in 1955 might appear to have 

little in common with a Mexican migrant on a 21st century Vermont dairy, but there is a 

surprising similarity between their two situations. Despite sometimes amiable 

relationships between Mexicans and Anglos in Addison County, Mexican dairy workers 

remain an exploitable source of labor, just like the anonymous migrant worker quoted in 

1955. This chapter elaborates on the bracero concept by examining how Mexicans have 

been treated as an exploitable and disposable source of labor throughout the historic ebbs 

and flows of Mexican migration. In times of labor shortage, the United States has 

encouraged Mexicans to work the hardest jobs, but during periods of labor surplus, 

Anglo-Americans have scapegoated and expelled Mexicans and other migrants. The 

close proximity of Mexico to the United States enables the disposability of Mexican 

migrants in this pattern of “revolving door” migration (Carrasco 1998; Nevins 2002: 35). 

Although this chapter makes little mention of Vermont, it places the situation of 

Mexican dairy workers in Addison County within the history of Mexican migration. As 

Nevins (2002: 111) explains, the past exploitation of Mexican migrants influences the 

mistreatment they continue to face today: “We cannot ignore the weight and power of the 

historic practices of racism and exclusionism as applied to Mexican immigrants and 

Mexican Americans in trying to understand contemporary social relations in the United 

States.” The specific ways Vermont migrants arrive at the dairies, their legal status, the 

type of work they do, the nativism they face, and how they cope with life in Vermont are 
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all influenced by this context. In the next chapter, I go on to argue that Mexican migrant 

workers in Vermont, like their historical and contemporary counterparts discussed in this 

chapter, are treated as braceros.  

 

EARLY MEXICAN CLAIMS AND 19th CENTURY MEXICAN MIGRATION 

Mexican claims to land that now form parts of the western U.S. predate the 

presence, even the existence, of the United States. Spanish and mestizos (people of mixed 

Spanish and indigenous American heritage) from colonial Mexico were the first non-

native explores and settlers of these western territories. By founding the settlements of 

San Antonio, Santa Fe, Tucson, and San Diego before 1800, the Spanish empire 

established the first non-indigenous claim to a great swath of sparsely populated territory 

that is now the western U.S. (Nathani-Wane 2001: 17).  

After Mexico won independence from Spain in 1821, the new Mexican Republic 

found it increasing difficult to control its large, thinly populated northern territory due to 

growing Anglo migration into the region. In a movement lead by Anglo-American 

settlers, Texas seceded from Mexico in 1836 and joined the United States in 1845. This 

affront to Mexican sovereignty, along with a generalized United States hunger for 

Mexican land justified by the nativist ideal of  “manifest destiny,” provoked the Mexican-

American War from 1846 to 1848. With its victory in 1848, the United States upheld the 

annexation of Texas and seized one third of Mexican territory through the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo (Crawford, et al. 1999; Gonzales 1999: 58-81; Lorey 1999: 23-33; 

Nevins 2002: 17).  
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In addition to more or less establishing the basic contours of the current Mexican-

U.S. border (see Map II), the war stranded between 75,000 and 100,000 Mexicans in 

what became U.S. territory. Although the treaty promised protection for Mexican 

citizens, many faced nativist discrimination. Most importantly, Mexicans had much of 

their land seized by Anglos (Ganster and Lorey 2008: 30; Nevins 2002: 22). Since the 

United States invaded Mexico, Rodolfo Acuña (1998b) and Ramon Gutiérrez (1993: 46) 

argue that the mistreatment of Mexicans and seizure of Mexican-owned land after the 

war was a type of colonial oppression.  

Just a few days after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Anglo-

Americans discovered gold in California. The California Gold Rush of 1849 began a 

Map II: Territorial Expansion of the U.S. (University of Texas Perry-Castañeda Map Collection)  
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period of migration from Mexico that lasted through the end of the nineteenth century. 

During and after the gold rush, Anglos relegated Mexicans to working in miserable 

conditions in Anglo controlled mines, fields, and railroads. Migrants also suffered nativist 

attacks, such as denial of pay and, most egregiously, lynching. Racial and religious 

prejudice often fueled the nativism of white, Protestant, Anglo-Americans against brown, 

Catholic, Mexicans, and lingering animosities from the Mexican-American War 

exacerbated the conflicts. Mexicans who tried their luck with their own mines rather than 

work for Anglos received the worst treatment because they were “foreign” competitors to 

the wealth of the new frontier. After the gold rush, Mexican workers continued to migrate 

to work in agriculture and railroad construction, enticed by recruiters who traveled to 

Mexico on behalf of U.S. businesses. During this period, few laws regulated Mexican 

migration. Law enforcement along the border focused on transborder cattle rustling rather 

than immigration enforcement (Calavita 1992: 7; Carrasco 1998: 78; Limón 1994: 79; 

Nevins 2002: 24; Pitts 2001: 1138-1139). 

The nineteenth century created a sentiment of Anglo-American superiority over 

Mexico that continues today. Military defeat in the Mexican-American War humiliated 

Mexico and established the geopolitical dominance of the United States that continues to 

characterize the Mexico-U.S. political and economic relationship. The unfair treatment of 

Mexicans after the Mexican-American War also set a precedent for nativist 

discrimination against Mexicans in the United States that persists today. Even slogans of 

the current immigration controversy such as “we didn’t cross the border, the border 

crossed us,” or “remember the Alamo!” echo this era and reflects its continued 

importance (Chavez 2006; Davey 2006; Gonzales 1999: 79; Pitts 2001: 1144). 
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THE EARLY 20th CENTURY: MEXICAN MIGRATION IN AN ERA OF 
GROWTH 
 

The exclusion of Asian and European migrants, the need for labor in the growing 

western U.S., and political upheavals within Mexico contributed to massive Mexican 

migration to the United States in the early twentieth century. From 1900 to the Great 

Depression, approximately one-tenth of Mexico’s population migrated north to the 

United States. In 1930, the U.S. Census counted 640,000 Mexican-born people living in 

the United States, compared to 103,000 in 1900 (Acuña 1998a: 90; Gibson and Lennon 

1999).  

Restrictive immigration laws of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

barred many Asians and Europeans from migration to the United States, but these laws 

did not restrict migration from Mexico. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and the 

“Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1907, the upshot of nativist campaigns against the supposed 

Asian “yellow peril,” ended most Chinese and Japanese migration into the United States. 

A 1917 law requiring a literacy test and entry tax barred many Europeans from migration, 

but exempted Mexicans at the request of farmers who relied on their labor. The Quota 

Acts of 1921 and 1924 further restricted migration by setting low quotas for “racially-

inferior” southern and eastern Europeans and virtually ending migration from Asia 

(Acuña 1998a: 87; Calavita 1992: 7; Chavez 1992: 9; Fry 2001: 152; Hong 2001; Lorey 

1999: 71; Mize 2001). 

In the early twentieth century, economic need protected Mexicans from these 

restrictions. Growth in the western U.S. demanded cheap labor for the coal and copper 

mines, the agricultural fields, and construction projects in new cities. As a 1911 federal 
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report explains, U.S. employers preferred Mexican migrants over other foreigners for 

manual labor because they were disposable and consequently exploitable: “While they 

are not easily assimilated, this is of no very great importance as long as most of them 

return to their native land. In the case of the Mexican, he is less desirable as a citizen than 

as a laborer” (Nevins 2002: 104). From 1917 to 1921, labor shortages due to World War I 

actually induced the U.S. government to permit official recruitment of Mexicans for 

temporary agricultural work in the southwest. During this period, employers recruited as 

many as 72,000 Mexicans in a temporary worker program that served as a model for the 

later Bracero Program (Alanís Enciso 1999; Chavez 1992: 9; Pitts 2001: 1141).  

The pseudoscientific racism of the time that saw Mexicans as “half-breeds” or 

“not much more than a group of fairly intelligent collie dogs” actually contributed to 

Mexican exemption from restrictions.2 Perceived as lacking Puritan virtues such as 

ambition and thrift, Anglos believed that Mexican “unprogressives” could never compete 

economically with them and consequently would make ideal workers (Chavez 1992: 9; 

Nevins 2002: 106; Reisler 1976: 233-236). Some Anglo social scientists justified the 

bracero role of Mexicans by commenting that Mexican “peons” were already accustomed 

to living in debt peonage on the oligarchy’s estates in Mexico: “The Mexican comes as a 

laborer and remains a farm laborer” (Reisler 1976: 237). For those who feared that 

migrants would threaten the purity of their Anglo-American imagined community, 

Mexican migrants that returned home like “homing pigeons” were preferable to European 

or Asian migrants who would need to cross oceans at considerable expense to return 

home (Acuña 1998a: 87; Chavez 1992: 9).  
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 In addition to the omission of Mexicans in restrictive immigration laws, political 

developments in Mexico also encouraged migration in the early twentieth century. Under 

the modernization plan of Mexican dictator Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911) 5 million rural 

Mexican campesino farmers lost their land rights and became mobile wage earners. 

These former farmers, many from the densely populated Central Mexican states of 

Michoacán, Jalisco, and Zacatecas, rode the new railroad north to look for work. 

Migration continued after the fall of Díaz, as refugees fled the violence of the Mexican 

revolution and the Cristero rebellion between 1910 and 1930 (Chavez 1992: 8; Nevins 

2002: 31-33).  

 The early twentieth century saw an enormous increase in Mexican migration to 

the United States, stimulated most importantly by the demand for cheap and disposable 

labor in the rapidly growing American West. As Calavita (1992: 7) explains, U.S. 

employers were willing to fight to protect open migration from Mexico because Mexican 

laborers were disposable and consequently exploitable braceros: “The advantage of 

immigration from Mexico was the flexibility derived from Mexico’s proximity to the 

United States and the related ability to expand and contract the supply of Mexican 

workers with the labor need . . .” Although Mexican migration remained unrestricted 

during this period, Mexicans were not spared the nativism behind restrictionist 

immigration policies towards migrants of other nationalities; arguments to protect open 

migration from Mexico depended on demeaning stereotypes of Mexicans. In the coming 

Great Depression, Mexicans would suffer the full brunt of nativist resentment and their 

disposable status would become painfully known. 
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MEXICAN EXPULSION DURING THE GREAT DEPRESSION 

 During the Great Depression from 1929 to 1942, it is estimated that the U.S. 

government repatriated between 400,000 and 2 million Mexicans—including migrants as 

well as U.S. born citizens (Carrasco 1998: 79-80; Pitts 2001: 1142). Some Mexicans 

returned to Mexico voluntarily on their own in response to failing job opportunities, 

while others fled violent nativism. Some migrants were simply deported, denied legal due 

process and taken from their places of work and homes. Los Angeles alone expelled over 

80,000 people who were identified largely by their Spanish last names or “Mexican” 

appearance (Olivas 1998: 256). One Los Angeles County supervisor justified expulsions 

on the grounds that Mexicans were responsible for the economic crisis: “If we were rid of 

the aliens who have entered this country illegally since 1931, our present unemployment 

problem would shrink to the proportions of a relatively unimportant flat spot in business” 

(Nevins 2002: 110). 

 The scapegoating expressed by the Los Angeles County supervisor contributed to 

the forced expulsion of Mexican migrants. In Oklahoma, for example, mobs threatened to 

torch the homes of Mexicans, and in Indiana, Mexicans were violently expelled while 

working on the railroad (Carrasco 1998: 79-80; Gonzales 1999: 146-148). In other cases, 

the U.S. state forced Mexicans out by denying them access to social services. 

Government officials were convinced that denying social services to Mexicans would 

help regain economic stability and encourage Mexicans to return home. Public servants, 

many of them social workers, also lied to government officials, claiming that Mexican 

migrants actually wanted to return home, thereby cutting down the legal costs of 

deportation by denying Mexicans legal hearings (Carrasco 1998: 79). 
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 The deportation of Mexicans during the Great Depression demonstrates how 

nativism emerges during times of economic hardship to render Mexican migrants 

disposable. The U.S. state controlled European and Asian migration through restrictive 

policy, while for Mexicans, the option of removal ensured braceros were available when 

needed but remained ultimately disposable and exploitable.   

 

1942-1964: THE BRACERO PROGRAM AND OPERATION WETBACK 

 As U.S. citizens went off to fight in World War II, the United States once again 

looked to its southern neighbor as a source of cheap, exploitable labor. Beginning in 1942 

and continuing long after the war, the U.S. and Mexican governments administered a 

series of programs that brought as many as four million male Mexicans for temporary, 

contract agricultural work in the United States. The term “bracero,” which I apply to 

Mexican migrants even outside of the official Bracero Program, was used to describe 

these authorized Mexican contract workers from 1942 to 1964. 

The Bracero Program provided some guarantee for humane wages and living 

conditions, but these protections were ignored more often than not. In this testimony, one 

bracero explains how the labor contract was ineffective in offering real protections:  

If you want to know how useless is the contract, try to see somebody 
about it. This is the first time we had talked with anybody who has 
listened to us. The sheep over there in that field are better than we are. 
They have a shepherd to watch the flock and dogs that protect them 
instead of biting them. Here in the camp it is one bite after another. They 
bite your wages and they bite your self-love (Galarza 1956: 18).3 

 
As the quotation illustrates, employers often withheld the minimum pay of thirty cents a 

day and failed to provide adequate food and housing for their workers (Calavita 1992: 1-

27; Carrasco 1998: 79-81; Pitts 2001: 1136). 
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After the end of the war, soldiers came home to work and the demand for foreign 

agriculture workers diminished. The Bracero Program subsequently expired in December 

1947, but Mexicans continued to enter the United States and find work in the agricultural 

industry as unauthorized migrants. Uneasy with this growth in unauthorized migration, 

the U.S. and Mexican governments quickly enacted a new Bracero Program in August 

1949. The new agreement included a provision that attempted to curb future unauthorized 

migration by legalizing unauthorized migrants already working in the United States. 4 

Anglo-Americans referred to this legalization, which continued until 1954, as “drying out 

the wetbacks.” “Wetback” [mojado] is an epithet for Mexicans “wet” from swimming 

across the rivers that form parts of the Mexican-U.S. border. For some years during this 

period, the U.S. government legalized more unauthorized migrants than recruited 

braceros from Mexico. In 1950, for example, the United States legalized 96,000 

unauthorized migrants, while recruiting only 20,000 braceros from Mexico (Carrasco 

1998: 82; Mize 2001: 623-625).  

The legalization program inadvertently increased unauthorized migration, as 

potential workers had little incentive to wait at Mexican recruitment centers for the 

official Bracero Program when they might easily cross the border and find work 

themselves without consequence. The number of unauthorized Mexican migrants in 1954 

is estimated at over 1 million, compared to only 182,000 unauthorized Mexicans in 1947, 

when the legalization program began (Calavita 1992: 28-32; Lorey 1990: 214).  

The increased presence of unauthorized workers one again stirred up a tide of 

anti-migrant sentiment that culminated in “Operation Wetback,” a militarized 

government crackdown aimed at deporting unauthorized Mexican migrants. In reality, 
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Operation Wetback resembled the deportations of the Great Depression, as it forcefully 

expelled at least 1 million Mexicans between 1954 and 1959. Some estimates put the 

number as high as 4 million. The U.S. government offered deportation proceedings to 

only 63,500 people, while the rest were intimidated into pseudo-voluntarily deportation. 

Although the majority of deported individuals were unauthorized migrants, many of the 

deported were legal U.S. citizens or residents, expelled only because of their supposed 

Mexican appearance (Carrasco 1998: 83; García 2002: 39; García 1980: 227-229). 

As Operation Wetback rounded up Mexicans for deportation, the U.S. 

government made modifications to the Bracero Program in an effort to make it more 

attractive to employers accustomed to hiring unauthorized workers. Provisions that 

provided for wage protections were removed, and Mexican recruitment centers were 

shifted closer to the border in order to reduce transportation costs for U.S. employers. 

Mexico accepted these unfavorable revisions because government officials had come to 

count on the Bracero Program as a critical “safety valve” that relieved the pressure they 

felt to address unemployment problems domestically (García y Griego 1996: 59-64). 

Through the 1950s, the number of braceros continued to rise, as did opposition to 

the program. Unions complained that braceros weakened organization efforts among 

domestic workers, and small farmers who did not use braceros opposed the program 

because it made it more difficult for them to compete with larger operations. Many 

Mexican-Americans opposed the Bracero Program too, as they saw the increased 

competition of braceros as damaging their already tenuous economic and political 

condition. In the early 1960s, opposition in Congress mounted, spearheaded by senators 

George McGovern and Eugene McCarthy who represented family farmers in the 
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Midwest. Congress finally ended the Bracero Program in 1964 (García y Griego 1996: 

67-70; Gonzales 1999: 170-175; Gonzalez 2006: 176-180). 

The Bracero Program continued a precedent set in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries that Mexico would provide temporary, disposable labor to the United 

States. The temporary status of braceros allowed the U.S. economy to profit from migrant 

labor without risking the cultural and economic effects of actually incorporating migrants 

permanently into the United States. Through the Bracero Program and Operation 

Wetback, the U.S. government also made an effort to maintain state control over 

migration flow, preserve their power to deport migrants, and keep migrants disposable 

and exploitable. Proposals for temporary worker programs today address this same desire 

for disposable labor by attempting to realize the benefits of migrant labor while allaying 

nativist fears of permanent migration. 

 

1965-1985: CONTINUED UNAUTHORIZED MIGRATION IN THE POST-
BRACERO PROGRAM PERIOD 
  

At the end of the Bracero Program in 1964, Congress reformed immigration laws. 

An annual quota of 120,000 migrants (reduced to 20,000 in 1976) was set for the western 

hemisphere, with preference given to family members of those already in the United 

States. Mexicans now competed with others from across Latin America to receive 

authorization to migrate. Many Mexicans in the borderlands did receive special visas 

permitting them to cross the border temporarily and work as commuters for days, weeks, 

or months in the U.S. border region. Commuting Mexicans often worked in similar jobs 

and circumstances as workers had in the Bracero Program. The H-2 Program also began, 

which was designed to provide seasonal foreign workers for employers if domestic 
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workers could not be found (Garcia 1998: 84; Pitts 2001: 1142). The H-2 Program 

continues to date, employing more than 40,000 foreigners a year to work in agricultural 

fields (DHS 2007b: 85). In Vermont, Jamaican H-2 workers pick apples and do other 

seasonal work, but dairies remain ineligible for the H-2 Program since dairy employment 

is not seasonal.  

Despite these restrictive measures that assert state control, the post-Bracero 

Program period from 1965 to 1985 saw an increase in unauthorized Mexican migration. 

Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) arrests of unauthorized migrants increased 

from 1 million in the 1960s, to 8 million in the 1970s, to 12 million in the 1980s (DHS 

2007b: 91; Pitts 2001: 1142).5 During the decades following the end of the Bracero 

Program, Mexican migrants also diversified beyond the traditional agriculture sector into 

a wide variety of industries including service and construction. By 2005, 31 percent of 

unauthorized workers were employed in service occupations and 19 percent in 

construction, while only 4 percent were in agriculture (Passel 2006: 10). The gender 

makeup of the population also shifted, as more Mexican women migrated than before 

(Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994: 23-25). Women now make up 42 percent and children 16 

percent of the 11.1 million unauthorized people in the United States (Passel 2006: 6). 6 

Immediately following the end of the Bracero Program in the 1960s, the civil 

rights movement and the Vietnam War diverted the national attention from migration 

issues, but the 1970s began with an economic recession that turned attention once again 

towards the potential deportation of Mexican migrants accused of stealing jobs from U.S. 

citizens. In 1972 and 1973, the INS responded to the recession and the subsequent 

restrictionist sentiments by conducting highly publicized raids to deport unauthorized 
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Mexicans. Deportation served to reestablish the status of Mexican unauthorized migrants 

as disposable (Gutiérrez 1996: 180-195). Beginning in the 1970s, the media became key 

in constructing the idea that unauthorized migration was a “problem” or “crisis” 

necessitating a response by the state. Uncritical reports that the “silent invasion” or 

“human flood” of Mexican migrants created crime, poverty, and unemployment 

established the crisis mentality surrounding unauthorized migration that remains 

prevalent today (Gutiérrez 1996: 180; Nevins 2002: 62-64).  

In addition to increased deportations and anti-migrant sentiment, the early 1970s 

also saw the emergence of the Chicano movement. Lead by Mexican-American students, 

the movement stirred a renewed pride in Mexican southwest culture, protested against 

discrimination and the Vietnam War, and rejected assimilationist models of incorporation 

into U.S. society. Unlike many previous Mexican-American organizations, the Chicano 

movement aligned itself in solidarity with Mexican migrants. Previously, Mexican-

Americans had largely supported restricting migration from Mexcio, because they saw 

newcomers as competing for employment and slowing assimilation efforts. The support 

of the Chicano movement for new migrants only intensified nativist opinion as a fear of 

an “American Québec” ethnic separatist movement in the southwest grew among Anglos 

(Gutiérrez 1996: 180-195; Nevins 2002: 62-64).  

In 1980, the dramatic Mariel Boat Lift out of Cuba, in which 120,000 Cubans fled 

to Florida, exacerbated the calls that had grown over the previous decade for the U.S. 

state to reassert control over the migration “crisis.” Unlike the earliest post-revolutionary 

Cuban exiles who largely came from the white business class, many of the Mariel 

migrants were poor Afro-Caribbeans whose race and class contributed to their negative 
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depiction in the U.S. media. The Mariel Boat Lift symbolized the lack of state control 

over migration and linked migrants to crime and welfare. The fallout from the Boat Lift 

combined with the anti-migrant sentiment that had grown throughout the 1970s generated 

the political will to rewrite immigration law (Mirabal 2003: 371-373; Nevins 2002: 66).  

 

1986-2000: THE REFORM EFFORTS OF IRCA, NAFTA, AND BORDER 
SECURITY 
 

The calls for reform of immigration law that climaxed after the Mariel Boat Lift 

resulted in the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986. IRCA, the last 

major immigration reform effort, was a contradictory law that actually legalized 

thousands of migrants but was simultaneously promoted as a restrictionist law. The Act 

legalized a total of about 2.3 million unauthorized Mexican migrants who could prove 

residence in the United States since the beginning of 1982, or, for agricultural workers, 

90 days between May 1985 and May 1986. At the same time, the law attempted to stem 

further unauthorized migration by increasing border security funding and fining 

employers for hiring unauthorized migrants. IRCA proved ineffective as a restrictionist 

measure because employers are only required to ask for documentation and were not 

burdened with determining whether the documents were valid. Since IRCA increased 

funding for immigration enforcement, it reinforced the capacity of the state to keep 

Mexican migrants disposable (Calavita 1992: 168-169; Massey, et al. 2002: 91; Pitts 

2001: 1142). 

Despite IRCA, unauthorized migration continued to rise, as measured by arrests 

of unauthorized migrants. Some of this increase might be explained by family members 

of newly legalized Mexicans who were encouraged to migrate without authorization in 
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the hope of later receiving amnesty. IRCA’s failure to curb unauthorized migration and 

an economic recession in the early 1990s induced a new anti-migrant sentiment. 

Nativism was most pronounced in California where Governor Pete Wilson 

centered his 1994 reelection campaign on a ballot initiative that sought to deny 

unauthorized migrants public education, social services, and health care (Garcia 1998; 

Johnson 1998b). The legislation reflects the fear that migrants overutilize public services, 

when numerous studies actually indicate they underutilize them (Sanchez 1997: 1021). 

As in the Great Depression, Proposition 187 aimed to encourage migrants to return to 

Mexico by denying them social services. Proposition 187 saw Mexican migrants as 

fundamentally disposable braceros who ought to be forced out when they are no longer 

wanted for labor. In 1994, California reelected Wilson and passed Proposition 187 with 

59 percent of the vote, but a federal court later struck down the initiative (Gonzales 1999: 

230-231; Nieves 1999). Proposition 187 testifies to the continued power of nativism 

during difficult times; Wilson proposed Proposition 187 in the context of the worst 

economic performance for California since the Great Depression and in the wake of the 

1992 Los Angeles race riots (Sanchez 1997: 1009-1012),  

In addition to Proposition 187, the anti-migrant movement of the 1990s instigated 

a series of enforcement initiatives that sought to reestablish state control of the Mexican-

U.S. border. These “operations” such as “Operation Hold-the Line ” in El Paso (launched 

in 1993) and “Operation Gatekeeper” in San Diego (1994) brought increased financial, 

technical, and human resources to the Mexican-U.S. border in an attempt to stem 

unauthorized migration and drug trafficking. Efforts at increased border security pushed 

migrants into crossing in more remote and dangerous desert sectors of the border. This 
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raised the cost of crossing for migrants, made them vulnerable to criminal activity, and 

increased the number of deaths by dehydration and exposure. In addition, greater border 

security encouraged migrants to stay in the United States for longer periods, as the risk 

and financial cost of crossing the border multiple times increased (Kelly-Fernández and 

Massey 2007: 111; Massey, et al. 2002: 112-114, 128-133; Nevins 2002: 2-4, 144-145, 

195).  

Emilio, an eighteen-year old self-described morro [young guy], who crossed the 

border in summer 2007, is one of the millions of migrants who have crossed in the desert 

rather than in more assessable sections of the border because of the increased 

enforcement that began in the 1990s. Emilio, who now works on a Vermont dairy, spent 

three days and two nights walking across remote desert to reach Arizona from Sonora. 

Guided by a pollero [smuggler], Emilio slogged across the desert at night and rested 

under whatever shade he could find during the day.7 On the second night, Emilio ran out 

of liquids to drink. Fellow migrants from Tabasco offered him water and saved him from 

dangerous dehydration: “At about four in the morning on the second night, I was 

finished. No water, no Gatorade, no Red Bull, nothing. I thought,  ‘No more. I’ll stay 

here and they [the Border Patrol] will find me in the morning.’ The others still had a 

gallon, and with this gallon we kept walking. The four of us that were left, we 

continued.” Emilio’s experience speaks to the danger that migrants face in border 

crossings due to increased enforcement. Although the U.S. Border Patrol has saved the 

lives of many unauthorized migrants in the desert, government policies that shifted 

crossings to the desert show an indifference towards the lives of migrants. The increased 
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border deaths that have resulted indicate that such policies reinforce the disposability of 

Mexican migrants.  

In addition to the launch of Operation Gatekeeper in San Diego, 1994 also marked 

the enactment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between Canada, 

Mexico, and the United States. NAFTA opened up investment between the three 

countries and created the largest trade pact in the world by eliminating tariffs on 

industrial and agricultural goods over a fifteen-year transition period. Unlike the 

European Union, which coupled labor and trade integration, NAFTA did not include any 

plan to sanction migration between the pact countries. Proponents of NAFTA, however 

argued that it would reduce unauthorized migration by improving the economic situation 

in Mexico (Fernández-Kelly and Massey 2007: 9; Gonzales 1999: 231; Hills 2004: viii-

ix).  

As Table 1 shows, unauthorized migration has continued unabated since the 

enactment of NAFTA. In part, the privatization of ejido communal land in Mexico and 

the termination of Mexican agricultural subsidies that accompanied NAFTA spurred 

continued unauthorized migration. These processes forced small farmers, especially those 

in southern Mexico, to search for alternative employment in Mexico and abroad. The 

majority of Mexicans working on Vermont dairy farmers are from the southern Mexican 

Table I: Population of Migrants in 1990, 2000, 2005 (in millions) 

Year 

Unauthorized 

Mexicans 

Total 

Unauthorized  

Total Mexican-

born  

Total Foreign-

born 

1990 2 3.5 4.3 20 

2000 4.8 7.0 9.2 31 

2005 6.2 11.1 10.8 37 

          

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau 2000; Gibson and Lennon 1999;  

Camarota 2005; Passell 2004, 2006    
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states hit hardest by the NAFTA reforms, such as Chiapas. Unlike the post-IRCA fallout, 

the presence of unauthorized Mexican migrants after NAFTA did not prompt an outcry of 

anti-migrant sentiment. Low unemployment and a high demand for labor during the 

boom years immediately following 1994 probably tempered anti-migrant sentiment 

(Massey, et al. 2002: 99, 104; Martin 2005: 449; Bean and Lowell 1997: 264, 278).  

 The period from 1986 to 2000 demonstrates the continued disposability of 

Mexican migrants in the contemporary era. The post-IRCA nativist movement of the 

early 1990s aimed at expelling migrants occurred during an economic recession, while 

the relative welcoming of migrants after NAFTA may be linked to economic growth in 

the late 1990s. These trends suggest that the United States continues to invite Mexican 

migrants in times of economic growth and reject them in times of economic stagnation.  

 

MEXICAN MIGRATION AND CONTROVERSY POST-9/11   
 
 The same trends in Mexican migration of the 1990s, 1980s, and earlier continue 

in the twenty-first century: unauthorized Mexicans continue to make up a substantial 

portion of the total migrant population and total U.S. population (see Table I), nativism 

endures within the United States, and increased resources continue to be spent on 

immigration law enforcement. The first years of the twenty-first century have also seen 

the issue of immigration reform reemerge as a principle political issue as perhaps never 

before in U.S. history, especially in relations to fears of terrorism following the attacks of 

September 11th, 2001. 

 Despite no evidence that terrorists have entered the United States via Mexico, the 

reorientation towards increased domestic security after 9/11 has influenced Mexican 
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migration in the present decade. The administration of President George W. Bush tabled 

plans for legalization of unauthorized migrants and turned its focus towards tighter border 

security after the 9/11 attacks. The potential in Washington for new legislation that would 

shift policy away from the bracero model was lost (Ackleson 2004: 176-178; Bean and 

Lowell 2004: 263).  

In a 2002 document, the new Department of Homeland Security framed border 

and immigration enforcement as a new national security issue: “[the border is] a conduit 

for terrorists, weapons of mass destruction, illegal migrants, contraband, and other 

unlawful commodities” (Ackleson 2004: 178). The rhetorical grouping of unauthorized 

migrants with “terrorists” and “other unlawful commodities” demonstrates that the 

government response to the 9/11 has continued the nativist reduction of Mexican 

migrants into braceros. The Bush administration used the misplaced perception of the 

relation between terrorism, a porous Mexican-U.S. border, and unauthorized Mexicans to 

justify increased spending on border and immigration enforcement. The budget for border 

enforcement has grown from $4.8 billion in 2001 to $12.3 billion in 2008. By the end of 

2008, there will be 18,000 Border Patrol agents, double the number in 2001. Since 2001, 

165 miles of new fence has been built on the Mexican-U.S. border (White House 2008). 

Increased immigration law enforcement in the post-9/11 era illustrates how the U.S. state 

has yet again scapegoated migrants in times of uncertainty. Faced with a difficulty 

prosecuting those responsible for 9/11, the U.S. state has retaliated against Mexican 

migrants even though they were not responsible for the terrorist attacks. The “War on 

Terror” has been conflated into a “War on Migrants” (Rana in press; n.d: 26). 
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 Despite the refocus on enforcement and the reluctance to ease immigration law 

following 9/11, President Bush still made an effort in 2003 to push for immigration 

reform, but the Iraq War and the 2004 elections delayed congressional discussion of the 

issue until 2005. In 2005, the House of Representatives passed a restrictionist bill that 

would have increased deportation efforts and made it a felony to assist unauthorized 

migrants. Meanwhile, a bipartisan group of senators with the President’s support 

advocated for a reform law with guest worker and legalization programs. Both the 

restrictionist and reform efforts failed in 2005 (New York Times: 2007). 

After the failure of the 2005 bills, migrants organized on an unprecedented scale 

to push for meaningful immigration reform. On May 1st, 2006, hundreds of thousands of 

migrants across the country skipped work and school to march in support of immigration 

law that would favor migrants. I attended a rally in Manhattan where thousands of 

migrants and supporters from countries across the world shouted a slogan adapted from 

the United Farm Workers, sí se puede [yes we can]. A sea of waving U.S. and foreign 

flags filled the streets of New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, and many other cities. 

Estimates of the size for the largest rallies were 500,000 in Los Angeles, 400,000 in 

Chicago, and at least 100,000 at the rally I attended in New York. The rallies brought 

Latinos of different ethnicities and nationalities together in solidarity, often for the first 

time. Sixty-three percent of Latinos surveyed, including both native U.S. citizens and 

foreign-born migrants, indicated that the marches “signal the beginning of a new and 

lasting social movement” (Archibold 2006; Ferguson 2006; Sanchez 1997: 1026; Suro 

and Escobar 2006: ii-iii).  



 44 

In spite of the success of the rallies, neither the restrictionist nor reformist camps 

in Congress were able to pass an immigration bill in 2006 or 2007. Passing new 

immigration reform has been difficult in the last few years because proposed reforms 

involve compromising the ideals of either state sovereignty or human rights. Amnesty 

plans that would give unauthorized migrants permanent residence and eventual 

citizenship admits the state’s lack of control over the flow of people into its territory. In 

contrast, new temporary worker programs would infringe on the human rights of foreign 

workers by institutionalizing their disposability, tying them to a single employer, and 

preventing their membership in the imagined community of the receiving country. The 

only result of the protracted immigration reform battle was the Secure Fence Act of 2006, 

a mostly ceremonial law that authorized Homeland Security to devote even more 

resources towards border militarization (White House 2006). Although a new legislative 

push will most likely have to wait until after the 2008 election, Mexicans in Vermont 

continue to ask my opinion about the likelihood of their prospects for legalization in the 

future. 

Accompanying the calls for immigration reform and the pro-migrant rallies of 

2006 was a renewed anti-migrant movement. Founded in 2004, the Minutemen Project is 

emblematic of new anti-migrant sentiment. The Minutemen sponsor armed civilians to 

patrol the border searching for unauthorized migrants and advocate for stricter 

immigration law and increased border security. On the day of the pro-migrant rallies on 

May 1st, 2006, Jim Gilchrist, the founder of the Minutemen Project, told the New York 

Times “when the rule of law is dictated by a mob of illegal aliens taking to the streets, 

especially under a foreign flag, then that means the nation is not governed by a rule of 
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law—it is a mobocracy” (Archibold 2006). In this statement, Gilchrist clearly uses 

nativist rhetoric to reduce migrants from people to “aliens” and evokes a nationalistic fear 

of foreign infiltration. Gilchrist’s comments reflect the same nativist rhetoric that has 

constructed the bracero pattern throughout the history of Mexican migration.  

The present decade has seen unauthorized migration emerge as a central political 

controversy. After the attacks of 9/11, an erroneous claimed connection between 

terrorism and unauthorized Mexican migration has been used to justify increased efforts 

to deport unauthorized migrants and lock down the border. Anti-migrant organizations, 

such as the Minutemen, are attracting significant support. At the same time, Latino 

migrants and a large U.S.-born solidarity population has organized to protest for an end to 

the bracero pattern. 

  

CONCLUSION 

This brief history illustrates how the U.S. nation-state has used nativism and the 

disposability of Mexican migrants to demean them into braceros throughout the last two 

centuries. This pattern began in the aftermath of the Mexican-American War, when 

Mexican citizens living in the new U.S. territory lost their land and rights. In the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States invited Mexicans to work in 

the southwest but deported them when their labor was no longer needed. The Bracero 

Program from 1942 to 1964 institutionalized the status of Mexicans as disposable sources 

of labor. Both unauthorized migration and anti-migrant sentiment continued in the post-

Bracero Program era. Increased efforts at immigration law enforcement since the Bracero 

Program have been ineffective at discouraging unauthorized migration because 
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enforcement does not address the reasons why people migrant, such as the loss of 

communal land in Mexico. Instead, law enforcement exacerbates racialized nativism as 

the threat of deportation renders migrants even more exploitable. In the last decade, pro-

migrant and anti-migrant groups have organized to advocate for new immigration laws 

while the post-9/11 security agenda has redoubled immigration law enforcement and 

border security. Today, Mexican migrants, especially unauthorized migrants, remain as 

exploitable as the 1955 agricultural worker quoted the beginning of this chapter. The U.S. 

nation-state tolerates unauthorized Mexican migrants because they provide an 

indispensable source of manual labor, but nativism prevents their admission into in the 

imagined community of the United States even as they take up new work in new places. 

The next chapter examines how the specific circumstances of dairy farms in Vermont 

render Mexican migrants into braceros. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
DAILY CHORES, DAILY STURGGLES: THE LIVES OF THE NEW 
BRACEROS ON VERMONT DAIRIES 
 
Tienes que aguantar. [You have to bear it.]1 
Mexican Dairy Worker in Addison County, Vermont 
 

The alarm is already buzzing at 4:45 a.m. It is time to get up. The daily grind 

begins before dawn at George and Kathryn O’Reilly’s dairy in Coolidge, Vermont. I roll 

over on my air mattress to dampen the noise, but Juan wakes me up with his heavy 

footsteps as he stamps into the kitchen to prepare coffee.  

“Buenos Días,” I mumble as I walk into the kitchen.  

“Café?” he asks. Juan mixes hot water and instant coffee into a red plastic cup. 

He sweetens the coffee with tablespoons of sugar, and throws the empty Hannaford’s 

milk jug into a trashcan buzzing with flies.  

Juan is already dressed for work. He wears a t-shirt and hand-me down work 

pants stained with dried cow manure from yesterday’s chores. He has short, black hair 

and a round face with an inch of stubble growing on his chin. Juan is twenty years old 

and grew up on a farm in rural Tabasco, Mexico. His muscular shoulders and arms 

suggest the physical labor that has been his life’s work. At sixteen, he dropped out of 

school and came to the United States with his aunt and uncle. After crossing the border, 

Juan settled among other Tabasqueños in Warner Robins, Georgia where he worked in 

construction and landscaping. He came to the O’Reilly farm from Georgia in November 

2006. He started out milking cows, but worked his way up to better chores like feeding 

the animals and running equipment. Juan has not returned to Mexico since he first 

crossed the border. 
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The two other men living in the house file into the kitchen as Juan and I gulp 

down our coffee. Emilio is a skinny, short eighteen-year old from Tabasco who arrived at 

the O’Reilly farm only a few weeks before. Miguel is from Las Margaritas, Chiapas, 

close to the border with Guatemala. Like Juan, he has been in Vermont for months, but 

arrived at the O’Reilly farm only recently. Miguel is the shortest of the four of us, just 

over five feet tall.  

We sit around the kitchen table under a fluorescent light, drinking the coffee and 

eating pan dulce [sweet bread] from a Mexican bakery in Brooklyn, New York. From the 

kitchen window, we see the red barn where the cows wait to be milked. Behind the barn, 

the rising sun emerges from the clouds and fog of the Champlain Valley. Placing the 

empty plastic cup in the sink, Juan steps out onto the crooked wooden porch of the house, 

reties his shoes, and walks quickly down the driveway towards the barn. I run to catch up 

behind him. It is a minute walk from the old, peeling, yellow farmhouse where the three 

men live to the milking barn; this walk is often the farthest distance the workers travel on 

any day. 

The barn smells of manure, hay, and diesel fuel; the scent is strong enough to 

linger on my clothes and shoes for days after. As we walk into the barn, Juan stops at the 

first Holstein. “She is the patrón’s favorite,” he explains, rubbing the cow’s head for a 

moment. He walks to the corner of the barn, grabs two shovels, and hands me one of 

them. Juan’s first chore is to clean out the mierda [shit] from the stalls, so Miguel and 

Emilio do not get too dirty as they milk the one-hundred thirty cows. The animals are 

arranged in two rows. The heads of the cows face out towards two outer aisles and the 

barn walls. The rumps of the cows face an aisle in the center of the barn. In the middle 
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aisle, a moveable conveyer belt in the floor winds its way beneath the cows and moves 

the mierda out of the barn and into a waiting trailer to be spread on the fields. Juan and I 

move down the center aisle of the barn with shovels, pushing the mierda onto the 

conveyer belt. After cleaning the stalls out, we use the shovels to throw sawdust into the 

stalls to keep the cows from slipping.  

Miguel and Emilio are already milking the first of the cows. Together, they 

manage ten milking units at a time. To attach a milking unit, the milker must wedge 

himself between the warm bodies of the animals. I watch as Miguel kneels down and 

cleans each of the cow’s four teats with an iodine solution and paper towel. He quickly 

hand milks each teat to ensure the milk looks normal and the cow does not have mastitis, 

a bacterial infection affecting a cow’s udder that spreads quickly in milking barns. He 

attaches one end of the milking unit he carries over his shoulder to the overhead electrical 

source and milk tube. The other end of the unit is a vacuum pump that he attaches to the 

teats of the cow. The milk begins to flow visibly through the plastic lines of the unit and 

into the larger pipes that run above the cows along the side of the barn, and finally into a 

refrigerated milk tank in an adjacent room. I estimate it takes Miguel about thirty seconds 

to set up this particular cow to be milked. The unit makes a cycling noise as the vacuum 

pump sucks the milk rhythmically, imitating the sound of a suckling calf. Five minutes 

later, the cow is milked out, the milking unit is removed, the teats are cleaned again with 

iodine, and Miguel attaches the unit to the next cow. Milking involves a lot of mierda, 

getting it on your clothes, stepping in it, and putting your hand in it. 

After cleaning out the stalls, Juan and I feed the cows using a gas-run feeding cart 

that spits out silage as Juan drives it up and down the two outer aisles in the barn. To fill 
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the feeding cart, Juan parks the feeder under the silo and cranks a handle to open a trap 

door. Dust flies everywhere as Juan and I use pitchforks to pat down the silage that falls 

into the feeder. It takes about eight cartloads of silage for Juan to feed all the cows. 

The birds in the rafters are singing now. It is almost 6:30 a.m., and the sun is 

beginning to light up the barn. A panting German Shepard running down the central aisle 

alerts us that the patrón must have just arrived. With the noise of the feeding cart and the 

milking units, we did not hear his truck pull up. George O’Reilly strides into the barn 

wearing a cowboy hat, steel-toed boots, and jeans with a tucked in flannel shirt and a 

silver belt buckle that reads “Made in Texas.” Well over six feet tall, George towers over 

the Mexicans and me; he is sixty-two and remains a commanding presence. George 

begins his day by walking down the outside aisles of the barn with a wheelbarrow full of 

grain feed. He gives each animal a scoop or two of the mixture, which he describes as 

cow “candy.” 

Juan and I begin the next chore, feeding the young calves formula and dry food. 

Each calf has its own wire-fenced, plastic white house in front of the milking barn. Juan 

and I fill two pails with warm water, mix the water with powdered formula, and carry the 

pails out to the calves. The calves greedily suck the formula from the bottles. As I hold 

the bottle for a calf, I look out onto the dirt road and watch a silver milk truck rumble by. 

When we come back into the barn with the empty pails, Emilio and Miguel are 

more than half way done milking the cows. Juan’s next chore is to move a pile of sawdust 

closer to the barn using the “Bobcat” farmloader. George asks me to tell Juan to be 

careful not to hit the barn wall when he moves the sawdust. The wall is already visibly 

buckling, he explains. Standing between the two of them, I repeat George’s instructions 
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as best I can. “Okay?” George asks. He stares down at Juan with his intimidating blue 

eyes. Juan nods, walks into the muddy barnyard, climbs into the Bobcat, and starts 

moving the sawdust. 

While Juan works in the Bobcat, I follow Emilio and Miguel around as they milk 

the cows. I dodge falling mierda from a cow as Miguel and I stand in the center aisle of 

the barn, watching the milking units. When Miguel allows me to connect a milking unit 

to a cow, he warns me not to electrocute myself as I attach the unit to the overhead power 

supply. My tennis shoes sliding in the mierda, I kneel beneath the cows and feel the 

warmth of their huge bellies on either side of me. The vacuum pump attaches to the teat 

easily and milk begins to flow. 

Suddenly, I hear a crash. I look behind me through an open window towards the 

back barnyard, and see Juan backing up the Bobcat, his face expressionless. A few 

minutes later George comes by. “Did you hear that sound?” he asks. 

“Yah, what was it?” 

“He hit the rafters,” George explains. “These guys should know I don’t miss a 

trick. I hear everything and see everything.” 

“Yah,” I manage to say. 

I go back to help Emilio and Miguel finish milking the last cows. A few minutes 

later, Juan is back inside, using the cart again to feed the animals a second time. After 

milking the last cow, Emilio, Miguel and I carry the milking units into a smaller room 

where the refrigerated milk tank and a set of industrial stainless steel metal sinks are 

located. The tank is about ten feet long and six feet high. Miguel stands on a milk carton 

to disconnect the line that feeds the milk into the tank. As I watch, Emilio and Miguel 
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clean the milking units in the sinks with bleach and steaming hot water. It is difficult to 

talk over the loud whirring of the tank as it runs at full capacity to cool down the milk. 

Juan joins us in the tank room as the cleaning is wrapping up. George uses a stick gauge 

to check how much milk the shift yielded, and pulls out a notebook and pencil from his 

back pocket to write down the figures. Juan, Miguel, Emilio, and I shuffle out of the barn 

and head back to the yellow farmhouse. It is 9:00 a.m.; the morning milking is now done. 

After the morning shift, the men leave their dirty work clothes in piles on the 

farmhouse porch or hung haphazardly over the porch railing. Work shoes brown from 

their daily immersion in mierda lay scattered around the concrete surface of the porch. 

During the summer, the mierda on the clothes and shoes dry slowly in the rising sun, 

attracting more and more flies as the day wears on. The porch stunk, but at least the 

clothing was not inside the house. 

Emilio and Miguel head into their rooms to take a nap. Despite the sun outside, 

the house is dark. The living room windows are covered with old green drapes, and an 

assortment of ragged lazy-boy chairs and couches are set up facing a television that is 

turned on to a Spanish language sports channel. 

I watch television as I wait for Juan to take a shower.  Today I am taking Juan off 

the farm for a dentist appointment. Most days, Juan returns to the barn again at 10:00 

a.m. to feed the cows and clean the stalls. Miguel will cover for him today. Kathryn 

O’Reilly, the patrona, arranged the appointment for Juan after he explained he had pain 

in one of his molars. Kathryn asked me if I could give him a ride and interpret at the 

appointment. 
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Juan comes out of the bathroom with his black hair gelled and spiked. He is 

wearing baggy black pants and a t-shirt with a surfing company logo on the front.  

“Listo?” [ready] I ask him. 

“Sí,” he replies. We get into my car parked in front of the farmhouse, and Juan 

puts in a CD of bass-pumping reggaetón dance music in Spanish. I pull out of the 

farmyard onto the dirt road towards town, just after the silver milk truck pulls in to the 

farmyard to collect the milk from the morning shift. 

I drive carefully with Juan in the car. I watch the speedometer, being sure my 

speed hovers around the speed limit. While a traffic stop would mean no more than an 

inconvenient ticket for me, for Juan, an unauthorized migrant, it could mean a potential 

arrest and weeks in jail before deportation back to Mexico. After years in Georgia and 

Vermont, Juan seems less concerned about this risk than I am. He is content listening to 

the music and staring out the window, his eyes halfway closed as he squints into the 

morning sun. 

When we get to the dentist’s office, the receptionist asks Juan to fill out a health 

history. We laugh in the waiting room as I ask him deadpan if he has ever had a heart 

attack. The only other people in the waiting room, an Anglo mother and daughter, try 

their best not to stare. When the dentist calls us back to an examining room, Juan sits 

quietly in the gray leather dentist chair. I sit in the corner of the room with my Spanish-

English dictionary. “Open your mouth” is easy to translate, but soon I am flipping 

through the dictionary frantically looking for “root canal.”  

The dentist explains that Juan will have to return to have a root canal and a second 

tooth extracted. “Okay?” he asks Juan. Juan nods, but remains emotionless, neither 
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smiling nor frowning. As we get up, I ask the dentist if he sees a lot of Mexican patients. 

“More and more, a few times a month now,” he tells me. 

 Juan pays the receptionist for the appointment with a crisp one hundred dollar bill. 

On the way back to the O’Reilly dairy, we blast the reggaetón again. I glance in the rear-

view mirror every few seconds, looking for any sign of a police car on the dusty road 

behind me.  

Mexican ranchera music is playing on the flashy stereo in the kitchen when Juan 

and I get back. There is a pile of dishes in the sink, a greasy pan on the stove, and a 

wilting bouquet of basil leaves stuck in a mason jar on the table. Juan offers me a Coke 

from the refrigerator before wandering off to take a nap. Emilio and I watch news from 

Mexico on the television in the dark living room.  

Before long, it is time for the afternoon milking shift, which begins at 2:30 p.m. 

and ends around 6:00 p.m. Juan grabs some tortilla chips from a bag above the fridge 

before we trudge back out to the barn. The afternoon shift is more or less the same as the 

morning one. Emilio and Miguel pick their way down the barn again, shuttling the 

milking units from one cow to the next. Juan cleans up the mierda, spreads the sawdust, 

feeds the cows, feeds the calves, and feeds the cows a second time. As we pitchfork the 

hay into the feeding cart, Juan teases me. “Estudiante flojo,” he says, calling me a lazy 

student. Finally, the milking units are cleaned again in the tank room, and the day’s work 

is over. Miguel plays with one of the barn cats as we walk back to the farmhouse. 

George, still wearing his cowboy hat, climbs into his truck with his dog. He honks the 

horn and waves as he pulls out of the driveway to go to his home just down the road. 
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More ranchera music plays on the stereo as Emilio, the youngest of us, cooks 

dinner in the kitchen. I sit at the table with Juan as he laughs and curses on the phone 

while talking with his cousin Daniel, who works installing air conditioners in Georgia. 

Juan misses the freedoms he enjoyed when he lived in Georgia, such as driving a car. He 

hands me the portable phone, and I ask Daniel how life is in Georgia. He tells me it is 

better than Vermont because he can move around more freely. I met Daniel on my first 

visit to the O’Reilly farm, when I gave him a ride to the bus station so he could catch a 

three-day ride back to Georgia.  

Emilio makes rice with chicken and a tomato sauce, and we sit at the table eating 

the food and drinking Cokes. Outside it is dark now—the days are getting shorter already 

in mid-August. The crickets chirp loudly in the cornfields around us. I ask Emilio if I can 

help him clean up. “No,” he tells me, “It’s okay.”  

After dinner, Juan calls his cousin Guadalupe in Mexico. I lie on the air mattress 

and Juan sits on an old couch next to me, talking to both Guadalupe and me at the same 

time. Guadalupe is his most beautiful cousin, he tells me, as he forces the phone into my 

ear. She tells me she is studying psychology at a university in Veracruz. Juan says I 

should come back with him to Mexico to meet her. I close my eyes, and try to pretend to 

be asleep. Juan says good-bye to his cousin, drops the portable phone on the floor, and 

crashes on the couch. It all begins again in a few hours, at 4:45 a.m. There is no day off at 

the dairy. The cows must be milked. 

The car outside in the driveway is mine. At any moment, I can grab my keys and 

return to the world where milk means little more than something you buy in a plastic jug 

at the supermarket. As I drive away from the farm the next morning, I allow the smell of 
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mierda and the constant tension between Anglos and Mexicans to fade from my attention. 

The workers on the dairy do not have this option. They cannot escape from the farm. 

Everyday they must face the unrelenting daily chores and struggles of the dairy.“Así es. 

Es muy, muy difícil,” [That is the way it is. It is really, really hard] explains Juan, 

dispassionately.  

    

THE NEW BRACEROS 

Like their compatriots who have migrated north over the last two centuries, 

Mexican migrants on twenty-first century Vermont dairies are reduced into disposable 

and exploitable braceros. This chapter substantiates this argument by explaining the 

demeaning consequences of unauthorized legal status, nativism, and the language barrier. 

The “new” braceros on Vermont dairies and the “old” braceros of the official Bracero 

Program and twentieth century migration are both disposable and exploitable, but the 

means of their marginalization are different. Arbitrary deportation in times of economic 

downturn and corrupt contracts marginalized old braceros. In contrast, ascribed 

unauthorized status is the key structural condition that renders new braceros disposable 

and exploitable. Unauthorized status not only demeans migrants via the direct effects of 

disposability and isolation, but also makes them more vulnerable to nativist 

discrimination. The language barrier is a third factor unrelated to legal status that 

provokes nativist attack and restricts monolingual migrants to working as manual 

laborers on the dairies.  
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THE EFFECTS OF UNAUTHORIZED LEGAL STATUS 

 One day in October 2007, I sat in the kitchen at the O’Reilly farmhouse with 

Antonio, a cleanly shaven, tall, handsome, young migrant from Tabasco. Antonio had 

replaced Emilio after he left for a different dairy earlier in the month. Antonio had arrived 

in Vermont with his father five months earlier. Father and son worked on different 

dairies, and they had not seen each other for weeks. Antonio had no ride to visit his dad. 

“It’s my second time coming here [to Vermont],” he told me. “The first time I came it 

was about a year ago.”  

 He paused to look out the window, watching a pick-up truck pull into the 

driveway and park in front of the milking barn. “The police, they caught me, where my 

dad and I were working. I was here in Vermont. I never thought they would come. I was 

calling home to Mexico, but to call Mexico from here you have to dial 011, and instead 

of dialing 011, I dialed 911. Instead of dialing one, I dialed nine… the patrón was not at 

home. The police came and arrested us.” 

 “We did not want to open up the door, so they broke it down with their feet,” he 

told me with a sad laugh. “I hid beneath a table, but they had a gun and told me to come 

out.” 

 “From there, they took me to Albany. Three days imprisoned there. Then, they 

took me to Boston. I stayed fifteen days there. Then they took me in a plane to Texas, to 

the border . . . The prison was bad. They gave me nothing more to eat than hard bread 

and a carton of frozen milk. Three more days in another jail there. And after, they sent me 

to Mexico in the middle of the night . . . without any money.” 
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 “I did not want to come back, because they told me in deportation that I could not 

come back for five years. If I came back and they caught me, they would send me to 

prison.” 

 After pausing again, Antonio continued. “Está duro.” [It is hard.] “I have family 

in Mexico, and . . .  it is hard. [I came back] because we do not have enough there.” 

 “How old are you?” I asked. 

 “Twenty-one.” 

 “Me too,” I told him. 

 “Veinte uno. Veinte . . . uno,” he repeated after me, slowly, “and look where I am. 

Imagine, so far from my family.” 

Due to the increased immigration enforcement after 9/11, unauthorized migrants 

such as Antonio face a risk of deportation from every part of the country, including 

Vermont. I met three people who were deported from Vermont, and all had returned to 

work in the state again. One particularly tragic deportation occurred in Vermont on 

March 31, 2008. Vermont State Police arrested a twenty-four year old unauthorized 

Mexican migrant who worked at a garden nursery for speeding as he drove his wife to the 

hospital because she was in premature labor.  It was more than hour before the woman 

arrived at a hospital in Plattsburgh, New York. The child died less than three days later, 

and ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) deported the father (Ring 2008).  

Status as an unauthorized or authorized migrant is beyond the direct control of 

migrants and patrones. Since the U.S. government, not individual actors, determines 

immigration law, I refer to unauthorized legal status as a structural condition of the 

dairies. Individuals may react to structural conditions, but have little power to change 
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them. For example, some patrones and reiteros exploit Mexicans who are unauthorized 

migrants, but they do not have the power to change a migrant’s legal status. 

Many migrants believe the risk of deportation in Vermont is higher than in other 

states. “There is a high risk [of deportation] here in Vermont, more than in other parts of 

the United States,” explained Miguel, who, in addition to Vermont, had lived in 

California, Texas, Georgia, and New York. The Mexican consulate in Boston reports that 

even though Vermont had the lowest Mexican population of any New England Sate, 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) deported 123 Mexicans from Vermont in 

2006, more than any other New England state (Hemingway 2007d).2 

Deportations from Vermont occur in a variety of situations. Some migrants, such 

as Antonio, are arrested on the dairy due to a police call or ICE stake-out (Dillon 2006). 

Police arrest other migrants during traffic stops. Stories circulate that Mexicans have 

been arrested at restaurants, the bus station in Burlington, or as they shop for groceries. 

George and Kathryn O’Reilly are confident that police are aware of the location of 

migrants on dairies and look for any excuse to arrest them. Migrants also said the risk of 

deportation is higher on farms in northern Vermont because the border patrol is stationed 

on the nearby Canadian-U.S. border. Miguel decided to leave a dairy even though el 

patrón was “buena onda,” [a great guy] because it was close to the border where 

immigration enforcement is more intense.3 

Fear of deportation is especially pronounced in migrants who are new to the 

United States. Emilio, the eighteen-year old who arrived at the O’Reilly dairy directly 

from Tabasco in July 2007, showed a reluctance to leave the farm in his first few weeks 

in Vermont. One afternoon in August, George suggested that the workers and I visit the 
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county fair. Miguel and Juan jumped at the opportunity to leave the farm. Juan was 

especially enthusiastic, since he had fond memories of visiting la feria in Georgia before 

moving to Vermont. Emilio refused to go to the fair both times because he feared getting 

stopped by immigration. Juan tried to convince him to come with us on our second trip. 

“The police will not stop you if you are going the speed limit,” Juan told him, 

“and he always goes the speed limit, man! . . . You don’t want to go out? Don’t be afraid, 

they are not going to catch you at the fair, there were a lot of Mexicans there!” Emilio 

resisted Juan’s prodding and remained at home. We saw him gazing out the window as 

we pulled out of the driveway. Miguel commented that it was necessary to get out of the 

farm sometime, or you would go crazy. Emilio’s reluctance to leave the farm shows how 

a fear of deportation discourages migrants from leaving the dairies. Juan recalled 

Emilio’s behavior months later: “He was afraid of immigration. He had just arrived, that 

is why he did not want to go out. He wanted to avoid problems.”  

The fear of deportation is less pronounced in migrants who have lived in the 

United States for long periods of time. “I’m not afraid [of deportation]. If the police 

come, I will just go to Mexico. They’ll send me to my home, nothing more,” Juan said 

nonchalantly. Still, Juan carefully avoids situations that might bring him into conflict 

with Anglos when he leaves the farm. Once, Juan’s actions at a grocery showed that he 

would rather lose a one-hundred dollars than risk any conflict with an Anglo stranger. As 

the clerk finished scanning the tortilla chips and soda, Juan dropped a one-hundred dollar 

bill on the moving belt to pay for the purchase. The belt continued to move, and we 

watched wide-eyed as the bill got sucked below the surface of the machine. Instead of 

turning to me to ask for translation to determine how to retrieve the bill, Juan 
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immediately tried to hand a second one hundred dollar bill to the clerk. Juan wanted to 

avoid potential conflict with Anglos in public, because, if for any reason the police were 

called, he would risk deportation. When I asked Juan about this incident later, he agreed 

the incident exemplified how he tries to avoid problems with Anglos: “Everything cool is 

better. If you lose the money, you lose it, better the money [than you]. The important 

thing is to be okay.” When he is in a store Juan tries to attract as little attention as 

possible: “I try to buy my stuff quickly and avoid running into police.” Although Juan 

and other veteran migrants told me they no longer feared deportation, the risk still made 

them cautious in their interactions with Anglos. 

Some patrones also fear ICE will deport their workers. The concern discourages 

farmers from allowing migrants to leave the dairies. Although George O’Reilly does take 

his workers off the farm to go shopping, he knows this puts them at higher risk for 

deportation because of potential police contact. When I took Juan and a few other 

migrants to a restaurant in Burlington, Kathryn O’Reilly called my cell phone because 

she had heard that migrants had been deported from Mexican restaurants. Juan said the 

O’Reilly’s were more generous than many other farmers he had heard stories about: 

“Many patrones don’t let you go out. They buy the clothing, and they buy the food. You 

cannot go out for any reason.” 

In addition to the fear of deportation, a second consequence of unauthorized status 

that isolates migrants is a limited access to transportation. Most Mexican migrants do not 

have access to vehicles in Addison County. Even in the rare case when migrants have 

access to cars, they risk deportation by driving since they do not qualify for valid 
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licenses. Chris Urban, the former ESL teacher, believed Mexican migrants drove cars at 

only five of the fifty farms he knew of in Addison County. 

 Miguel is one of the few unauthorized migrants I met who tried to drive in 

Vermont, and his experience illustrates why migrants might choose not to drive, even if 

they are lucky enough to have access to a vehicle. One afternoon during August, Miguel 

described to me life on a farm closer to the Canadian border as we sat in the shade of the 

porch at the O’Reilly farm. As we looked out onto the dirt driveway and the fields of corn 

beyond, Miguel explained how he drove a truck at this farm: “When I arrived in Vermont 

for the first time, the patrón gave me a truck. But sometimes a lot of police passed by… 

uno que ven mexicano quiere chingar a uno  [one who sees a Mexican, wants to screw 

one]. I was driving and saw a policeman, but I did not talk to him. I parked the car and 

ran for the house. [After that] I gave the patrón the key; I did not want to drive anymore.” 

His legal status and consequent fear of deportation deterred Miguel from driving even 

when he had access to a car. His use of the verb chingar suggests that immigration 

enforcement symbolically feminizes Mexican men by curtailing their individual 

autonomy, in this case, by preventing them from driving.4 

George and Kathryn O’Reilly discouraged Juan from purchasing a car in Vermont 

or bringing a car from Georgia. The O’Reillys feared police would stop and arrest Juan 

because he had no license as an unauthorized migrant. Although he did not drive in 

Vermont, Juan had driven regularly in Georgia: “In Atlanta, Florida, New York, there is 

not as much immigration. The police come and they just give you a ticket. You pay the 

ticket and keep going. You can drive. Here, the first time the police stop you, you cannot 

drive, because you are already on your way to Mexico.” Juan blamed his inability to 
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drive in Vermont not just on his unauthorized status, but on the especially high risk of 

deportation in Vermont compared to other states. 

The inability to drive is especially handicapping in rural Vermont, where isolation 

means driving is the key to living independently. Consumer services such as stores and 

restaurants cannot be reached from most dairies without a vehicle. The majority of 

Mexican migrants in Vermont are dependent on the patrón or reiteros to leave the farm 

and go shopping, send money, or visit friends. 

Typically, farmers give a ride to their workers once every fifteen days to go 

grocery shopping and to send remittances. From the many requests I received from 

migrants to go shopping, eat in a restaurant, or visit a church, I learned that these trips 

with the patrón, offered little opportunity to do anything more than buy groceries and 

send money. For several months I received calls at least a few times a week: “Could you 

do me a favor and give me a ride?”5 I also arranged for taxis, a service Mexicans 

apparently did not usually use because of the language barrier.  

Reiteros provide rides but often charge more than a hundred dollars for short trips 

around Vermont. Longer trips cost even more. Emilio paid a reitera $350 for a ride from 

outside of New York City to Addison County. The particular reitera who gave Emilio 

this ride is connected to national human trafficking networks, and she transports people to 

Vermont from North Carolina and Georgia as well as New York.   

Fear of deportation and limited access to transportation spatially limits migrants’ 

daily lives to what I call the “superlocal” sphere of the dairy farm itself. Mexican 

migrants live in isolation, segregated and hidden from the rest of Vermont society. Many 

migrants describe this isolation as being encerrado—shut in. As Foucault (1977: 237) 
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expressed in his study of prisons and punishment, isolation induces powerlessness: “The 

isolation of the convicts guarantees that it is possible to exercise over them, with 

maximum intensity, a power that will not be overthrown by any other influence; solitude 

is the primary condition of total submission.” Similarly, migrants’ isolation and their 

dependency on patrones and reitieros to leave the farm reduce their control over their 

own lives and make them exploitable. 

Furthermore, the isolation imposed by unauthorized legal status influences many 

of the daily struggles migrants face on the dairy. Boredom is one challenge made worse 

by isolation on the farm, as workers have nothing much to do besides work. Juan always 

laughed and smiled more when we went to the grocery store, a restaurant, or even to the 

dentist. The boredom of the dairy is deadening, he explained: “Yah, I do not feel so much 

[now]. I am used to the work, but sometimes the work feels really tough because I have 

so much time here doing the same stuff every day. I get bored. The work is what makes 

you bored every day, [getting up] at five every day.” Juan contrasted his boredom in 

Vermont to his more exciting life in Georgia: “In Georgia you can drive to work, you can 

go out to dance, whatever you want. You are not so bored.” 

Loneliness is also intensified due to isolation. Migrants on farms spread across 

Addison County have difficulty meeting up, which exacerbates the loneliness migrants 

already feel. Antonio, Miguel, and Juan had relatives on other dairies but had few 

opportunities to visit them. The young unmarried men on the O’Reilly farm especially 

missed spending time with women their age. Separation stressed their romantic 

relationships with girlfriends in other U.S. states or in Mexico, and when these 

relationships end, it magnifies the loneliness. One of the young men on the O’Reilly farm 
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coped with a break-up by drinking his way through the night, barely managing to stagger 

through the morning shift the next day. Older migrants who have left their children or 

spouse behind also must cope with separation from these family members who depend on 

them for support. I witnessed an emotional phone call once between a migrant named 

Gabriel and his children as he prepared to return home to Mexico the next day. The 

usually jocular Gabriel did not hold back tears as his children told him they looked 

forward to seeing him the next day after months of separation.  

“Cabin fever” is another consequence of the isolation experienced by Mexican 

dairy workers. Conflicts are commonplace between migrants who are forced to live and 

work in close quarters with little respite. At the O’Reilly farmhouse, blaring music is one 

source of dispute. One person turns on reggaetón music at a deafening volume, making it 

impossible for anybody else in the house to watch television, listen to music, or talk on 

the telephone. Use of the telephone also becomes problematic when someone calls 

Mexico multiple times a day and prevents others in the house from using the telephone. 

Conflict also occurs between migrants of different ages who have different expectations 

about how to treat each other. Ignacio and Juan, for example, disliked an older, married 

migrant, Javier, who worked briefly at the O’Reilly farm in summer 2007. Juan 

complained that Javier was too serious and would not relajar [joke] with the other 

younger, unmarried migrants.6 Juan and Antonio agreed that more opportunities to get off 

the dairy would dampen these conflicts.  

Isolation on the dairies is especially intense during the winter, when the darkness 

and cold weather unfamiliar to new migrants from Mexico makes the grind even more 

difficult. The conversations I had with Juan in winter were punctuated by periods of 
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intense silence, interrupted only by his reflection that Vermont life was duro. His pale 

face drooped as he told me how he missed playing futból outside: “[In winter] trabajar, 

comer, y dormir, no play”  [work, eat and sleep]. I saw the psychological cost of months 

of snow and darkness just walking through the farmhouse. Slouched in chairs or lying on 

couches around the house, the men looked as if they were moving in slow motion. After a 

few hours in the darkness of the farmhouse, I could not help but want to rush out of the 

depressing house as soon as possible. During the summer, the scene was different. We 

would sit on the grass in the farmyard after playing soccer, drinking sodas and listening 

to the cows moo in the barn. In the summer, Juan and others would laugh as they told me 

stories about tough patrones and life in Mexico. In the winter, they sat mostly silent and 

withdrawn in the darkness of their house.  

Juan told me that being less isolated on the farm would improve the lives of 

migrants considerably: “If you could go out for a while, it would distract you and you 

would not get so bored. You would forget what had happened on the farm. If you fought 

with the patrón, [going out] would distract you and you would forget the problem, but 

here you cannot go out. If you fight with the patrón, you come back here to the house 

bitter and you go to your room bitter. You end up angry. There is no other option.”  

Unauthorized legal status is the most important factor that reduces Mexican 

migrants in Vermont into braceros. Unauthorized migrants are literally disposable 

because they may be arrested at any time. The fear of deportation affects migrants 

everyday they spend in the United States, even if they are never deported. For Mexicans, 

patrones, and other Anglo Vermonters, this fear serves to reinforce the implicit 

perception that Mexican migrants are temporary labor and may be abused and discarded 



 67 

if they become problematic. Furthermore, the fear isolates migrants on the dairies where 

their role is limited to that of a bracero. “You have to be working, nothing more,” Juan 

said. As Coutin (2000: 30) explains, legal status influences every aspect of the life of an 

unauthorized migrant: “Illegality of the undocumented materializes around them 

wherever they go, like a force field that sets them apart from the legally privileged.”7 

 

NATIVISM IN THE LOCAL SPHERE OF ADDISON COUNTY  

I never witnessed an overtly nativist episode while in public with migrants, but we 

did attract attention wherever we went. Considering that Vermont is the whitest state in 

the country, it came as no surprise that Mexicans stood out (U.S. Census Bureau: 2006). 

Many people made a special effort to be kind to us, others did their best not to stare at us, 

while a few subtly showed with their eye contact and tense shoulders that they saw 

Mexicans as an unwanted presence. 

I observed the most uninhibited reactions to Mexicans in the local sphere during 

my two visits to the Addison County Fair with Juan and Miguel. The fair was set up in a 

field next to a dairy farm off a state highway. From the hundreds of cars parked in the 

lots and the long lines for the stomach-churning rides, it appeared to be the climatic 

summer social event for Coolidge and the other towns in the area. We walked through the 

gate, and were immersed in a sea of Anglo Vermonters. Kids ate cotton candy as their 

exhausted parents tried to drag them back to the car, teenage girls screamed as boys 

chased them around, and older couples holding hands walked a slow promenade around 

the fairground. Most people ignored Miguel, Juan, and me as we walked. Some people 

offered a welcoming smile, but a few others had a more negative reaction. One man gave 
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us a wide berth as he passed us and stared at me with a cross, disapproving look, as if to 

suggest I should be embarrassed to be enabling Juan and Miguel’s presence. When we 

passed a police officer walking in the opposite direction, Miguel and Juan quickly 

scooted around me to be as far away from him as possible, trying to fade into the crowd. 

Towards the end of the evening, Juan tried his luck on a rodeo ride. A crowd gathered 

around to watch him hang on to the plastic bull. The ride operator gave a commentary in 

a Texas accent over a loudspeaker. After a few seconds he punched up the power on the 

machine saying, “I think he’s been on there long enough now. Let’s throw this guy off!” 

Juan fell onto the mats. The crowd clapped and cheered as he walked back to Miguel and 

me, but I noticed a few unsmiling men on the edges of the crowd. They looked as 

annoyed by the crowd’s positive reaction as by Juan’s presence. 

A few days later, the commentaries on the website of the Burlington Free Press in 

response to an article written about the dairy workers gave voice to the silent resentment 

of Mexicans I observed at the Addison County Fair. I found the same nativist sentiments 

on the newspaper’s forum as I had seen at the fair, but the anonymity of the website 

allowed the opinions to be less inhibited. One commentator calling himself the Green 

Mountain Patriot wrote a comment that exemplifies how nativism rhetorically 

dehumanizes unauthorized migrants: “Roger Allbee [Vermont Secretary of Agriculture] 

needs to be removed from that position IMMEDIATLY for aiding the invasion. We are 

talking about ILLEGAL ALIENS… not ‘immigrant workers’” (Burlington Free Press: 

2007). Another commentator attacked politicians and farmers, arguing that they 

compromised national sovereignty in order to exploit unauthorized workers:  “The state is 

in cahoots with these cheap paying farmers . . . getting tired of all these excuses for 
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breaking the law myself . . . what they want is slave labor. Pay them starvation wages and 

let the state take care of their needs” (Burlington Free Press: 2007). These nativist 

commentaries written only days after the Addison County Fair represent a more overt 

expression of the subtle resentment migrants encountered as they walked through the 

fairgrounds. 

Nativism explains the comparatively high rate of deportations from Vermont 

compared to other New England states. Migrants who had spent long periods in Vermont, 

such as Juan and Miguel, felt there was a higher risk of deportation because there was 

more racism in Vermont than in other states. Migrants I interviewed referred to the 

prejudice they faced as racist rather than nativist. They are correct in describing the 

prejudice against them as racialized, but I choose to classify it as nativist rather than 

racist since it predicated on their foreign status, not presumed biological inferiority.8  

 Juan sees discrimination in Vermont as intensifying the risk of deportation 

inherent in unauthorized status: “If they [the police] know you’re a Mexican, and, well, 

they want an illegal, the first time they catch you, they stop you and call immigration. 

They should just give you a ticket and tell you have a good day. They don’t need to call 

immigration, and that is why I say there is a lot of racism here.” When police officers 

“call immigration” they phone the National Law Enforcement Support Center (LESC) in 

Williston, Vermont. LESC identifies people in custody by state and local law 

enforcement across the country as unauthorized or authorized migrants (DHS 2007a: 26-

27).  According to Juan, racism also explains why Mexicans have to be cautious 

whenever they are outside of the farm to evitar problemas [avoid problems] with Anglo 

Vermonters: “You’re in the store, and if there is a racist American, he can call 
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immigration. They call immigration because they are angry, they do not like Mexicans 

for nothing. They are racists.”  

Juan’s apt analysis that his experiences exemplify racism in Vermont shows how 

“Mexican looking” people are assumed to be unauthorized migrants based on observable 

attributes such as language, dress, and skin color. Once they are stereotyped as potentially 

unauthorized migrants, “Mexican looking” people are discriminated against by those who 

attempt to have them arrested, which allows their legal status to be formally investigated. 

George O’Reilly told me he wished his workers would make a greater effort to conceal 

attributes such as dress and language that mark them as foreigners and put them at greater 

risk of deportation: “We went to Wal-Mart the other night, and I told them don’t speak 

any Spanish, and don’t look like a Mexican. The first thing they do when they walk into 

the store is start talking Spanish. Well, if there is any of them INS or whatever the hell 

they are around, they are going to pick up on them like that.” In public, nativist 

discrimination further degrades unauthorized migrants into braceros by increasing their 

deportation risk.  

Reiteros who visit many dairies across Vermont also discriminate against 

unauthorized Mexicans in the local sphere. Chris Urban told me how the same reitera 

who gave Emilio a ride to the state often extorts money from migrants for rides or job 

placements by threatening to call immigration. Since the unauthorized status of Mexican 

migrants enabled this exploitation, it is a form of nativism. “Es un negocio,” [it is a 

business] explained Antonio. “They charge four times what they should,” Juan told me. 

“To drive you fifteen or twenty minutes, they will take two or three hundred dollars.” 
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Within the local sphere of Addison County, nativist discrimination contributes to 

the reduction of Mexicans into braceros. Still, Vermont has no organized nativist 

movement like those that have emerged in many other states. In 2005, out-of-state 

Minutemen, apparently unaware of the dairy workers visited Vermont to patrol the 

border. They were met with protests of “flatlander, go home” (Fahrenthold 2005). When I 

contacted the national headquarters of the Minutemen organization in Arizona about the 

Vermont dairy workers, they referred me to a Ken Pittman in New Bedford, 

Massachusetts. Pittman, a conservative radio talk show host and leader an organization 

named WALL (“We’re Americans Legally and Loyally”), said he was unfamiliar with 

the presence of unauthorized Mexicans in Vermont and did not know of anyone else 

involved in the Minutemen who would be. 

 

NATIVISM IN THE SUPERLOCAL SPHERE OF THE DAIRIES 

Jake was about thirty, an Anglo raised on a Vermont dairy who worked 

occasionally for George O’Reilly. He was a big guy who frowned continuously as he 

walked quickly around the barn and farmyard. Whenever I spoke with him, he avoided 

eye contact and scanned the barn, looking for some chore that needed attending to. 

George complimented him for his work ethic, saying he was one of the few people who 

worked as hard as he did.  

He is a mala persona, a bad person, the workers told me one afternoon. We 

watched Jake from the kitchen window of the farmhouse as he strode from one 

dilapidated tractor to another, apparently trying to fix something. He is chocante [bad-

tempered], they explained. Juan said he had seen Jake throw a calf over his head in anger. 
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He had worried George would blame him for the injury, but the patrón was aware of 

Jake’s temper too. “[Jake] doesn’t know how to handle [the Mexicans] at all. He treats 

them like he would a white guy,” explained George. “You can’t keep yelling and 

screaming at them, because that don’t work.”  

 At the end of the milking shift one morning in August, Jake apparently grabbed 

tiny Emilio by the nape of his neck and dragged him out of the milking barn. Emilio told 

me he had returned to milk a cow out more thoroughly when Jake grabbed him. Jake said 

that he was only trying to hurry Emilio up and finish the milking, since they were behind 

schedule. George thought Jake had dragged Emilio across the barn because the silo 

unloader was jammed. Whatever actually happened, when I asked George and Kathryn 

about the incident, Kathryn told her husband that Emilio should never be touched again. 

Nonetheless, Emilio left for another dairy soon after out of his frustration with Jake.  

 “It’s stupid, dragging someone around,” George said. 

“He dragged someone around?”  Kathryn, asked her husband, unaware of what 

had happened. 

“You know, running him down to the silo room and all that horseshit,” George 

explained. “If they fucked up the silo, I know it’s a pain in the ass, but you just got to 

kind of straighten it out and work with them. [Jake] thinks they are doing it on purpose. 

They are not doing it on purpose, they just do not understand how to run it.” 

“He can never touch him again, you must tell him that,” Kathryn said sternly. “He 

is not to do that again.”  

“I know, ma.”  

“Because that’s bad.” Kathryn continued.  
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“That’s why I’m trying to work with [Jake], to get everything squared away.” 

Jake chose to abuse Emilio in part because Emilio could not easily defend 

himself. Emilio lacked the language to clearly tell George what had happened, and he 

would not approach the police because of his legal status. As George explained, 

Mexicans are abused because they are exploitable: “Some of [the farmers] are just no 

good no matter who they [the workers] are, and who’s working for them. But they can 

take more advantage of the Mexicans, so they do.” Much of the mistreatment of 

Mexicans on dairies is nativist because it is enabled by migrants’ status as foreign 

braceros.  

Nativism on the dairies is most overt when patrones coerce migrants by invoking 

their unauthorized status and threatening to “call immigration.” Juan told me that a friend 

who had stayed at the O’Reilly farm claimed he worked on a dairy for several months 

without pay for fear that the patrón would call immigration: “A lot of patrones are rough 

with their workers. A friend of mine told me that he went to work a while with an 

American, a patrón. He stayed for a while, working, but he didn’t pay him. He said that if 

he left, he would call immigration, that it would be better if he just stayed and worked. 

He still didn’t pay him. He worked for three months for free, and he would have called 

immigration if he moved from that farm. [My friend] was only trying to escape. He came 

here and told me this, he came looking for work . . . eight months ago.” Chris Urban 

supported Juan’s statement, explaining that a few farms were notorious for treating their 

workers poorly: “These farms have a high turnover rate, poor housing, low pay, and you 

can imagine the rest. There are definitely incidents where the Mexican worker has 

worked for two weeks, and supposedly the check comes every two weeks, and the 
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Mexican worker has not been paid.” One reitero named Samuel echoed these opinions.9 

He thought that the majority of patrones were muy buena gente [very good people,] but 

said a minority of farmers did abuse workers because “they don’t like the people, but like 

their work.” 

Back on the O’Reilly farm, I took my cues from Juan and Emilio’s stories and 

avoided Jake, the disliked Anglo worker. My heart would quicken whenever I saw him 

walking swiftly around the barn. I presumed he was simply a violent person with nativist 

attitudes, but when I struck up a conversation with him one day when George was away 

from the barn, my preconception was challenged.  

Jake told me that he understood Emilio, Juan, and Miguel came to Vermont to 

support their families. Despite the recent fight with Emilio, he said that the Mexican 

workers had initiative: “I’ve got faith in them. If I can do it, they sure as hell can do it.”  

Reflecting on his own personality, Jake said, “I’ve always been [an asshole], and I 

always will be one. If someone calls me an asshole, it’s a compliment.” I interpreted 

some of what Jake told me to Emilio as he milked the cows. I tried to explain that Jake 

was not a bad person, just that he had a different way of interacting with people than 

Emilio did. I saw Emilio’s disbelief in his curt nods; he suspected I was double-crossing 

him.  

 “Oh, that’s another thing,” Jake told me as I spoke to Emilio in Spanish. “Can you 

tell them not to call me patrón, señor, or mister? That's for George. I’ve got a name, 

Jake—just like I don’t call them Mexicans, but Emilio and Juan.” Despite his hot temper, 

it seemed that Jake—at least intellectually—recognized Emilio, Juan, and Miguel as 

individuals rather than anonymous braceros. 
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 The conversation with Jake illustrates the ambiguity of the nativism I observed on 

dairies. Anglos certainly reduced Mexicans to braceros through nativist discrimination, 

but—at least at the O’Reilly dairy—they expressed their respect for Mexican workers 

both in words and in actions. The O’Reillys helped their workers get doctors’ 

appointments, send money to Mexico, and get passports from the Mexican consulate. As 

Chris Urban articulated, the farmers might wish workers did not have to live in hiding, 

but on the other hand, they benefited from their vulnerability: “I think the farmers would 

like the workers to be more free and to live in an environment that is not a constant 

climate of fear. At the same time, it is nice to have dependable workers trapped on the 

farm that the farmers can exercise control over.”  

 

THE LANGUAGE BARRIER 

When Miguel first arrived at the O’Reilly farm in August from another dairy in 

Vermont, he took the job because the reitera told him that the O’Reillys would pay him 

by the hour. Somehow, his exact pay rate was never communicated the day he arrived on 

the farm. Since George and Kathryn speak only limited Spanish, there was no way to 

communicate the rate of pay. The result was that almost a week later, when I first spoke 

with him, Miguel was getting up at 5 a.m. everyday to kneel in mierda and milk cows, 

and he still had no idea how much he was getting paid. The lack of a shared language 

between Mexican migrants and Anglo Vermonters is the final factor supporting the 

argument that Mexican migrants are reduced to braceros. The language barrier limits 

migrants to manual labor because patrones cannot train them to do more technical work. 
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In addition, miscommunications lead to frustration that occasionally boils over into 

nativist anger. 

 Due to the language barrier, George had difficulty teaching his Mexican workers 

to use machinery, limiting their ability to shoulder more responsibility in the barn. One 

morning at the O’Reilly farmhouse, I woke up on the air mattress to find Juan shoving 

the portable phone into my face (I had slept through the morning shift on this particular 

day). Juan told me to call the patrona and tell her he had broken the feeding cart. It was 

6:00 a.m., and Kathryn groaned over the phone, understandably perturbed. She asked me 

to tell Juan to start feeding the cows by hand. It took several hours to fix the feeding cart, 

which Juan had broken by failing to clean it out when it became jammed. In the 

meantime, Juan had to feed the cows with a wheelbarrow, wasting precious time. George 

had no way to explain to Juan how to avoid the problem by properly cleaning the 

machine. When Miguel had to do the mid-morning cow feeding, he preferred to do it by 

hand instead of risking damaging the cart. Later, Kathryn told me, “Miguel had a heart 

attack when we told him he had to run the feed cart! He’d rather do it with the 

wheelbarrow.” The language barrier on the dairies restricts the role of Mexicans to 

braceros because it is more difficult for them to learn how to operate equipment. 

 The difficulties communicating on the dairies often foments mistrust and tension. 

In June 2007 a motor that runs the refrigerated milk tank broke at the O’Reilly dairy, 

costing George $940 for a replacement. George rolled his eyes when I told him Juan said 

the motor had spontaneously died. He believed one of the workers broke the motor in an 

effort to “sabotage” the others and protect his own job. With no way to account for such 
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mistakes with verbal communication, migrants and patrones often assume the worst of 

one another. 

 Juan told me about a separate incident when the patrón became angry because 

Juan could not communicate the problem with a motor that drops silage from the silo into 

the feeding cart: “He told me to climb up and check it, and I climbed up, checked it, and 

the motor had lots of silage inside of it. The belt was broken. He told me to come down 

and explain what was wrong. Well, I wanted to explain that it was the motor, that it had a 

lot of junk in it, but he did not understand me. He was sick so he could not climb up and 

check it . . . he got really angry.” Juan admitted that he sometimes even pretended to 

understand what George said, just to avoid conflict: “He gets angry when we do not 

understand him. What happens is he asks you if you understand, and you say no, and he 

gets angry. You have to say, ‘yes, I understand,’ even if you don’t understand him.” 

Anglos and Mexicans sometimes expressed their frustration with the language 

barrier through nativist insults. Unlike the instructions about running equipment, the 

meaning of insults seemed to transcend the language barrier. Nativism instigated by 

frustration over the language barrier may be particularly antagonistic since English is a 

marker of membership in the U.S. imagined community (Sanchez 1997: 1020). One 

worker explained how Anglos insulted him: “A problem you have at this farm is with the 

patrón and the foremen. The two talk about us. ‘Fuckin’ Mexican, he hit a cow,’ [they 

say.] You understand them a little. Tienes que aguantar [You have to bear it]; there is no 

other option. The work is theirs, and you cannot yell at them, because they will fire you.” 

Another worker from a dairy visited, described similar insults: “He treats us bad, any 

little thing that you do not understand, and he reprimands you, he insults you, he says bad 
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things, things he should not say. You understand the words he says, but you just have to 

keep working, because we do not have papers, we do not speak English, we do not have 

the power to say a word.” Only once did I witness the nativist insults these workers 

described. “You know,” one farmer told me the minute I stepped into his milking barn, 

“the Mexicans don’t have so much between the ears.”    

Most Mexican dairy workers in Vermont speak little English, and most patrones 

speak little Spanish. The language barrier limits the work of migrants to the most labor-

intensive, least-skilled bracero jobs on the dairies, such as cleaning the stalls and milking 

the cows. The inability to communicate tries the patience of everyone on the dairy, 

exacerbating a tension that sometimes blows-up into nativist insults.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 Unauthorized legal status, nativism, and the language barrier reduce Mexican 

dairy workers in Addison County to braceros. Legal status renders unauthorized migrants 

disposable and forces them to live in fear and isolation. The effect of unauthorized status 

is particularly debilitating in Vermont, where nativist prejudice places them outside of the 

imagined community and discrimination increases their risk of deportation. The nativist 

attitudes of some Anglo dairy workers also exacerbate the challenges migrants face on 

the dairies themselves. The language barrier limits migrants to the most labor-intensive, 

unskilled work on the farm, and precipitates interethnic tension between migrants and 

Anglos.  

This chapter has established the central point of this thesis—that young Mexicans 

in Vermont like Juan, Emilio, and Miguel are made exploitable and disposable primarily 
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through the structural condition of their legal status. Unauthorized Mexicans in the 

twenty-first century are the new braceros. As one dairy worker explained: “[The 

patrones] have the power. If they want you have to go, you go. If they want you stay, you 

work… To them, they are important. They are the ones who make the orders around here. 

You have to be at their feet.” The following chapters will examine how migrants confront 

the daily challenges that emerge due to their status as exploitable and disposable 

braceros.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
TRANSLOCAL COPING STRATEGIES 
 
When I walk in the house, I feel like I am in Mexico. 
Antonio, dairy worker on the O’Reilly Farm 
 
 When I first received permission from Kathryn O’Reilly to visit their farm and 

interview some of her workers, she gave me the number for the farmhouse where the 

migrants live. When I finally worked up to the nerve to call the number and ask for an 

interview in my rusty Spanish, the line was busy. A few minutes later, I tried again—still 

busy. Not until later that night did the phone ring. 

“Bueno?” Daniel answered. I told him I was a student doing a research project, 

and asked if I could come by and speak with him about his experience living in Vermont. 

Laughing at my broken Spanish, he invited me to stop by. As I became more involved 

with the O’Reilly farm over the coming months, I called the farmhouse frequently and 

became accustomed to hearing the busy signal; the phone at the farmhouse was in 

constant use. 

The telephone provides a critical means of communication between Mexican 

dairy workers in Vermont and their family and friends across the United States and 

Mexico. Telephone communication is one of the most important tools migrants use to 

counter the challenges they face from unauthorized status, nativism, and the language 

barrier. The telephone is a specifically translocal coping strategy, as migrants are usually 

speaking with kin in Mexico or in other parts of the United States outside of the local 

sphere of Vermont. This chapter will examine telephone use, television and music media 

access, and economic remittance practices as translocal coping strategies for dealing with 

the challenges of living on an isolated Vermont dairy. Overall, the purpose of the second 
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half of this thesis, which includes chapters four, five, and six, is to provide a deeper 

description of the lives of Mexican dairy workers while demonstrating that migrants 

retain some agency despite their bracero status.  

I classify coping strategies as connecting individuals in the translocal, local, or 

superlocal spheres. This chapter examines migrant coping strategies within the translocal 

sphere. Adaptations described in this chapter transcend the physical geography of 

Vermont by connecting migrants through social fields to people in Mexico or other parts 

of the United States, as well as to transnational media. In contrast, chapter five contends 

that the role of local community is minimal, due to isolation and nativism in Addison 

County. Coping strategies of the superlocal sphere discussed in chapter six involve only a 

single dairy and occur among Mexican migrants and Anglo Vermonters who work 

together everyday. 

I separate coping strategies into these geographic spheres to facilitate analysis, 

but, in reality, many of the strategies are simultaneously superlocal, local, and translocal. 

For example, I consider going to church to be a local phenomenon because I focus on 

how it brings together Mexicans from across Vermont, but Christianity is a transnational 

tradition. It is useful to analytically separate translocal, local, and superlocal, but these 

spheres are blurred in the actual lives of migrants. 

 

THEORETICAL LANDSCAPE 

Scholars have long observed that Mexican migrants in the United States maintain 

close ties with Mexico by traveling back and forth across the border, staying in 

communication with their families, participating in Mexican politics, helping their kin 
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migrate, and sending money home through remittances (e.g. Chavez 1992; De Genova 

2005; Piore 1979: 166; Smith 2006; Rouse 1991). Mexican migrants who are bond 

together by kinship, indigenous ethnicity, hometown, or home state often settle in the 

same areas, reterritorializing communities rooted in Mexico within the United States (e.g. 

Chavez 1992; Fox and Rivera-Salgado 2004; Roberts, et al. 1999; Rouse 1991). 

Transnational theories of migration attempt to describe the circular qualities of 

human movement and interaction that have been increasingly observed not only for 

Mexican migrants in the United States, but also in many other migration flows across the 

world (cf. Peleikis 2000 for Lebanese in Ivory Coast, Morawska 2001 for Poles in 

Germany, and Rana in press; n.d. for South Asians in the Persian Gulf region). 

Rationalizing these observations of contemporary migration has necessitated 

reconsidering older models that assume migration between nation-states involves 

permanent immigration and incorporation of the migrant into the receiving nation-state 

(Glick Schiller, et al. 1992: 16). 

First articulated in the early 1990s, transnational migration theories argue that the 

process of migration generates transnational social fields in which migrants and non-

migrants are connected to each other via social relationships despite their geographic 

dispersion across nation-states (Glick Schiller, et al. 1992: 1).1 A social field describes 

the set of social relationships between people that gives rise to a shared sense of 

belonging: “[it defines] a set of multiple interlocking networks of social relationships 

through which ideas, practices, and resources are unequally exchanged, organized, and 

transformed” (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004: 1009).2 Transnational social fields are 

deterritorialized because they are not predicated upon a single, bounded geographic area, 
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such as a village in Tabasco (Basch, et al. 1994). At the same time, social fields are not 

free floating networks of individuals unbounded to geographic locations. Rather, they are 

reterritorialized in multiple locations, such as a city in Tabasco; Warner Robins, Georgia; 

and Addison County, Vermont  (Appadurai 2003: 345; Inda and Rosaldo 2002: 12-15).  

Transnational migration theories break with the assumption that people conduct 

their lives exclusively within geographically and culturally discreet, modern, nation-

states. Contemporary migrants contest the borders, homogeneity, and sovereignty of 

national imagined communities by forging social fields across these nation-states. Rouse 

(1991: 8) succinctly voices the rupture with past ideas of unilateral immigration that 

transnational theories brought forth: “Suddenly, the comfortable modern imagery of 

nation-states and national languages, of coherent communities and consistent 

subjectivities, of dominant centers and distant margins no longer seems adequate.” 

Searching for a way to conceptualize the experience of migrants they studied, the 

anthropologists who developed transnational theories rejected the “methodological 

nationalism” that the nation-state is the most accurate or natural “container” of social life 

(Levitt and Nyberg-Sørenson 2004: 3; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003).3 

Despite the growing global mobility of goods, capital, and people, nation-states, 

nationality, and borders are still relevant, and in some ways, increasing in strength. For 

example, even as Mexico and the United States have integrated their economies with 

NAFTA, the U.S. government has invested vast resources to demarcate itself from 

Mexico by increasing border security and enforcing immigration law. Thus, while 

rejecting the nation-state as the sole unit of social analysis, transnational migration 

theories recognize that human movement occurs within the structural conditions of 
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nation-states: “Transnational migrants exist, interact, are given and assert their identities, 

and seek or exercise legal and social rights within national structures that monopolize 

power and foster ideologies of identity” (Glick Schiller, et al. 1992: 15). The most 

consequential structural condition of the nation-state for Mexican migrants is the 

demeaning effect of assumed unauthorized legal status.  

Although transnational migration is not an exclusively twentieth and twenty-first 

century phenomena, new technologies that facilitate communication and transportation 

are key to maintaining the long-distance ties typical of transnational social fields 

(Goldberg 1992; Kearney 1995: 232-233; Levitt 1998: 928; Rouse 1991: 13). Technology 

allows Mexican dairy workers in Vermont to quickly and inexpensively call home, send 

money, and return to Mexico.  

Belonging to a transnational social field— just as belonging in any community—

involves both privileges and responsibilities.4 Within the transnational social field that 

exists between Vermont, Georgia, and Tabasco, individuals receive benefits from as well 

as hold obligations to other Tabasqueños. For example, Juan received assistance from kin 

when he first arrived in Georgia from Tabasco to facilitate his transition into the United 

States, and he is expected to reciprocate by hosting new migrants in Vermont and helping 

them acclimate to their new environment.  

Another key element of transnational social fields is the importance of migration 

not only to migrants but also to non-migrants (Levitt and Nyberg-Sørensen 2004: 2). 

Migration affects non-migrants who stay in Mexico but are embedded in social fields that 

include dairy workers in Vermont. Non-migrants receive and spend remittances, raise 

migrants’ children, and are affected by the ideas, behaviors, and identities from the 
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United States that migrants share with them (Levitt 1998). Though non-migrants remain 

in Mexico, they play a large role in the maintenance and the reproduction of transnational 

social fields.  

Migration may contribute to changing identities beyond the ideas of assimilation 

as traditionally conceptualized. As migrants develop new relationships in the receiving 

nation-state, both migrants and their non-migrant kin become embedded in new social 

fields and consequently develop new conceptions of their own class, gender, and 

ethnicity (Glick Schiller, et al. 1992: 11-12). For example, Kearney (1995) and Rivera-

Salgado (1999) illustrate that migration of Mixtecs has strengthened and transformed 

indigenous identity for both migrants in California and non-migrants in Oaxaca. 

Migration has produced a pan-ethnic Mixtec identity that did not exist previously. 

Migration also transforms conventions of gender surrounding the cultural ideas about 

appropriate roles for men and women and the social relations between them (Levitt 1998: 

934). Mexican migrants in Georgia explain that “en el norte la mujer manda” [in the 

north, women are in charge] because access to transportation, the ability to resist 

domestic violence through police intervention, greater access to family planning, and 

opportunities to earn a wage with work outside the home increase women’s power in 

their relationships with men (Hirsch 1999: 1340-1344). 

In this chapter, I describe the social fields of Mexican migrant dairy 

workers as translocal rather than transnational. I refer to social fields as translocal 

because this adjective does not risk glossing over the important social relations 

between migrant dairy workers in Vermont and migrants in other parts of the 

United States. In my view, transnational implies a bipolar social field 
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territorialized in geographic locations only in two different nation-states. 

Translocal better fits my observations of social fields territorialized in multiple 

geographic locations within multiple nation-states. For example, Juan and many 

other migrants in Addison County are embedded in a translocal social field 

territorialized in Georgia, Vermont, and Tabasco. The situation of Vermont 

migrants necessitates a term such as translocal that describes how migrants and 

non-migrants living in multiple locations in the same or different nation-states 

produce social fields.  

 

CALLING ON THE PHONE, BULDING LIFE LINES 

 In August 2007, I accompanied a Mexican dairy worker named Gabriel on the 

first leg of his journey home to Tabasco. Gabriel was thirty-five years old and had 

worked as a milker on the O’Reilly farm for a few months. Skipping the morning milking 

shift, Gabriel and I woke up late, at 7 a.m. He put his new black suitcase with all of his 

belongings in the back of my car, and we drove to the Burlington Airport. With a valid 

passport and matricula consular [consulate issued identification card], Gabriel would be 

able to fly on an airplane to Mexico, even though he was an unauthorized migrant. Irma 

Valeriano, a Spanish professor at the University of Vermont originally from Oaxaca, met 

us at the airport. Professor Valeriano had helped Gabriel and dozens of other 

unauthorized migrants buy flights home over the last three years. The three of us stood in 

the terminal, which was empty early in the morning. Before checking in for his flight, 

Irma explained to Gabriel how to navigate an airport. “Sometimes the gate changes for a 
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connecting flight,” she told him,  “so you have to look on the screens to find your new 

gate.” This was Gabriel’s first flight on an airplane. 

 Before leaving the airport, I shook Gabriel’s hand. His hair was combed and his 

shirt tucked in, but I still feared he would attract attention in security because of his dark, 

tanned skin, black beard, and the three inch gold cross he wore on a chain around his 

neck. He had bought the cross at TJMaxx a few days earlier when I had taken him 

shopping. Professor Valeriano told me later she thought it made him look like a 

supercristiano. I assumed it would be the last time I ever saw Gabriel. 

Unbeknownst to Gabriel’s wife, Professor Valeriano, and me, one of Gabriel’s 

connecting flights later in the day was delayed because of a storm. Trying to avoid 

attracting attention, Gabriel was too fearful to call any of us to let us know what had 

happened. At midnight that same day, Juan and I received a phone call at the O’Reilly 

farm from Gabriel’s wife. Lying on the air mattress, I heard her panicked voice as Juan 

stood next to me and spoke to her on the phone. She had spent all evening at the airport in 

Villahermosa waiting for her husband. When the last plane of the evening arrived and 

Gabriel was not on board, she feared he had been arrested in transit. Sleepily, Juan tried 

to calm her, explaining that we would make inquiries the following day to see if he had 

been arrested. The next morning, I spoke with Irma and she began to call the airlines to 

determine if Gabriel had boarded all of his connecting flights. Gabriel had given me his 

home number before leaving, so I called his family in Tabasco. I spoke with his elderly 

mother on the phone twice that day, as his wife had returned to the airport in 

Villahermosa to wait for him. The second time I called Tabasco in the afternoon, 

Gabriel’s mother told me he had arrived home. 
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A week later I got a call from Tabasco. It was Gabriel, calling just to dar un 

saludo [say hello]. He thanked me for my help driving him to Burlington, and told me 

that if I ever came to Mexico he would offer me his apoyo [support]. As we spoke on the 

phone, I could hear laughing and talking in the background. He told me he was sitting 

around with friends, telling stories about his time in the United States.  He passed the 

phone around to his friends and I greeted them. Seguimos en contacto [stay in touch], we 

told each other. I was confident however, that this would be the last I would hear from 

Gabriel. 

A few months later in November, Gabriel called again. “Benja!” he shouted into 

the phone. It had been so long since I had spoken to him that it took me a moment to 

place his voice. He called for no particular reason, just to chat. I told him about the snow 

in Vermont, and that the O’Reilly dairy was just the same. Again, we ended with 

seguimos en contacto. I have not heard from Gabriel since, but I would not be surprised 

to receive a call from him today, and I expect he would not be surprised if I called him 

either. 

 Communicating with Gabriel and his family after he left for Mexico illustrated for 

me the importance of the phone as a translocal coping strategy for migrants in Vermont. 

Isolated on rural dairies, the phone is a lifeline, providing migrants with a means to 

relieve loneliness and maintain relationships with kin from afar. All migrants I met in 

Vermont had access to a phone. Migrants at the O’Reilly farm pay for phone calls with 

phone cards they buy at stores, from reiteros, or patrones. Antonio and other migrants 

told me they felt calmer after speaking on the phone and said they spoke with their family 

at least once a week. Phone communication also serves non-migrants by assuaging their 
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fears about arrests and deportations. Phone conversations are also needed for remitting, as 

the pin number for transfers must be communicated to non-migrants who receive money 

in Mexico. The telephone is the most important glue that binds together the relationships 

that make up translocal social fields.  

  

REPRODUCING BELONGING THROUGH REMITTANCES 

“Can you send money for me?” Javier asked me as we sat at the kitchen table at 

the O’Reilly farmhouse. Javier, the middle-aged migrant who worked only briefly on the 

O’Reilly farm during summer 2007, was unable to get a ride off the farm that day from 

George or Kathryn, but wanted to send money home immediately. He asked me to stop in 

a grocery store or pharmacy on my way home and send his money to Tabasco. 

“No problem,” I said. Javier grabbed a blank Moneygram form off a stack of them 

sitting on the hutch. Evidently the forms were swiped from a grocery store so Javier and 

the other migrants could complete the forms inside the farmhouse and give them to the 

O’Reilly’s to send on their behalf. On the form, Juan carefully wrote down his name, the 

name of his wife, and the town where she lived in Tabasco. He signed the form and 

handed it to me. The field for a local address in the United States was left blank, so I 

called Juan in from the living room and asked to look at his matricula consular 

identification card. The matricula consular issued by the Mexican Consulate in Boston 

included the O’Reilly farm’s address. The Mexican Consulate issues these cards to 

unauthorized migrants to register them as living in the United States, provide them with 

photo identification, and attempt to reduce deportation by reassuring U.S. law 
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enforcement that the cardholder is not a criminal. Javier did not have a matricula 

consular, so I borrowed Juan’s card to copy down the address.  

 With the form now complete, Javier pulled a thick wallet out of his back pocket, 

counted out five one hundred dollar bills, and handed me the money without looking at 

me. I stuffed the bills in my back pocket. Javier did not say a word. He did not remind me 

to keep track of his money or to call him with the pin his wife would need to receive the 

transfer in Mexico. 

“I’ll call you later tonight with the pin,” I told him. 

“No problem, no problem,” he finally said. 

A few minutes later, I said goodbye and headed back home toward Dartmouth. I 

was amazed to be driving away with five hundred dollars of Javier’s money. I arrived at 

the pharmacy in Middlebury, only to find they used Western Union to wire money, not 

Moneygram. I needed to fill out the Western Union form, but could not sign for Javier, 

nor did I expect the pharmacy employee to believe my name was Javier Ramirez. I put 

my own name and address down, and I signed the new Western Union form myself. The 

pharmacy employee looked sleepy and wired the money as if she had repeated the task 

hundreds of times. Her reaction suggested that Anglo’s sending money on behalf of 

Mexicans was not an infrequent occurrence. She accepted the money and gave me a 

receipt with the pin number. Western Union not only charged around thirty dollars for the 

transfer itself, but also made about fifteen dollars exchanging the money into Mexican 

pesos. 

Back at Dartmouth later that evening, I called Javier when I knew the afternoon 

shift would be over. After I gave him the pin number his wife would need to receive the 
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money, I told him what had happened, that I had to use my name instead of his because 

we had filled out the wrong form. He said his wife would also need my name because it 

was on the form. After struggling with the language barrier for a few minutes trying to 

spell my name, Javier could finally call his wife to pick up the money at a Western Union 

location in La Venta, Tabasco.  

Over the course of my fieldwork, I sent money on behalf of Javier and Miguel 

several times, and also accompanied several migrants when they went to a grocery store 

or pharmacy to send remittances. All of the migrants in Vermont that I asked told me 

they remitted to Mexico. For some migrants, such as Juan and Gabriel, remitting is best 

described not only as transnational but also as translocal, since they transferred money to 

kin in Georgia as well as in Mexico.  

Remittances are a central part of the transnational migrant experience for Mexican 

migrants in Vermont and across the United States. According to the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IADB), Mexico received nearly $24 billion in remittances in 2006 

(IADB 2008a). In a separate study, the IADB estimated that about $9 million in 

remittances were sent to Latin America from Vermont in 2006 (IADB 2008b).These 

statistics demonstrate the quantitative economic importance of remittances to Mexican 

families, but remittances are about more than just money. 

 Remitting is a translocal adaptive strategy for migrants because it affirms that the 

challenges they endure in Vermont are not in vain. For Juan, and many other Mexicans in 

Vermont, sending money is the reason they identify for coming to the United States: “It is 

important [to send money home] because you have to help your family. This is why you 

come here. This is the propósito [purpose]. You come and make money, and after a 
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while, you return to Mexico. You do not come to stay here.”  When Juan and other 

migrants remit, they are succeeding in the role of a migrant, as defined by themselves and 

their kin. Remitting gives migrants the satisfaction of knowing they have achieved the 

propósito, despite all the challenges they face in Vermont. 

Migrants are proud of the ways their money is reportedly being spent.  Eighteen-

year old Emilio was quick to tell me that the money he had just begun to earn was going 

to help pay for his girlfriend’s high school education: “If I can help with her education, of 

course I will. I will give her a hand paying tuition.” Blushing with pride, Emilio 

continued, “just the other day I sent her one-hundred dollars to pay for tuition for her 

third semester of high school.” Juan’s family has bought him a truck in Tabasco with his 

remitted money, and he also plans to build a house. Gabriel told me that his propósito 

was to “to get together some money to pay for a house.”5 Pedro, another middle-aged 

married migrant, told me he had come to the United States to pay for his family’s medical 

expenses in Veracruz. 

The financial sacrifice of remitting demonstrates a migrant’s continued 

commitment to faraway kin. The phone call between remitter and recipient, which is 

necessary to communicate the transfer’s pin number, can also strengthen social ties from 

afar. The combined financial sacrifice and phone call often serves to affirm for migrants 

that, despite their low status as braceros in Vermont, they belong to a translocal social 

field in which they have a prestigious role as a breadwinner. 

Migrants who fail to remit neglect their responsibilities of membership in their 

translocal social field and are consequently admonished by other members. In one 

instance, Omar, a serious, middle-aged, married migrant from Hidalgo who had worked 
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on the same farm in Vermont for more than a year, complained to me about his 

housemate. Omar criticized the man for yelling on the phone to his wife and not sending 

remittances to support his children. It seems that migrants who fail to remit risk their 

prestige not only with remittance recipients, but also within the wider translocal social 

field.6 

 

THE COMFORTS OF SPANISH TELEVISION AND MUSIC 

Whether it was a favorite old Mexican comedy, soccer, or the news, the television 

always seemed to be on in the O’Reilly farm. Several times I sat in the dark living room 

at the farmhouse with Juan and others, watching an old Mexican movie or television 

show. As Juan simply stated, “two or three hours watching TV—it’s a good time.” 

Migrants on the O’Reilly farm have access to more than just a few U.S. channels they 

cannot understand; they receive hundreds of channels of Spanish language television via 

satellite. From my visits to other farms and interviews with migrants, Spanish language 

television appears to be a necessity for Mexican migrants in Vermont. Most of the old 

farmhouses and mobile homes I visited where migrants lived had a satellite dish installed 

on the roof. While some migrants pay for the satellite service, at other farms, such as the 

O’Reilly’s, the patrón foots the bill. In addition to television, I also met several migrants 

who purchased portable DVD players the size of small laptops to watch movies privately.  

For migrants, Spanish language television is a means of reconnecting with 

Mexico. News may keep them aware of current events in their home country. Soap 

operas, soccer, or movies takes the edge of the boredom of the farm by providing 

entertainment.  
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Whether in the kitchen, living room, or bedrooms, I also heard Mexican and 

Spanish language music playing almost continuously (and concurrently with the 

television) at the O’Reilly farmhouse. The two favorite genres in the farmhouse were the 

loud, rap-style dance tracks of reggaetón and the more traditional ranchera. The lyrics 

and style of reggaetón is aggressive, with highly produced songs such as rompe [break] 

and machete by the Puerto Rican rapper Daddy Yankee. Much of the ranchera songs 

played in the farmhouse were ballads about lost love. 

Unlike most other areas of the United States, Vermont has no Latino radio station, 

so music is played and shared via CDs. Samuel, a reitero, sold CDs door-to-door across 

Vermont as part of his business. Juan also gave me CDs of music, such as the Mexican 

rock star Maná to copy at home on my computer and return to him. At his request I also 

made several CDs for Juan of American pop music (Britney Spears was a favorite). 

Whenever I drove Juan anywhere off the farm, he would bring another CD of reggaetón 

or ranchera music for us to listen to.  

Accessing media is a coping strategy to the isolation of Vermont because it 

provides distraction and entertainment. Unlike phone communication or remittances, 

music and television media do not involve maintaining specific relationships between 

people on the translocal level, but it does provide a means to engage the broader 

Mexican, U.S. Latino, or pan-American culture. The media accessed by Mexicans in 

Vermont consists of Spanish-language programming produced in any number of 

countries, including the United States. Media provides one example of how migration 

transforms identity, as migrants may identify with the growing sense of a shared U.S. 

Latino imagined community (Mato 1998; Sanabria 2007: 342-344).  
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CONCLUSION 

“When I walk in the house,” Antonio told me,  “I feel like I am in Mexico.” 

Referring to the reggaetón music, Spanish language television, and transnational phone 

conversations that form the ambiance of the O’Reilly farmhouse, Antonio’s description 

speaks to the importance of these translocal connections for migrants as they attempt to 

cope with the challenges of Vermont. Through remittances and phone conversations, 

migrants maintain translocal social fields spread across North America. Despite its 

geographic location in rural Vermont, television and music connect the O’Reilly 

farmhouse to the emerging U.S. Latino and pan-American Spanish speaking culture. The 

behaviors described in this chapter help migrants cope with unauthorized legal status, 

nativism, and the language barrier. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
LIMITED LOCAL COMMUNITY  
 
Reiteros are people dedicated to screwing their fellow Mexicans. 
Juan, Mexican Dairy Worker in Addison County, Vermont 
 
 I first met Mexican dairy workers in Vermont at the monthly Spanish Mass held 

in Coolidge. It was a crisp, clear Saturday in January 2007. As I drove towards Coolidge, 

the wind blew across the snowy fields and pulled the car towards the shoulder of the 

road. The white, wood frame Catholic Church sat on the side of the two-lane highway in 

the center of town, lacking any ornamentation beyond a brown wooden cross at the roof’s 

peak. Coolidge, Vermont seemed the last Catholic parish in the United States where I 

would expect to hear a Mass in Spanish.  

Yet the Mass had already begun when I sneaked in the side door. Inside the 

church, a dozen rows of wooden pews, enough to seat forty people, faced an altar. I slid 

into one of the pews. Winter sunlight trickled into the dark nave through simple stained 

glass windows depicting scenes from the New Testament. A portrait of the praying 

Virgen de Guadalupe, the iconic image of Mexican Catholicism, was set up on an easel 

next to the pulpit. I thought of the ornately gilded churches I had visited in Mexico where 

I had last seen a picture of the Virgen; the stark, Catholic church in Coolidge was a far 

cry from the gilded baroque churches of Mexico. Across the aisle from me, four Mexican 

men my age sat together. In the cold church, the men wore winter clothes they must have 

found lying around the farm—old ski jackets and duck pants. Whispering and laughing 

among themselves, they paid only intermittent attention to the Anglo priest reciting 

Biblical verses in halting Spanish. A dozen or so other Mexican men and two or three 

Mexican women sat slouched alone or in small groups in the back half of the rows, 
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looking equally disengaged. There were as many Anglo Vermonters as Mexicans 

attending Mass at the church. The mostly middle-aged Anglos were bunched in the front, 

attentively listening to the priest give Mass in a language I presumed most of them did 

not understand. Irma Valeriano, the Spanish professor from the University of Vermont, 

was the only Mexican who sat in one of the first pews, and she was the only volunteer to 

read a verse in Spanish midway through Mass. When the Eucharist was offered to the 

congregation, most of the Anglos, but only Professor Valeriano and one of the Mexican 

men approached the alter to receive Holy Communion.  

The empty pews and bored expressions on the faces of those in attendance at the 

church surprised me. From my experience of Catholic Mass in Mexico and my readings 

about the importance of religion for Mexican migrants in the United States, I had 

expected the church to be full of devout Mexican Catholics excited to translocate an 

aspect of Mexican culture into Vermont (Dolan and Hinojosa 1994; Gonzales 1999: 241-

244). I expected to find a scene similar to the one a Mexican-American friend at 

Dartmouth, Elizabeth Mendoza, had described to me of her own parish in Yakima, 

Washington: “In Yakima, the Catholic Church confirms the magnitude and presence of 

the Mexican community; Sunday mornings about half of the Masses are in Spanish and 

packed to the brim.” At the very least, I expected a congregation that was more energized 

than the funeral-like atmosphere I found in Coolidge.  

 The Spanish Mass in Coolidge illustrates the limits of the local migrant dairy 

worker community in Addison County. In many other communities, local institutions 

such as churches, schools, restaurants, stores, and organizations that cater to Mexicans 

provide support to migrants on the local level (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994: 173-183; Ruíz 
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1998: 33-50). In contrast, coping strategies based on local community have a diminished 

role for Mexican dairy workers in Addison County. 

 The secondary importance of the local sphere is, at least in part, explained by the 

isolation of migrants on the dairies. For migrants, the practical distance between dairies, 

stores, and churches in Addison County far exceeds the geographic distance. Without 

reliable access to transportation, family members who work just a few miles away from 

each other rarely meet in person. Contact between kin working on dairy farms across 

Vermont is often limited to phone conversations more typical of translocal 

communication rather than the face-to-face interactions that usually constitute local social 

life.  The difficulty migrants have in coming together, at church or elsewhere, impedes 

the formation of a local migrant community and limits  the importance of local coping 

strategies. 

 Nonetheless, relationships in the local sphere do provide some support for 

migrants. Interethnic brokers of various types help migrates mediate their relationships 

with Anglos and adjust to Addison County when they first arrive. For new migrants, 

relationships with veteran migrants are critical, as veterans often provide housing, 

funding, and help with the job search. The occasional visits of the Mexican consulate to 

give migrants identification is another opportunity for Mexicans to come together on the 

local level. This chapter describes the limited ways in which Mexicans use local 

relationships to cope with the challenges of life in Addison County. At the end of this 

chapter, I reconsider what factors explain the limited importance of the local community. 
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THE ROLE OF CULTURAL BROKERS 

Following Wolf (1956), I define brokers as individuals who mediate interethnic 

interaction. In order to act as what Wolf calls “crucial junctures or synapses,” brokers 

must be fluent in the culture of both ethnic groups involved (1956: 1075). Brokers accrue 

power and sometimes wealth by bridging a cultural gap, but their gains depend on 

maintaining that gap. If the groups find a way to interact directly, brokers lose their 

advantage and becomes obsolete. As Wolf explains, the position is both profitable and 

dangerous, as both groups can accuse brokers of exploitation and retaliate against them: 

“The position of these ‘brokers’ is an ‘exposed’ one, since, Janus-like, they face in two 

directions at once” (1956: 1076).  

 In Addison County, some brokers such as reiteros, language teachers, professors, 

and students mediate between Mexican dairy workers and Anglos through Spanish-

English interpretation. Interpreters are especially important as brokers because 

bilingualism is rare in Addison County among migrants and non-migrants. Few Mexican 

dairy workers understood more than a few English phrases, and, according to the U.S. 

Census Bureau, only one percent of Vermonters speak Spanish at home, the lowest of any 

state in the country (U.S. Census Bureau: 2006). Public schools in Vermont have focused 

on teaching rudimentary French rather than Spanish because of the state’s border with 

French-speaking Québec. Veteran Mexican dairy workers act as a different type of broker 

than the language interpreters by explaining dairy work to new migrants. By providing 

migrants with Mexican passports and matricula consulares, the Mexican consulate is 

another type of broker that attempts to mediate the interactions between migrants and the 

U.S. nation-state. In this chapter, I employ the concept of the broker to classify the 
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different types of people within the local level that migrants use to manage the challenges 

of Vermont.  

 

REITEROS: MEDIATORS AND EXPLOITERS 

Acting within the local sphere of Addison County, reiteros provide services that 

help migrants cope with the challenges they face, often by brokering between Anglos and 

Mexican migrants. As discussed in chapter three, reiteros help migrants counteract their 

isolation by providing them with rides to meet friends, go shopping, and travel to and 

from other parts of the country. Reiteros also sell consumption goods that cater to a 

distinct Mexican clientele. They travel from dairy to dairy to sell food, phone cards, and 

CDs door-to-door. There are no Mexican mercardos [stores] in Addison County, so 

reiteros bring in tortillas and pan dulce from New York City. For a fee, reiteros may also 

broker employment between patrones and migrants. It is common for migrants looking 

for a job to use reiteros to find work and for patrones to contact reiteros when they need 

new workers. All these services come at a high cost. Many reiteros exploit the 

vulnerability of migrants assumed unauthorized legal status to extort high fees.  

In the course of my fieldwork, I heard of four reiteros in Addison County, and 

interviewed one, Samuel. All four reiteros were bilingual to a varying extent,  and three 

of them were Latino. Samuel, the reitiero I interviewed attempted to distinguish himself 

from other Mexican migrants by referring to himself as American even though he was 

born in Mexico. As I interviewed him in the O’Reilly kitchen with several Mexican dairy 

workers present, he repeatedly code-switched between English and Spanish as he spoke 

with me and referred to himself as an American rather than Mexican. His display was 
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apparently effective, as one dairy worker told me that “Samuel used to be a Mexican, but 

now he is American.” By identifying himself as American and speaking with me in 

English, Samuel signaled to the migrant dairy workers that he had status as a member of 

the imagined community of the U.S. nation-state they were excluded from. Samuel’s self-

identification shows how brokers in Addison County must maintain the perception that 

they have a special ability to bridge the cultural gap between Anglos and Mexicans.  

Both Anglos and Mexicans accuse brokers of taking advantage of their position in 

morally questionable ways. Reiteros, Juan said bluntly, are “personas que se dedican a 

chingar al mismo Mexicano” [people dedicated to screwing their fellow Mexicans]. The 

verb chingar again suggests that reiteros symbolically feminize male migrants through 

coercion. Additionally, two Anglos separately accused one reitera of selling drugs and 

pimping prostitutes in their interviews with me. These commentaries suggest that both 

Anglos and Mexicans mistrust reiteros, even if they wield significant power.   

 

LANGUAGE TEACHERS AS FORMAL AND INFORMAL INTERPRETERS 

Both Mexicans and Anglos attempt to cope with the language barrier by learning 

the basics of English or Spanish. Migrants under the age of twenty-one are eligible to 

receive free English classes by the Vermont Department of Education. Department of 

Education ESL teachers such as Chris Urban visit migrants in their homes to teach them 

English, focusing on vocabulary pertinent to their dairy jobs. The Vermont Department of 

Agriculture has also organized Spanish classes for Anglo dairy owners in St. Albans and 

Middlebury that focus on farm related vocabulary (Hemingway 2007e). In addition, both 

migrants and dairy workers use books, CDs, and newspapers to educate themselves.   
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Outside of their official role, Department of Education ESL teachers often help 

mediate communication between Mexicans and Anglos by interpreting. One afternoon I 

sat in on a lesson Chris taught in the kitchen at the O’Reilly farmhouse to Juan and 

another young migrant. As we played lotto with English words for farm vocabulary, 

George drove up to the farmhouse in his pick-up truck and walked into the kitchen. 

Exasperated, he asked Chris to tell the migrants they needed to put their trash in the 

dumpster next to the milking barn everyday. After Chris interpreted, George stared at 

Juan with his penetrating blue eyes. It was a tense moment, and suddenly, everyone 

started to laugh. It was nervous laughter, but laughter nonetheless, and the tension in the 

room dissipated. George went back out to his truck. Chris thrived in the broker role; as a 

young, bilingual, native Vermonter who was already familiar with dairying, he seemed to 

garner the respect of both patrones and migrants.  

Chris told me that he did a “considerable” amount of volunteer translation outside 

of his role as an ESL teacher to support what he called “the basic survival needs” of 

migrants. He interpreted in health care situations, in the milking barn, and over the phone. 

He explained that many of the occasions when he interpreted were similar to the incident 

I witnessed at the O’Reilly dairy because they involved explaining misunderstandings or 

resolving conflicts.  

 

ACADEMIC ALLIES 

Several professors and students in the local sphere from Middlebury College and 

the University of Vermont assist migrants in coping with cultural and linguistic barriers. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Irma Valeriano regularly helps migrants buy plane 
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tickets to return to Mexico and explains to them how to negotiate air travel. She is also 

one of the organizers of the Spanish Mass in Coolidge. During 2007 and early 2008, a 

group of University of Vermont medical students also ran a series of public health 

workshops after the monthly Spanish Masses, but the project has since ended.  

At least one student from Middlebury College has been asked to help with 

interpreting on dairies, and Middlebury students now regularly volunteer at a free clinic 

in the town of Middlebury where migrants receive medical care. My own limited ability 

to help Anglos and Mexicans by interpreting or giving rides helped me initially gain 

access to the dairies and develop rapport with both groups. I first visited the milking barn 

at the O’Reilly dairy to help George teach Gabriel how to identify cows with mastitis and 

manage the milking machines to maximize speed. Although I doubt that I interpreted 

anything Gabriel did not already know, the help was valuable enough to George that he 

tried to pay me.  

At the lunches that follow the monthly Spanish language Mass in Coolidge, I 

would help broker the purchase of phone cards to migrants from a patrón who bought the 

cards in bulk. At the request of a patrón, I even helped a migrant fill out parts of an 

Internal Revenue Services form in English once after lunch. I left much of the form 

blank, since the migrant had no social security number because he was unauthorized.  

Much of the brokering I did was over the phone. Migrants called me on behalf of 

kin who had recently arrived in Vermont and were looking for work. I would copy down 

the number and name of an Anglo farmer they were wondering about and call him to ask 

if he had work available. I tried to ease any anxiety the patrón might have speaking with 

a total stranger about unauthorized labor by mentioning casually that “I met the Mexican 
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at the church in Coolidge.” The few times I asked for work on behalf of migrants in this 

way, the patrón had already filled the position, and I called the migrant back only to pass 

on the disappointing news.  

Mexican dairy workers often offered to pay for the rides I gave them to farms, 

stores, or medical appointments. As we would say goodbye in the driveways of mobile 

homes and farmhouses, some migrants would always ask me several times if I was sure  I 

did not want money for gas. Like the reiteros, I provided rides, translations, and the 

occasional assistance looking for jobs, but, at least internally, I distinguished myself from 

the reiteros by refusing to accept money.  

 

VETERAN MEXICAN DAIRY WORKERS AS TRANSLOCAL NODES 

New migrants depend on veteran migrants to establish themselves when they first 

arrive in Addison County. Migrants I spoke with did not arrive in Vermont at random, 

but came because they already knew someone working on a dairy in the area. I classify 

the support new migrants receive as a local rather than a translocal coping strategy 

because veteran and new migrants are both located in Vermont, even if they knew each 

other previously from Mexico or other parts of the United States. The assistance Emilio 

received from veteran migrants, which he described to me just a few days after his arrival 

in Addison County, is typical: 

“La Reitera brought us to the house. The father of the two guys who came with 

me in the minivan  [to Vermont from New York] lived there,” Emilio told me, sitting in 

an old chair in the O’Reilly farmhouse.  
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“These guys’ dad was the brother of my cuñado [brother-in-law], ” he explained. 

Emilio’s cuñado, who already worked on a dairy farm in Vermont, had fronted him the 

$350 to pay the reitera for the ride from New York. “This man talked to my cuñado [on 

the phone].‘Your cuñado is here,’ he said.” 

“‘Yah?’ my cuñado asked, “I’ll come and get him.”  

“We arrived [from New York] at about one in the morning,” Emilio continued. 

“We slept, ate, and, at about two in the afternoon, my cuñado arrived with the patrón he 

worked for.” 

“They brought me to the trailer where my cuñado lives with two other guys. They 

let me stay there for two days.” Emilio explained. Over these two days, his cuñado taught 

him the basics of milking. 

“Later, I don’t know, I think the patrón [that my cuñado worked for] knew the 

patrón [George]. He knew [George] was hiring, and this señor spoke with la patrona 

[Kathryn]. The patrona called us and asked if it was true that there was . . .” Emilio 

hesitated and smiled as he searched for a way to describe his own status as a migrant, “an 

undocumented Mexican without work.” 

“My cuñado told her, ‘yes, he just got here, but he is looking for work and is 

ready to start.’ The patrona said she would come and look for me Saturday.” 

“On Saturday at about two in the afternoon, she came and picked me up, and 

when I got to the farm she brought me to meet the patrón.” 

“‘This is the patrón.’ she said.” 

“‘Ohh,’ I said.” Emilio looked up at the ceiling of the farmhouse wide-eyed, 

indicating to me how tall George had seemed to him. 
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“The patrón began to laugh and said, ‘George grandisimo. Emilio pocito!’” 

 “The patrona told me he was good guy. She brought me to the farmhouse and 

introduced me to Gabriel and Juan.” 

Emilio’s experience illustrates the importance of already established kin in 

facilitating new migrants’ arrival. Potential migrants are more likely to come to Addison 

County if they have connections with an established migrant in Vermont through a shared 

translocal social field. Veteran migrants provide housing for new migrants and finance 

travel by lending money to pay polleros and reiteros. They can also act as brokers to 

dairy work, explaining the tasks new migrants need to learn. This “network effect,”  the 

increased probability that kin of migrants will migrate themselves, is typical of migration 

patterns in the United States and across the world (Bashi 2007; Levy and Wadycki 1973; 

Massey and Espinosa 1999: 106).  

Veteran migrants assist newcomers in part out of an obligation to reciprocate for 

the help they themselves received as new migrants.  For example, Juan’s kin clothed and 

housed him when he first arrived in Georgia from Tabasco, and a relative who had 

already worked in Vermont helped him migrate to Coolidge from Georgia. Now a veteran 

migrant himself, Juan has hosted several new migrants at the O’Reilly farmhouse. Juan’s 

willingness to sacrifice for new migrants affirms his membership in a translocal social 

field. Juan is a “node,” a well-established, veteran migrant who gains prestige by 

facilitating the migration of other members of a translocal social field (Bashi 2007; Levitt 

and Glick Schiller 2004: 1009). 

The assistance new migrants receive, and then, if they find success over time, give 

back to other newcomers, produces a convention of reciprocity (Bashi 2007: 97-108). 1  
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Emilio’s cuñado may call on Emilio or other members of their shared social field for 

favors in the future. Assisting new migrants is thus a coping strategy for both new and 

veteran migrants. New migrants get help on arrival in Vermont; veteran migrants may 

point to their generosity to receive assistance themselves when circumstances change and 

new challenges emerge.2 

 

GOING TO CHURCH 

Despite the empty pews and bored expressions I witnessed during my first visit to 

the Catholic Church in Coolidge, the monthly Mass in Spanish does provide some 

reprieve from the monotony of the daily grind for migrants who are able to attend. 

Although the Catholic Church is a translocal organization, I classify religion as a local 

adaptation to Vermont because it connects people living in the local sphere, not the 

translocal sphere.3  

On the day I first visited the church, the Mass ended with a rite of peace. 

Mexicans and Anglos shook hands or hugged while smiling and whispering, “paz” to one 

another. The four men in the back pew reached over each other to shake my hand. We 

then filed slowly down the aisle, shaking the priest’s hand on the way out the door. 

Outside, drivers passing by turned their heads to look at our mixed crowd of Mexicans 

and Anglos. Immediately following the Mass, a free lunch was served in the parish hall 

across the street, providing migrants with an opportunity to socialize. A group of elderly 

Anglo women wearing aprons greeted us at the door with smiles and “hellos” in English. 

Several local churches rotate cooking meals for the lunch. On a long table, the women 

had laid out a  combination Mexican and American fare including, tortillas, beans, 
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shredded beef, lasagna, and brownies. The priest made his way into the room and gave a 

blessing in Spanish and then in English, thanking the cooks for preparing the food. The 

Mexicans stood together on one side of the room, reluctant to serve themselves. To 

persuade the men to eat, Irma Valeriano and Kathryn O’Reilly guided them to the serving 

table. 

Many of the migrants took their paper plates of food and sat alone eating silently. 

Others sat in groups, chatting. Most of the Anglos sat next to or across from a group of 

Mexicans, but had no way to communicate with them. As we sat at the tables and ate, a 

large, Anglo woman, whom I would learn later is a reitera, yelled at the Mexicans, 

demanding that they announce to the cooks and other Anglos present their name, age and 

home state. Some migrants clearly did not want to introduce themselves, but mumbled 

out the information anyway, following the reitera’s order. Juan later described this 

woman as “racist and bad-tempered.” 

Soon after the meal, the patrones began to bring migrants back to the farms for 

the afternoon milking shift. The Anglo women came out from the adjacent kitchen and 

wiped down the tables as the Mexicans gathered near the door to wait for rides back to 

the farms. The cooks brought some of the migrants tupperware containers filled with 

leftovers to bring home. A few minutes later, the Mexicans left, and the event was over. 

The monthly Mass in Coolidge provides migrants the opportunity to participate in 

a familiar religious ritual and socialize with each other. Juan explained to me that he liked 

to attend Mass because “you get to meet people there. Sometimes, you have a friend from 

back there, from where we live [Mexico], and you go to the Mass and suddenly you see 

them.” Coming together at church relieves some of the boredom and loneliness migrants 
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must confront in Vermont, but it is only a secondary means of coping with these 

challenges. 

When I began my fieldwork, I expected the Catholic Church to be the backbone 

institution of an emerging local Mexican community, but I found the church plays a 

minor role in migrants’ lives. The Catholic Church in Coolidge remains peripheral in the 

lives of Mexican migrants because Anglos control the Mass. The diffidence of Mexicans 

at the church and parish hall suggests they still consider themselves guests in these 

spaces. The gatherings at the Catholic church are organized in part by the Addison 

County Migrant Coalition, a group of concerned social service professionals that aim to 

support Mexican migrants but which has no migrant members. An Anglo migrant 

coalition organizes the gathering, an Anglo priest leads the Mass, and Anglos cook the 

food. Without the efforts of Anglos, the Mass would not exist; the gathering exemplifies 

local Anglo efforts at charity more than local Mexican efforts at building community.  

The importance of churches as supportive social organizations for migrants in 

other parts of the United States suggest that the Catholic Church in Coolidge may emerge 

as an important local organization for migrants in Vermont. However, the church will 

remain relatively unimportant to Mexicans until they themselves become the leaders of 

the church gatherings. This process is already occurring at other Vermont churches. One 

Sunday in August 2007, I visited a Pentecostal service for Mexican migrants in another 

Vermont town. Although there was an English speaking service going on simultaneously 

in another room, the Spanish service had its autonomy. Two Latina women who were not 

dairy workers led the service with songs, Bible readings, and allegorical personal 

histories. The room was crowded, and members of the congregation also volunteered to 
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recite Bible passages. Professor Valeriano  believes these Pentecostal services have been 

attracting parishioners away from Catholic masses. Unlike the Catholic Mass in 

Coolidge, I was the only Anglo present at the Pentecostal service. The monthly Mass in 

Coolidge remains a minor means for migrants to cope with life in Vermont, but could 

play a much more important role as Mexicans themselves take control of their own 

pastoral care.  

  

MOBILE CONSULATE VISITS: PROVIDING IDENTIFICATION, CREATING 
A SAFE SPACE 
 
 The Mexican Consulate of Boston visits Addison County at least once a year to 

provide Mexicans with passports and matricula consular identification cards. A Mexican 

passport allows unauthorized migrants to fly home to Mexico, even though they do not 

have legal permission to be in the United States. The matricula consular is a photo 

identification that includes a migrant’s local address in the United States. In part, the 

matricula consular is designed to protect migrants from deportation by providing law 

enforcement with evidence that they have no criminal record in Mexico and have a local 

residence. Through the consulate services, the Mexican government attempts to act as 

broker by mediating the interactions between Mexican migrants and the U.S. 

government. 

Passports and matricula consular cards do help migrants adapt in Addison 

County. The Middlebury Police Department recognizes the matricula consular as a valid 

form of identification and Hannafords also accepts it for alcohol purchases. Irma 

Valeriano also reported that dozens of unauthorized migrants had returned to Mexico 

from Burlington without incident using their Mexican passports.  
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I attended the Mexican Consulate visit to the Coolidge Elementary School on a 

Saturday in May 2007. About a dozen Mexican consular officials set up computers, 

fingerprint scanners, and cameras in the school gym. The Migrant Coalition provided an 

extensive spread of donuts, coffee, orange juice, and milk. When I arrived at ten in the 

morning with several migrants who had asked me for a ride, there were at least thirty 

Mexicans and ten Anglos in the gym; it was the largest gathering of Mexicans I have 

witnessed in Vermont. The pressed shirts and light skin of the consular officials seemed 

to shift the control of the space from the well-intentioned Anglo supporters to the 

Mexicans themselves. The presence of the consular officials boosted the confidence of 

the Mexican dairy workers, creating a different atmosphere from the Mass in Coolidge. 

Groups of men spoke and laughed with each other as they stood in line, and a toddler ran 

freely around the gym as her mother spoke with a consular official. Unlike the lunches at 

the church in Coolidge, the gym was a place where migrants felt comfortable to socialize 

with one another on the local sphere, if only for a few hours. As with translocal phone 

calls, the opportunity to speak with other Mexicans counteracted the isolation of living on 

a Vermont dairy. Migrants seemed truly happy to be there, unlike the mood I have often 

observed at the Mass in Coolidge. 

As Irma Valeriano explained, the visit of the Mexican consulate created a 

Mexican controlled space. In addition, the visits also suggested how the process of 

migration itself can reduces the importance of class and ethnic differences that would 

separate the consulate staff and the dairy workers in Mexico: 

 
When in the presence of our paisanos [compatriots], we feel more 
ourselves. At ease, protected, self-reassured, relaxed, almost at home. This 
feeling happens to me even after so many years in Vermont with papers, 
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so it is easy to imagine what it is like for them [unauthorized dairy 
workers]… [The consular staff] are whiter, less indigenous-like, but 
language and gestures, common “signs of identity” erase the color and 
physical differences between [the consular staff and the workers]. 

 
The mobile consulate creates, however transiently, a place where migrants no longer feel 

they are constantly battling the effects of their foreignness, and it unites Mexicans as 

paisanos, regardless of the different identities that might be accentuated in Mexico. By 

providing services that help Mexicans cope with nativist discrimination, the mobile 

consult visits are an attempt by the Mexican state to maintain not only migrants’ 

membership in a Mexican imagined community, but also the remittances associated with 

such membership (Goldring 2003: 345-346).  

 

CONCLUSION 

 Coping strategies for migrants in the local sphere are limited in importance. 

Migrants use brokers such as reiteros and ESL teachers to manage the language barrier, 

but these brokers are not present during the daily grind of the milking shifts. For the most 

part, brokers play a peripheral role, and patrones and Mexican workers are left alone to 

struggle with their communication barriers. Although new migrants depend on veteran 

migrants when they first arrive in Addison County, migrants have little opportunity to 

come together and socialize because of their isolation. The rare local social gatherings at 

religious services and mobile consular visits seem less important as coping strategies than 

translocal means of socializing. 

 As I discussed in the introduction of this chapter, the local migrant community 

has a diminished role in part because migrants are isolated on farms and lack the 

transportation they need to congregate. In addition, the lack of women in the Mexican 



 

 113 

dairy worker population partly explains the limited role of local community. Among 

Mexican migrants, women tend to be central in the development of local community by 

organizing social visiting between families, cooking, and leading educational, religious, 

and school-based organizations (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994: 175-185; Pessar 2003: 29-31). 

When migrants do come together in Addison County at the Catholic or Pentecostal 

churches, it is still women—although women from outside of the community, such as 

Professor Valeriano or Kathryn O’Reilly—who lead the gatherings.  

Even when migrants come for Spanish Mass, they have not adopted the Mass as 

their own, perhaps because they are unwilling to challenge the Anglos who organize the 

event on their behalf. Migrants are reluctant to assert ownership over their own church 

service because they have been reduced to braceros. Only the presence of the Mexican 

consulate seemed to break the timidity of the Mexican dairy workers in public. 

Given the marginalization of migrants into braceros, I wonder if individuals like 

Juan, a young, successful veteran migrant whom newcomers depend on when they arrive 

in the state, could emerge as leaders of a local Mexican community. Will migrants be 

given the space to develop their own local churches and organizations, or will they 

continue to be an  underclass offered the occasional charity by Anglo Vermonters? The 

answer to this question depends on the willingness of Vermont Anglos, and especially 

dairy farmers, to push for measures that give migrants the space to emerge from bracero 

status. One such measure has already been enacted. On September 12, 2007 the 

Middlebury Police Department put in place a policy of accepting the matricula consular 

as valid identification and reporting unauthorized migrants to ICE only when criminal 

activity is suspected. Such policies may reduce the inhibitions migrants feel in 
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congregating and organizing locally. Nonetheless, the barriers are still great. A few 

weeks later, I asked a migrant living in Coolidge if he had heard about the new 

Middlebury policy. He had not. When I tried to explain that he could visit the stores in 

Middlebury without worrying about immigration, he nodded, but said nothing further. I 

remain pessimistic that he understood my unreliable Spanish, or if he did, whether he 

believed me.   
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CHAPTER SIX 
SUPERLOCAL COPING STRATEGIES ON THE O’REILLY DAIRY 
 
One only understand parts of what he [the patrón] says, and if not, through signs. There 
is no other alternative. 
Juan, Mexican Dairy Worker in Addison County, Vermont 

 From the porch, I watched Juan and Emilio walk onto the bumpy field that 

separates the house from the milking barn. From a loop of twine, a pair of old tennis 

shoes, and a few wooden stakes, they fashioned two goals one hundred meters apart, 

transforming the uneven field into a fútbol pitch. I dribbled a soft soccer ball down the 

steps of the porch and onto the field.  

 We played barefoot in the August evening; Juan and I matched against Miguel 

and Emilio. The three Mexicans played in bursts, walking one moment, and then in the 

next instantly exploding with powerful speed to chase down a ball. Juan played an 

especially physical game, using his body to push me out of the way as we fought over the 

deflated ball.  

 A few goals into the game, I saw George’s pick-up turning into the dirt driveway. 

George waved to us as he drove by the field and parked the pick-up truck in front of the 

barn. A blue sedan followed closely behind, and a young Anglo couple and a 

kindergarten-age child got out of the car and followed George and his German Shepard 

into the milking barn. Juan explained in between goals that the man was the patrón’s son-

in-law and the child was his grandson.  

After only a few minutes, I was gasping for breath and my bare feet ached, but 

Juan, Emilio, and Miguel showed little sign of fatigue. I turned towards the milking barn 

again and saw the kindergarten-age boy peeking his head out of the barn doorway, 
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watching us. Juan turned to look at him too, calling the boy’s name. Knowing he had 

been spotted, the child darted back into the barn, and Juan laughed. 

We played on for another few points before Juan and I admitted defeat and 

collapsed on the grass. George and his family soon left the barn, waving again as they 

drove away. Juan, Emilio, Miguel and I sat and talked in a circle as the sun disappeared 

behind the blue-green Adirondack Mountains. “Right now it feels as cold as Mexico in 

December, man!” Juan complained. 

As he lay in the grass, Emilio grabbed the gray barn cat that had been wandering 

closer to us and shoved him into his lap. They took good care of the cat, buying him 

Friskies brand food at the grocery store and searching for him whenever he was lost for 

more than a few hours. 

“My mom in Mexico has a cat,” Miguel said. “When he sees me with my 

slingshot . . .” Miguel imitated the cat’s cry, “Ayy!” 

“Son of a bitch, he’s a cat killer!” Juan laughed.  

The cat escaped from Emilio’s grip, and Emilio called after him, “Gringo!”  

“He is not going to come,” Juan said.  The cat meowed, eyed Emilio wearily, and 

kept his distance.  

“One time, my dad had a twenty-two,” Miguel continued. “He shot the cat, and he 

had to sell the rifle. They asked him why he was selling it and he told them, ‘It’s because 

I shot our cat!’” 

“It’s bad to kill cats . . . except for the stupid ones that eat chickens,” Juan replied. 

The men continued telling stories from Mexico as the crickets chirped around us and the 
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light faded. The lingering sweat from the game made us cold, so we walked backed to the 

farmhouse to make dinner, watch television, and talk on the phone. 

Futból and the after game conversation gave the men the chance to relax and joke 

at the end of a busy summer day on the dairy. Futból is one of several ways that migrants 

cope with the daily grind within the superlocal sphere of the O’Reilly dairy. This chapter 

examines futból, humor, alcohol, and various means of managing the language barrier as 

superlocal coping strategies, which involve only the Mexican migrants and Anglos on a 

single dairy. The fear of deportation and the limited access to transportation mean that 

migrants spend the vast majority of their time on the dairies with the same Anglo and 

Mexican workers. The intensity of isolation forces migrants to find ways to cope with 

conflict because tensions between individuals cannot be relieved simply by taking a break 

from one another.  

 

THE JOY OF FUTBÓL  

 Futból, the national sport of Mexico, is a diversion from the boredom, loneliness, 

fear, and conflict migrants must face on the O’Reilly farm.1 As described above, the 

game creates the context for migrants to joke and reminisce about Mexico with each 

other. Chris Urban was especially adamant about the importance of futból for the young 

men who worked on dairies in Addison County. “These are young people you are talking 

about,” he said. “You got to play.” At the O’Reilly farm, Futból also provided a means 

for social interaction between the Mexicans workers and the family of the patrón. 

One evening, I found two of the patrón’s grandchildren kicking the soccer ball 

around with Emilio and Juan. I recognized the younger child as the boy who had 
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previously watched our game from the barn, and he was accompanied by his middle 

school age sister. Their father’s blue car was parked in front of the milking barn, but he 

was hidden inside. As a more formal futból game began, Emilio asked me to translate to 

the boy that he was too young to play. As I explained this to him, his mouth fell open in 

obvious disappointment. Emilio and Juan allowed his older sister to play goalie. The 

Mexican men each bet twenty-five dollars on the game, and Juan offered up an extra 

twenty-five dollars on behalf of the girl. When her team won the game, the patrón's 

granddaughter hurriedly pocketed the fifty dollars Juan gave her. She saw her brother 

watching her. “Don’t tell Dad!” she whispered, warning him.  

 The brief participation of the children in the futból game suggested the potential 

the sport has in bringing together Anglos and Mexicans. Although it is not a traditional 

sport in Vermont, soccer is popular with younger people. A shared enjoyment of the 

game might curtail some of the distrust between Anglos and Mexicans on the superlocal 

and local level. The interaction between the Mexican men and Anglo children also hints 

at the complexity of relationships between Mexicans and Anglos on the dairy. Despite 

their status as braceros, migrants at the O’Reilly farm were trusted by an Anglo—if only 

momentarily—with the most sensitive and human of tasks, the supervision of children.  

 

THE RELIEF OF HUMOR 

Over the summer, an old heifer at the O’Reilly farm became sick with mastitis. 

Juan appointed me to watch over the cow as he did his other chores one afternoon. I 

brought the cow fresh hay and several pails of water. A few days later Juan called and 

told me “mataste la vaca” [you killed the cow]. Juan explained solemnly over the 
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telephone that I had given her too much water and the cow had died. My stomach 

lurched; I could not imagine a better way to anger a dairy farmer than messing with his 

cows. It took me a while to catch on to the joke, which soon became a favorite tease. I 

was a lazy student, and furthermore, a cow killer. Humor, both among migrants 

themselves and with Anglos, is a way for migrants to break up the monotony of milking 

cows and shoveling mierda. 

The men also delighted in teaching me groserías [foul language] and 

trabalenguas [tongue-twisters]. Along with vulgar slang for sex and the ubiquitous 

insults on mothers, Gabriel and Juan coached me to respond to any insults from a 

Mexican with “callate la boca, pinche racista!” [shut up, fucking racist!] The men 

always laughed watching me wrestle with the intricacies of Mexican groserías and 

trabalenguas. By the end of my fieldwork, Juan commented proudly that hablas en pura 

groserías [you speak only in curses]. 

 Much of the humor between men on the O’Reilly farm was gender specific. By 

gender specific, I mean the men believed the jokes or swears would probably seem 

insulting rather than humorous in the presence of a woman. The men occasionally 

reminded me this, telling me to watch my mouth if I swore in Spanish in the presence of 

a woman.  

Many of the jokes on the O’Reilly farm were not so light-hearted. Chapter three 

considers how nativist insults transcend the language barrier to foment conflict, but here I 

discuss how humor between Mexicans and Anglos can help Mexican migrants cope with 

the challenges of the daily grind. Besides combating boredom, jokes allowed Anglos and 

Mexicans to express frustration with each other while enjoying the humor implicit in the 
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audacity of vulgarity. Aggressive jokes also provide a means to resist Anglo dominance 

(cf. Scott 1990). For example, many times migrants would mutter under their breath 

“pinche Gringo”[fucking Gringo] or “chinga tú madre” [fuck your mother] at the patrón 

or another Anglo. The laughs that followed these whispered insults in Spanish suggested 

they acted as a resistance to Anglo domination by reaffirming migrants’ capacity to, at 

least internally, challenge their Anglo patrones. One time as Miguel and I watched 

George drive his pick-up off the farm with his German Shepard at his side, Miguel 

commented to me that George, “tiene como quince pinche perros!” [he has like fifteen 

fucking dogs!] It made me laugh hard, and then Miguel, usually somber, cracked up too. 

 Sometimes, Mexicans did not whisper these aggressive jokes but shared them 

explicitly with Anglos, openly challenging their authority. One afternoon, as I followed 

Juan around on his chores, a ragged red pick-up truck pulled up to the driveway of the 

barn. It was Jake, the Anglo worker who once dragged Emilio kicking out of the milking 

barn. Jake slammed the door shut and took a drag on his cigarette before striding into the 

barn to talk to George.  

A few minutes later, his question for George answered, Jake headed back out to 

his pickup truck. Juan and I stood under the silo, filling the feeding cart with silage. Juan 

stiffened as Jake walked by, but said nothing. As he stepped into the truck, Jake turned 

and faced us. Juan flashed him his middle finger. Jake did not hesitate to return the insult, 

smiling under his raggedy beard as he extending his own middle finger towards Juan, 

who was now laughing. The engine on the pick-up started, and Jake peeled out of the 

driveway, going at least twenty-five miles an hour. 
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 Juan’s inhibitions would usually discourage him from insulting Jake directly. As a 

physically imposing Anglo, Jake is senior to all of the Mexican workers. The situation of 

Jake’s departure, however, reduced Juan’s inhibitions, empowering him to present a 

challenge to Jake’s authority. Jake was in a rush to leave the farm, so the risk of serious 

retaliation against Juan for a passing insult was minimized.  Juan’s boldness in giving 

him the finger informed Jake that Juan wished to temporarily suspend social conventions. 

Jake’s own inhibitions to insult, perhaps rooted in George’s insistence that he treat 

Mexicans better, were also lifted and he accepted the suspension of rules and returned the 

insult. Both men seemed to experience a pleasure in the relief of inhibition, which 

provided a break from their serious enmity.2 The incident was gender specific; if it had 

occurred between a man and a woman, the joke would probably not be interpreted 

humorously.  

  Jake’s choice to speed out of the farmyard in his truck subsequently reestablished 

his power over Juan and ended the suspension of convention that had been needed for the 

joke to be funny. Although hardly unusual, Jake’s aggressive driving alluded to his power 

over Juan. His privilege of motorized mobility as an Anglo citizen contrasted with Juan’s 

curtailed freedom as an unauthorized Mexican. 

 During an interview in their house on a Saturday morning in September, Kathryn 

and George O’Reilly described a similar incident as they offered me coffee and pastries. 

“What was it you said the other day?” Kathryn called from the kitchen towards 

the dining room table where George and I sat, “that they thought was so funny, 

hysterical?” 

George said nothing. 
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“We were at Wal-Mart,” she continued, walking back to the table carrying a mug, 

“After Wal-Mart, I said something about . . .” She stopped and thought for moment. “Oh 

yes, I said ‘the polite form is por favor’ and you said . . .” 

George interrupted her, “I said, ‘por favor, fuck you.” 

“They were almost laughing out of their seats!” Kathryn exclaimed. We laughed. 

“I was explaining that to George again, that they [the Mexicans] like the polite form [of 

speech],” Kathryn said. 

 Like the exchange between Juan and Jake, George’s succinct joke was funny 

because it broke down inhibitions of interaction between male Mexicans and male 

Anglos. George signaled his intention for the comment to be interpreted humorously by 

mixing Spanish and English. Switching language in mid-sentence and the vulgarity in the 

midst of a conversation about courtesy suggested a suspension of the rules of interaction 

by breaching the conventions of language; the comment would not have been humorous 

if George had simply sworn in one language. From the laughter Kathryn said the 

comment stimulated, it is evident the joke incited relief—or fear— in the workers. 

“They say cats have seven lives,” Juan told me once, “but that is a lie, because the 

patrón killed one, and the cat did not survive.” Jokes not only serve to dampen the 

boredom and loneliness of the dairy. But also reflect—and perhaps relieve—some of the 

tension between Anglos and Mexicans. Despite language and cultural differences, Anglos 

and Mexicans on the O’Reilly farm sometimes shared a gender specific pleasure in 

vulgarity. It may be an attempted coping strategy by both Mexicans and Anglos to curtail 

the conflict in their relationships. This observation echoes Limón’s (1994: 133) keen 
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observation that the temporary suspension of social conventions required for joking 

among Mexican-Americans builds the trust needed for cooperation  

 

ALCOHOL AS RESISTANCE 

Unauthorized Mexican migrants in Vermont may buy alcohol if they can prove 

they are over twenty-one years old, at least at some stores. One evening, I drove Gabriel 

to Hannafords in Middlebury, where he purchased a thirty-six pack of Bud Light using 

his matricula consular identification card. I managed to convince Gabriel not to open a 

can until we returned to the farmhouse, explaining that we would be in real trouble if the 

police stopped me and he was drinking. When we were back on the farm, Gabriel, Juan, 

and I sat at the kitchen table and talked. They both drank several beers before going to 

bed after midnight, even though they had to wake up before dawn to work.   

George described the use of alcohol among the Mexican workers in this way: 

“We’ve had a few of them [Mexican workers who drink heavily], but I don’t think it’s 

any more prevalent than it is for Americans.” On several occasions I saw migrants binge 

on beer, but, like George, I have no reason to think alcohol abuse is more prevalent in this 

group than any other.  

On a humid August afternoon, I interviewed Gabriel about his reasons for coming 

to Vermont as he sat shirtless in a chair and drank a beer. Unexpectedly, Kathryn walked 

into the house to give Gabriel his change from a remittance she had sent for him. As 

Kathryn walked into the room, Gabriel quickly hid the beer from her in the darkness 

behind his chair.  
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A few minutes after Kathryn left, Gabriel moved into the kitchen to eat lunch and 

drink more beers with Juan before the afternoon shift. I asked Gabriel about drinking. 

“Sometimes, a lot of people drink to get drunk, to go crazy,” he explained, “but others 

drink just one beer to feel relaxed and tranquil. Sometimes the nerves make you feel 

weak. You know, sometimes you spend all your time working, you’re only focused on 

work, work work.” 

Juan, interrupted, “It’s good at night. When we come back from work at six, we 

have all night to sleep, and if you drink, you sleep better.” 

I told them I would probably not drink before working. 

“We’re hanging out with you, though,” explained Gabriel. 

“We work with our hands, understand?” Juan said. 

“With you hands?” I repeated. 

“We work with our hands, not with our heads!” Juan laughed. 

“Four, five beers, and you’re relaxed,” said Gabriel, explaining how the use of 

alcohol combated the monotony of the work, “use the bathroom, change your clothes, and 

you go to work.”  

Once I arrived at the farm to find one of the Mexican workers dragging his way 

through his afternoon chores at the O’Reilly farm. I knew he had been drinking as soon 

as I approached from the stench of beer that prevailed even over the smell of mierda. The 

man threw the sawdust into the cows’ stalls haphazardly and laughed. He asked me to tell 

George he had a headache. Before I could offer this excuse, George asked me to tell the 

worker how good of a job he was doing. Of all the days to offer a compliment, George 

chose the day when the man happened to be working while drunk. When I explained 
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George’s earnest compliment to the still tipsy worker, he stopped shoveling mierda and, 

leaning on the shovel, bent over with laughter. As with humor, drinking alcohol on the 

job reaffirms a migrant’s autonomy and consequently can act as a form of resistance 

towards the dominance of the patrón. 

 Kathryn and George tolerated drinking among their workers. “We do not mind if 

they drink occasionally” Kathryn told me, “but as soon as they are drunk [at work], they 

are out of here.” Juan’s brother, whom I met only briefly, was one of the migrants George 

fired because of his alcohol abuse. “He was a great milker,” Kathryn told me, “one of our 

best milkers, but he was a liar and an alcoholic. He had to go.” 

 I also heard stories about alcohol problems from Omar, the middle-aged dairy 

worker from Hidalgo. Omar lived in a trailer in an overgrown field with one housemate 

on a dead end dirt road. As he showed me around his trailer one day, Omar pointed at the 

empty beer cans next to the trailer door and opened the refrigerator to reveal the boxes of 

Bud Light his housemate had purchased. Omar blamed his housemate’s failure to send 

remittances, his loud music, and his tendency to leave candles burning on his drinking. I 

was told Omar had found his housemate’s drinking even more problematic before he 

learned he could recycle the empty beer cans for five cents each at the grocery store.  

 Drinking for Mexican migrants may be both an adaptive or maladaptive way to 

cope with the stresses of Vermont. For some migrants it seems to provide relief from the 

daily grind without seriously endangering health or employment. For others, drinking 

interferes with work and creates conflict with other migrants or Anglos. 

 

 



 

 126 

MANAGING THE LANGUAGE BARRIER 

 The patrones cope with the initial difficulty of teaching dairy work to a new 

migrant by relying on veteran Mexican workers to explain tasks. For Juan, the help of a 

veteran migrant alleviated his worries about dairy work when he first began at the 

O’Reilly’s farm: “When I arrived I did not feel good, because I did not know anyone 

here, I did not know anything about the farm, nothing . . . I did not know how to milk. I 

had milked, but by hand. There was a guy here who told me they were good people. He 

brought me to the farm and taught me what I needed to know. In two days, I had learned 

the work.”  

Once they have learned the basics from veterans, migrants on the O’Reilly farm 

manage the language barrier by relying on their shared familiarity with the work they do 

everyday. In cosas de trabajo [matters of work], Antonio told me “I understand what he 

[the patrón] tells me and I can answer him a bit, but outside of work—not so much.” 

Faced with continued difficulty in speaking with each other, Mexicans and 

Anglos also search for non-verbal ways to communicate. During the same conversation 

with George where he recounted the por favor joke, he explained his basic strategy for 

coping with the language barrier in the milking barn. He said that he had learned to show 

tasks by demonstration rather than try to verbally explain them. 

 “This morning, he couldn’t get the thing to work,” George said, referring to the 

silo unloader that dumps silage into the feeding cart. “It’s over there clickin’, clickin’, 

clickin’. The sound—I could hear it. He [Juan] comes to me and says . . .” George raised 

his eyebrows and opened his eyes to show how Juan asked him what was wrong with the 

unloader without saying a word. 
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 “I knew exactly what it was. I tried to show more than I tell. So I just told him he 

had it down too far, I raised it up and I started the unloader, and I just stood there. He 

kept saying . . .” Again, George contorted his face to mimic how Juan had questioned him 

just with his expression. 

 George continued, “I just said ‘you gotta’ wait, you gotta’ wait.’ Pretty soon a 

whole bunch of it came down. I guess it worked pretty good for the rest of the time. They 

got to see how you do something, and I’m not saying they’re going to learn it perfectly, 

but they seem to do better.” 

 “You’re teaching by example,” Kathryn said, offering her interpretation, “and that 

seems to work for you.” 

 “Yah,” George responded, “and I don’t think Jake is doing that.” 

 Mexicans and Anglos attempt to cope with the language barrier on the dairy by 

having veteran migrants train new workers and by teaching through demonstration. 

Despite these efforts, communication is still a major challenge and source of conflict. “It 

is hard,” Juan told me in March 2008, after months of English classes and almost a year 

on the farm. “One understands only parts of what [the patrón] says, and if not [we 

communicate] through signs.” With a quite laugh, Juan admits that on the dairy, “ya no 

queda ni otro [there is no alternative].” 

 

CONCLUSION 

 While isolation on dairies diminishes the importance of local coping strategies for 

Mexican migrants in Vermont, it increases the importance of dealing with problems 

within the superlocal sphere of the dairy itself.3 Futból, humor, and alcohol are some of 
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the superlocal coping strategies that break up the boredom and loneliness of life on the 

farm. Futból provides a context to socialize and reminisce about Mexico. Humor and 

alcohol sometimes acts as a means for migrants’ to resist the dominance of Anglos. In 

addition, both Futból and humor may also build trust and reduce tension between 

Mexicans and Anglos. The lack of a shared language remains a great frustration to both 

Mexicans and Anglos, which dairy workers attempt to overcome in the milking barn  

barrier by employing veteran migrants as trainers and through teaching by example. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSION 
 
Ningún ser humano es illegal. [No human being is illegal.] 
Slogan of the 1980s asylum effort for Central American refugees.1 

 This thesis has posed two questions. First, how is the historical role of Mexican 

migrants as disposable and exploitable braceros realized on twenty-first century dairies in 

Addison County, Vermont? Second, how do migrants cope with their ascribed bracero 

status? 

I began by clarifying what it means to be a bracero through a historical review of 

Mexican migration to the United States in chapter two. Braceros are Mexican migrants 

who have been welcomed to the United States when their labor is needed, but remain 

ultimately exploitable and disposable because of their status as “undesirable” foreigners. 

Chapter three applies the bracero classification to a contemporary migrant group—

Mexican dairy workers in Addison County. In Vermont, the effects of presumed 

unauthorized legal status, nativism, and the language barrier marginalize Mexican dairy 

workers into braceros. Physical attributes such as skin color as well as cultural attributes 

such as language are conspicuous markers of foreignness in Anglo dominated Vermont 

that put unauthorized Mexicans at a high risk for deportation. Even if patrones treat their 

workers well, the fear of being “disposed” isolates Mexicans on the dairies and renders 

them vulnerable to exploitation.  

 The second half of the thesis provides a thicker description of life on the 

dairies by considering how migrants respond to their bracero status. Chapter four 

examines how migrants rely on connections with people and media in the translocal 

sphere outside of Vermont to cope with their marginalization. In chapter five, I argue that 
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isolation on the dairies, and perhaps the lack of migrant women and even Anglo 

conceptions of charity, preclude the emergence of a supportive Addison County migrant 

community lead by migrants themselves. The ethnography finishes in chapter six with a 

look at the ways migrants use futból, humor, alcohol, and various methods of managing 

the language barrier to confront their bracero status within the superlocal sphere of the 

dairies themselves. Being a bracero constrains the choices migrants’ can make, but the 

second half of the ethnography demonstrates that they retain some agency. Individuals 

still retain the power to make the decision to come to Vermont, move to a different farm, 

or return home based on their own unique needs and wants. Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo 

(1994: 33) argues that macro structures are the “parameters for Mexican immigration” 

but do not preclude migrants from making decisions that determine the course of their 

own lives. As Morawska (2001) notes, migrants’ actions result from a dialectic between 

structural conditions and individual agency.  

 
UNAUTHORIZED  STATUS: THE STRUCTURAL ORIGIN OF THE NEW 
BRACERO 
 
 The structural condition of unauthorized legal status restricts the lives of Mexican 

dairy workers within Vermont; the dialectic is tilted in favor of a structural condition over 

individual agency. Unauthorized legal status limits the freedom of migrants by isolating 

them on dairies, denying them the protection of the law and law enforcement, instilling a 

fear of deportation, and providing a justification for nativist discrimination. In Addison 

County, unauthorized legal status is the crucial factor  that marginalizes Mexican dairy 

workers into disposable, exploitable braceros. As Juan explained, migrants have little 

personal choice while in Vermont: “You have to be working, nothing more.” 
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 The marginalization of Mexicans as braceros is structural because it is beyond the 

control of individuals. Even if potential migrants have choice in crossing the Mexican-

U.S. border and know that doing so will make them unauthorized migrants, they do not 

choose for the U.S. state to assign them a fugitive status. Being unauthorized—and being 

a bracero—is therefore a status ascribed by the U.S. state. New braceros in Vermont 

share this ascription with the old braceros of the twentieth century Bracero Program. In 

both cases,  immigration laws that classified Mexicans as outside of the imagined 

community institutionalized their bracero status. During the Bracero Program, contracts 

tied migrants to a single employer who could abuse his workers without consequence. 

Today, new braceros are exploitable primarily because of the implicit or explicit threat of 

deportation.  

Formalizing the marginalization of migrants through immigration law 

depersonalizes their exploitation, as it is the state bureaucracy rather than individual 

actors that reduce migrants into braceros. Bourdieu (1977: 190) explains that such an 

arrangement acts to protect individuals from culpability and normalizes exploitation 

through the inherent officialdom of the state: “Once a system of mechanisms has been 

constituted capable of objectively ensuring the reproduction of the established order by 

its own motion, the dominant class has only to let the system they dominate take its own 

course in order to exercise their domination.”  

 In Addison County, the structural constraint of migrants’ unauthorized status 

means it is nearly inevitable that migrants will be exploited. Even if they want to treat 

their workers fairly, patrones must fight the endless temptation to abuse the power they 

wield over their workers. The “system” that Bourdieu describes forces them into a 
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position of domination over their Mexican workers. Over the countless hours patrones 

and Mexican workers spend together in the milking barn every day of the year, the 

tensions that come from being unable to communicate often blows-up into nativist abuse. 

Although individual culpability ought to be maintained, explaining the abuse of migrants 

as the fault of malicious employers obscures the more fundamental, structural cause of 

migrants’ marginalization. 

 “When you look at the big picture, I do not think it is just the farmers fault,” Chris 

Urban told me. “I think it is the federal immigration law that is exploiting the workers. It 

is institutionalized racism that gets played out on a local level.” The more time I spent on 

the dairies, the more I believed that neither migrants nor patrones are oppressors or 

victims. Condemning patrones as oppressors ignores the structural condition of 

unauthorized legal status and the other structural challenges, only briefly touched on in 

the introduction, that farmers themselves face running a small business in an uncertain 

industry. Calling migrants victims perpetuates their marginalization by denying them the 

agency they expressed by coming to the United States, earning their wages on the dairies, 

remitting to their kin, assisting new migrants, and participating in acts of resistance.  

Attributing migrants’ marginalization to the structural condition of unauthorized 

status avoids essentializing migrants and patrones as victims and oppressors, and, just as 

important, it provides a means to understand why the interethnic interaction between 

Mexicans and Anglos plays out as it does. Migrants’ presumed unauthorized status 

pervades all aspects of life in Anglo-dominated Vermont, from how migrants must wait 

days for a ride to go shopping to how they joke with Anglos in the milking barn. The aim 

has been to understand what happens to migrants in Vermont, and why. The ethnography 
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describes what happens to migrants, and the structural condition of unauthorized legal 

status goes a long way towards explaining why.  

 

PROTECTING CITIZENSHIP AS BIRTHRIGHT 

 Even though most migrants in Addison County claimed they planned on returning 

to Mexico rather than permanently settling in the United States, I noticed that many 

migrants repeatedly delayed their return. As male migrants in Addison County spend 

longer periods on the dairies and their wives eventually join them, families emerge and 

babies are born. During my fieldwork, I met a few Mexican toddlers born in the United 

States whose unauthorized parents worked on Addison County dairies. By the fourteenth 

amendment of the Constitution, these U.S. born children are U.S. citizens (jus soli) 

regardless of the legal status of their parents: “All persons born or naturalized in the 

United States and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and 

of the State wherein they reside.”  

One afternoon, I ate lunch at an outdoor restaurant with two-year old Ana, born in 

New York State and her parents from Chiapas. In her kid meal bag, Ana found a toy 

truck that she raced around the cement ground as Anglo customers milling around 

stopped and smiled at her. The moment gave me hope that despite her parents’ 

marginalization as braceros, Ana would have more agency and rights in the United 

States. Even if efforts at immigration reform remain permanently stalled as legislators 

wrestle unsuccessfully to negotiate a law within the nativist post-9/11 context, the 

children of unauthorized migrants remain citizens by birthright. Ana would certainly 

encounter nativism and racism, but her birthright insures she will go to school, have legal 
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recourse for any discrimination she faces, and enjoy all the other privileges of legal 

citizenship. The structural condition of unauthorized status made her parents’ exploitable 

and disposable laborers, but at least the institutionalized nativism of ascribed 

unauthorized status will not be passed on to Ana. In many other receiving countries such 

as Germany, Italy, Spain, the United Arab Emirates, and the United Kingdom the 

children of unauthorized migrants do not enjoy guaranteed citizenship (U.S. Office of 

Personnel Management 2001; Weil 2001).  

  The birthright of citizenship for the children of unauthorized migrants born in the 

United State is increasingly under attack. Schuck and Smith (1985: 5, 113) began the 

recent challenges to the fourteenth amendment, asserting “it is simply morally perverse to 

reward law-breaking by conferring the valued status of citizenship [on the children of 

unauthorized migrants.]”2 Schuck and Smith (1985: 78-86) base their argument partly on 

the nineteenth century nativist and racist exclusion of Native Americans from U.S. 

citizenship. Despite the constitutional vulnerability of the argument, many powerful 

organizations including the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), the 

Minutemen, and the Heritage Foundation now hope to deny U.S.-born children 

citizenship (FAIR 2008; Minutemen 2007; Smith 2007). These organizations argue that 

the children of unauthorized migrants exploit the social services of the U.S. state, raising 

taxes for other U.S. citizens (FAIR 2008). Although these efforts might be considered 

fringe, repealing citizenship as birthright enjoys growing popular support (Crary 2005). 

According to a 2005 survey, 49 percent of U.S. adults oppose citizenship as a birthright 

for the children of unauthorized migrants (Rasmussen Reports 2005).3 Fifty-seven 
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representatives in Congress supported a 2007 bill to eliminate citizenship as a birthright 

(Minutemen 2007).  

 Based on my fieldwork and research for this thesis, I oppose the effort to repeal 

citizenship as birthright. It is unfair to discriminate against children born in the U.S. who 

had no influence over their parents’ decision to migrate without authorization. It may be 

argued that migrants such as Juan who came to the United States as children retained 

some agency over the decision to migrate, but children like Ana had no choice over 

where they were born. Even if the intent of the repeal movement is nativist rather than 

racist, denying citizenship as a birthright to children of unauthorized migrants would be 

racist in effect. A repeal would institutionalize the marginalization of Mexican migrants 

as braceros through generations, creating a permanent underclass based on race rather 

than on foreign status. Denying Ana citizenship would be racist, not nativist.  

Preferencing insiders over outsiders is an inherent element of human social 

organization, but we may still decide how we determine who is an insider and outsider. 

Marginalized groups in the United States have long fought for a definition of insider 

status that is based on citizenship as birthright rather than on race, heritage, gender, or 

other arbitrary characteristics. The United States may have the sovereign right to 

discriminate against those who enter its territory without permission, but we must ensure 

the state does not perpetuate structural marginalization onto U.S. born children.  
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NOTES 
 
Chapter One 
1 “Referring to the ‘guest worker’ system in Europe in the 1960s and the 1970s, Swiss 
playwright Max Frisch one said: ‘we called for workers, and there came human beings’” 
(Calavita 1992: 6). 
2 “Coolidge” is a pseudonym. 
3 In this approach, I follow in part Limón (1994: 9-10, 205) who avoids reducing the 
dominant society into a monolith and instead argues that a postmodern ethnography 
ought to capture ambiguity and contradiction without necessarily resolving it into 
generalizations.  
4 Rees (2002) conducted a questionnaire with 36 parishioners at the Spanish Mass at 
Sacred Heart Church in Warner Robins on October 14, 2001. Seventy-four percent of the 
parishioners migrated from Mexico, although the survey did not specify a specific 
Mexican state. She found that 22 of the 28 men surveyed worked in construction or as 
carpenters. 
5 As Glick Schiller, et al. (1992: 17) notes, rhetoric also demonstrates how nationality and 
race are determined by the same arbitrary, observable characteristics: “It is useful to 
recall that until recently race and nation often were used interchangeably, as in the 
construction ‘the British race,’ in order to make clear that race is no more a product of 
genetics than nationality or ethnicity.”  
6 Although the markers of perceived foreignness of Mexican migrants in Vermont 
discussed in this thesis are largely confined to height, dress, skin color, language, and 
legal status (when it is known), I imagine other markers exist as well. In addition, I refer 
to language as a marker and do not break down linguistic attributes into more particular 
markers (such as tone, dialect, or accent in English or Spanish) because I found that 
Anglos recognized Mexicans did not speak English but did not further distinguish 
linguistic attributes.  
7 Bales (2004) applies the concept of disposability to present-day slaves around the 
world. Bales calls slaves “disposable” because it is more profitable for slave owners to 
reap the profit of slave labor for a short period and “dispose” of them rather than taking 
on the expenses of long-term ownership. Contemporary slaves are disposable (Bales 
2004:14-15). In addition, Nicolas De Genova (2002; 2005) applies the terms disposability 
and deportability in his discussions of undocumented Mexicans. 
8 Although of Spanish etymology, “bracero” is not italicized as other Spanish words are 
in this thesis since it is used widely in spoken and written English and appears in the 
Merriam-Webster dictionary. 
 
Chapter Two 
1 Galarza 1956: 1 
2 I use racism rather than nativism to describe the discrimination against Mexicans during 
the early twentieth century, since the pseudoscientific eugenics of the time were based on 
notions of biological inferiority and superiority rather than foreignness. 
3 Ernesto Galarza, a researcher employed by a U.S union campaigning to end the Bracero 
Program, interviewed this individual (Galarza 1956). 
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4 Within U.S. legalization of unauthorized migrants began in 1947 even before the 
August 1949 revival of the Bracero Program. Between 1947 and 1949, the U.S. 
government legalized 142,000 unauthorized migrants while recruiting only 75,000 
braceros from Mexico (García y Griego 1996: 57). 
5 The number of INS arrests does not provide a very accurate figure of unauthorized 
migrants in the United States. For example, these figures do not account for different 
levels of enforcement or repeated crossings. Nonetheless, INS arrests are one of the few 
sources of data available for migration in the twentieth century and provide some idea of 
patterns of unauthorized migration over this period. Contemporary figures for 
unauthorized migrants rely on a residual method. The residual method determines the 
number of unauthorized migrants by comparing the number of foreign-born individuals 
and the number of authorized migrants (Bean and Lowell 2004: 269; Passel 2006: 14-15; 
Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994: 23-24). 
6 These figures on employment and gender are for unauthorized migrants of all 
nationalities. 
7 As Urrea (2004: 60) explains, pollero literally means a chicken farmer, but is used to 
describe a smuggler who brings pollos [chickens, but in this case, migrants] across the 
border without authorization: “A pollero would be a chicken-wrangler. The level of 
esteem the smugglers hold for their charges is stated plainly. They’re simply chickens. Of 
course, if you know Spanish, you know that the word “chicken” is gallina. “Pollo” is 
usually reserved for something else. A pollo, as in arroz con pollo [chicken with rice], 
has been cooked.” 
 
Chapter Three 
1 As Shorris (1992: 105-106) eloquently explains, the verb aguantar [to bear] is symbolic 
of the courage and exploitation of Mexican migrants: “The verb means to bear, to endure, 
to stand, to tolerate, to put up with. The noun formed from it aguante, means fortitude, 
patience, endurance, resistance to toil or fatigue . . . Thus, aguantar came to mean 
enduring one’s fate bravely and with a certain style. . . In Mexico, the concept of 
aguantar enabled the conquerors to make use of the poor, particularly the Indian poor, as 
cheap labor. The North Americans were quick to learn from the criollos. Based on the 
Mejicano’s willingness to endure, the Anglo decide that Mejicanos were docile, easily 
managed. Aguantar, the virtue, betrayed Mexican immigrants in labor negotiations, 
education, housing, every aspect of life in the United States.” 
2 A Freedom of Information Act request to ICE for official deportation statistics of 
Mexicans from Vermont provided only the record of the total number of deported 
individuals from the Boston Area of Responsibility (covering all five New England 
states). The total number of deported individuals from New England was 1,895 (in fiscal 
year 2003); 2,253 (in 2004); 2,991 (in 2005); 3,245 (in 2006); 3,409 (in 2007); and 1,795 
(for fiscal year 2008 as of March 31, 2008). ICE Office of Public Affairs in Vermont and 
Massachusetts ignored multiple requests via email and phone  to comment on this thesis 
throughout April and May 2008.  
3 “Buena onda” means literally “good wave” or “good vibe.” 
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4 The verb chingar [to fuck, to screw] and its many derivatives has a rich history and 
many meanings in Mexico. Perhaps most famously, Paz (1962: 76-78) described chingar 
as a “magical word” that divided people into the masculine chingones [the screwers] and 
the feminine chingadas[the screwed]: “. . . in this plurality of meanings, the ultimate 
meaning always contains the idea of aggression, whether it is the simple act of molesting 
pricking, or censuring, or the violent act of wounding or killing. The verb denotes 
violence, an emergence from oneself to penetrate another by force . . . the person who 
suffers this action is passive, inert and open, in contrast to the active, aggressive and 
closed person who inflicts it. The chingón is the macho, the male; he rips open the 
chingada, the female, who is pure passivity, defenseless against the exterior world . . . To 
the Mexican there are only two possibilities in life: either he inflicts the action implied by 
chingar on others, or else he suffers them himself at the hands of others. This conception 
of social life as combat fatally divides society into the strong and the weak.” Paz 
essentializes the meaning of chingar, but his analysis does illustrate the feminizing 
connotation of the verb  (Limón 1994: 127-130).  
5 Migrants used the English word for ride, asking me, “puedes darme un ride?” 
6 Relajar [to banter, play] is also a verb that has been closely studied (De Genova 2005: 
169-174). Limón (1994: 33) explains that the verb implies “a clear recognition of a play 
world in which open aggression can appear only by mistake.” 
7 Quoted in De Genova 2002: 427. 
8 By referring to this discrimination as nativist and not as racist, as migrants themselves 
describe it, it is not my intent to inflate the standing of my own etic analysis over the 
emic analysis of Juan and other Mexicans in Vermont. Instead, I refer to this 
discrimination as nativist to emphasize the importance of perceived or actual foreignness 
in discrimination. From my limited fieldwork, I am unsure of what Juan and others mean 
exactly when they speak of racism. Wagley (1968: 166) provides insight by explaining 
that social status rather than skin color is generally more important for determining a 
person’s perceived race in Mexico than in the United States. Further research should 
investigate the meaning of race and racism for Mexican migrants in Vermont. 
9 I refer to Samuel as a reitero, but Juan did not: “[Samuel] is [not a reitero], he sells 
food. If you need a ride, he will provide it, but it is very expensive.” Since Juan described 
(and I directly observed) Samuel as a person who gave migrants rides, I call him a 
reitero. I believe Juan was reluctant to label Samuel a reitero since, in the one interaction 
I observed between the men, they appeared to get along well, playing soccer and talking 
with each other. For Juan, the term “reiteros” described an immoral person, since 
reiteros are those who are “dedicated to screwing their fellow Mexicans.” 
 
Chapter Four 
1 The circular characteristic of transnational migration is my reason for referring to 
Mexicans in Vermont by the broader term “migrant” rather than the more specific term 
“immigrant,” which implies permanent resettlement and progressive incorporation into 
the receiving nation-state. 
2 I prefer the  term “ transnational social field” over “transnational community” since it 
identifies individuals as connected but allows for conflict and difference within the group 
 



 

 139 

 
(as the quotation in the text notes) rather than implying an equality among members 
(Glick Schiller 2003: 108). 
3 Wimmer and Glick Schiller (2003: 577-578) identify three assumptions that have 
rendered the nation-state the default unit of social science analysis: “1) ignoring or 
disregarding the fundamental importance of nationalism for modern societies: this is 
often combined with 2) naturalization, i.e., taking for granted that the boundaries of the 
nation-state delimit and define the unit of analysis; 3) territorial limitation which confines 
the study of social processes to the political and geographic boundaries of a particular 
nation-state.”  
4 Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004: 1010) differentiate between ways of belonging and 
ways of being in a social field. Ways of being describes “the actual social relations and 
practice that individuals engage in” and ways of belonging describes “practices that 
signal or enact an identity which demonstrates a conscious connection to a particular 
group.” Ways of belonging is used in this case to demonstrate that assistance upon arrival 
to the United States from veteran migrants and later hosting new migrants oneself is a 
means to demonstrate continued conscious identification with  a transnational social field.  
5 “Juntar una pequeña lana para pagar una casa” means literally “get together a small 
bit of [sheep’s] wool to pay for a house.” 
6 Remitting can be conceptualized as an exchange of economic capital for social capital 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Levitt 1998: 935-936). 
Remitters lose money by remitting, but recipients become, if not economically, socially 
indebted to remitters. The recipients’ debt might be repaid by any number of future 
favors, economic or otherwise. I choose not to refer to social capital in my discussion of 
remittances, since my own fieldwork provided few examples of how recipients might 
repay their debts to remitters.  
 
Chapter Five 
1 I also hypothesize that hosting new migrants in Vermont, like remitting, might be seen 
as an obligation of membership in the translocal social field. I have no direct fieldwork 
observations to support this hypothesis. 
2  As with remittances, the help new migrants receive from veteran migrants might be 
conceptualized as an exchange of social capital. Veteran migrants accrue social capital by 
assisting new migrants. In turn, new migrants are expected to repay their debt through 
future favors. Again, I choose not to refer to social capital in my discussion, since my 
own fieldwork provided few examples of how new migrants would repay their debt. 
3 In some cases, migrant church services connects distant members of a translocal social 
field. I visited a Protestant church in Massachusetts where I was told Quechua speaking 
Ecuadorian migrants often called kin in Ecuador on speakerphone in the middle of the 
church service.  
 
Chapter Six 
1 A few times during fall 2007, I gave rides to Mexicans working on nearby farms to the 
O’Reilly dairy for local futból games. In these games, futból became a local event rather 
than a superlocal event, but only because I could provide free rides. Without me, futból 
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remained a superlocal event. This is consistent with Chris Urban’s experience as well. He 
had participated in games involving Mexican dairy workers from several farms, but only 
when he provided rides. Consequently, I classify futból as a superlocal adaptation rather 
than a local adaptation. If transportation became available, however, futból games might 
become events for a local Mexican migrant community. 
2 Freud, among others, described the humor in the lifting of social conventions in the 
relief theory: “tendentious jokes exhibit the main characteristic of joke-work—that of 
liberating pleasure by getting rid of inhibitions . . .” (Freud 1960: 167). 
3 The importance of the superlocal sphere is also seen in another, ostensibly different 
group of migrants in the United States—live-in Latina nannies and housekeepers. 
Employees often pay only a few hundred dollars a week to these domestic workers and 
demand they provide around-the-clock childcare. Stuck in the houses where they work, 
these women have little privacy. As Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001: 33) explains, Latina live-
in domestic workers, like Vermont Mexican dairy workers, are isolated from other 
migrants and the local migrant community: “A Spanish-language radio station, or maybe 
a telenovela, may serve as their only link to the outside world.” For both Mexican dairy 
workers in Vermont and Latina domestic workers in affluent households across the 
United States, intense isolation inflates the importance of the superlocal sphere. 
 
Chapter Seven 
1 Shorris 1992: 259. 
2 As quoted in (Aleinikoff 2000: 127). 
3 As quoted in (Crary 2005). The survey question was “if an illegal alien gives birth to a 
child in the United States, should that child be entitled to United States citizenship?” 
(Rasmussen Reports 2005). 
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