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In memory of Nathan Allen,
Navooch, thvum knei



With rebellion thus sugar-coated, they have been drugging the public mind of their section for more than thirty years; and, until at length, they have brought many good men to a willingness to take up arms against the government the day after some assemblage of men have enacted the farcical pretence of taking their State out of the Union, who could have been brought to no such thing the day before.

This sophism derives much—perhaps the whole—of its currency, from the assumption, that there is some omnipotent, and sacred supremacy, pertaining to a State—to each State of our Federal Union. Our States have neither more, nor less power, than that reserved to them, in the Union, by the Constitution—no one of them ever having been a State out of the Union.

ABRAHAM LINCOLN, MESSAGE TO CONGRESS, 1861
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PREFACE

Homecoming


“Are you American, Abuelo?”

“No, I’m not American, I am not Mexican. In fact, I think I am no longer Yaqui. Shit, I can’t tell you nothin’ for real. I’m nowhere now. . . . You see, boy, these people up here around us are so mixed up now that no one belongs, even though this is their country, our country. Do you see?”

ALFREDO VÉA JR., LA MARAVILLA



Ofelia Rivas settled into a chair in a warehouse collective of artists on the outskirts of Barrio Anita in Tucson.

For more than a decade, she had carried stories from her indigenous community on the US-Mexico border in an old van donated by a punk band, in an attempt to get the rest of the country to recognize a steel-tooth partition that had torn apart her people.

In her fifties, Rivas spoke in the unaffected way of many of the O’odham elders who had educated me on the history of the Sonoran Desert—and my place in it. Over the past forty-odd years, ever since I first crossed the Arizona border in the backseat of my Dad’s ’60 Chevy, as freckle-faced and hopeful as the other kids along the “Sun Belt” highway, I had maintained a love-hate affair with a state I still didn’t quite understand.

Rivas pressed her long skirt, and then pointed out the window and said we were within walking distance of one of the original water tanks that persuaded a detachment of Spanish soldiers to establish their presidio here in 1775. O’odham and Hohokam ancestors had inhabited the area for thousands of years. The spring in an O’odham village at the base of a west-side volcanic hill, referred to as “A” Mountain, gave the city its name: Chuk-son, Toixon, Tucson. Like the Hopi villages along the mesas in northern Arizona, the Old Pueblo is arguably one of the oldest continually inhabited settlements on the continent.

Across more than 4,400 square miles in southern Arizona, the Tohono O’odham reservation is nearly as large as the state of Connecticut. Yet only seventy-four miles have mattered to the rest of the world: the line of demarcation between the United States and Mexico. But that line did not define the O’odham or their territory. With the signing of the Gadsden Purchase in 1853, which effectively established today’s border on June 30, 1854, an arbitrary line of division ran across the vast O’odham lands, breaking up the tribe’s centuries-old territories in the process. Not that they were ever consulted or considered.

“We didn’t cross the border,” Rivas began. “The border crossed us.”

That refrain, now common among O’odham and historic Mexican American families, took me back twenty years. In 1991, after living away for a decade on the East Coast and in Europe, I returned to southern Arizona to do a walkabout and work on an oral history project. Guided by O’odham archaeologist and poet Nathan Allen, I retraced the confines of the prehistoric Hohokam empire in the Sonoran Desert (the northern Mexico state of Sonora and southern Arizona), which had collapsed in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Allen’s father, who had served as Governor George Hunt’s chauffeur in the early 1930s, had come from the Tohono O’odham village of Ce:dagi Wahia, or Pozo Verde, which now stood behind a militarized wall on the Mexican side of the border. His mother had come from an Akimel O’odham village near the Gila River, just south of Phoenix.

Beyond any scholarly pretensions, I also saw the project as a way of reconnecting to the Grand Canyon State and learning more of my own history.

Like Arizona Governor Jan Brewer, I had arrived in Arizona in 1970, sporting a pair of bell-bottoms and a Hollywood vision of the Old West. While Brewer and her growing ranks had left California, my parents had joined a new wave of migrants who were abandoning our ailing Coal and Corn Belts to reinvent ourselves in a state that had always burned in our imaginations as the final frontier for the great American Dream.

In an 1865 letter to the New York Tribune, Arizona promoter and future territorial Governor Richard “Slippery Dick” McCormick essentially depicted a vast and empty land waiting to be occupied: “I recommend Arizona to our discharged volunteers, and to all unemployed persons who seek a wholesome climate, and a new and brief field for energetic industry. To all who are ready to labor, and to wait even a little time for large success, it is full of promise. The day cannot be distant when it will occupy a first rank among the wealthy and populous States.”

A century later, while we quickly donned cowboy boots and gave up our corn bread and catfish for green corn tamales and enchiladas, McCormick’s “promise” still resonated for migrants like us, who came with the understanding that we could remake the state in our own image. Just as the Spanish friars cultivated their olive trees and the American pioneers seeded their cotton and citrus trees, my Dad planted a lawn of Bermuda grass in the sand like the rest of our neighbors. The giant saguaros that framed the photos of our transplanted home in the Sonoran Desert may have stretched across the border into Sonora, Mexico, with a lesson of desert resiliency and adaptation, but for most newcomers they remained like window dressing, not harbingers of a sustainable environment.

Within a short time, I found myself on a morning TV talk show, most likely because of my Howdy Doody red hair and chatty interest in cowboys, discussing our school’s celebration of Arizona history. Our appointed roles on the program were clear: “First came the Indians,” announced one kid, “then came the Spanish and Mexicans,” added another, and finally I stood: “And then came the Anglos.” I carried out the rest of the conversation in the present tense.

While my 1970s childhood in Tucson saw the election of the state’s first and only Mexican American governor, witnessed labor leader Cesar Chavez bring international shame on his native state’s treatment of migrant workers with a “fast for love,” and celebrated Tucson’s “Queen of Rock,” Linda Ronstadt (who came from one of the city’s pioneering Mexican American families), newcomers like me, in the unfolding New West’s suburbs, military bases, and strip malls, found it more convenient to stand at the doorstep of our adopted state as modern-day pioneers and not consider the meaning of its conflicting cultures and ancient history.

Only by accident did I learn, for example, that much of Tucson’s history had been removed, literally. My Dad’s second office in town was housed in a narrow old adobe in the Barrio Viejo of Tucson. As director of litigation of the Pima County Legal Aid Society, one of the first legal cases for his section joined a community effort to stop a misguided highway proposal, named after the Butterfield stagecoach route, that would have demolished the remnants of Tucson’s most historic Mexican barrios. In those early days following our arrival, my brother and I loved to wander the backstreets around my Dad’s office, beguiled by the Sonoran adobe architecture and the last remnants of street life around Barrio Viejo and Barrio Libre.

“Perhaps the humble appearance of El Hoyo justifies the discerning shrugs of more than a few people only vaguely aware of its existence,” Tucson author Mario Suárez wrote in 1947, in his pioneering fiction work about barrio life. “Yet El Hoyo is not the desperate outpost of a few families against the world.” The first author to use the term “chicano” in modern literature, Suárez seemingly captured our initiation into a land beyond our own imaginary atlas: “Chicano is the short way of saying Mexicano,” he wrote. “It is the long way of referring to everybody.”

Whether “everybody” was willing to embrace Tucson’s deeply rooted cultures was another matter. The National Book Award–winning poet Ai (Florence Anthony), who often explored her mixed ancestry (including Japanese, African American, Choctaw, and Irish heritages), once mused in an interview on her upbringing in Tucson’s Barrio Viejo: “So I have a real early connection to Mexican culture, which I enjoyed having, and I think it added to my life to have it.”

I’ll never forget my Dad walking us over to a nearby empty lot, a vast field strewn with the wreckage of bulldozers and construction equipment. Under the guise of urban renewal, more than eighty acres of the surrounding historic barrio—the most densely populated Mexican American, O’odham, and ethnically mixed neighborhood in the state and region—had been razed in an unabashed act to rid the city of its “slums” as part of urban renewal. “Urban removal, more like,” my Dad said, shaking his head.

“Just as we collect shards to put together the pieces of Hohokam history,” Allen told me one day, “we must do the same for our contemporary times.” As a child, he had been sent to the Phoenix Indian School, a notorious boarding school that sought to separate tribal children from their cultures and language, and effectively “take the Indian out of the American Indian.”

On one of our first outings, the O’odham elder took me to the concrete remains of the Butte Japanese internment camp on his Gila River reservation, where thousands of Japanese and Japanese Americans had been detained for three years. At one point in the mid-1940s, it ranked as the fourth-largest city in Arizona.

“Wax on, wax off,” Allen mused, referring to a famous line in the popular Karate Kid film. Noriyuki “Pat” Morita, the American-born star and Oscar nominee, had been imprisoned as a child at this internment camp, as well. For Allen, the camp was just one episode in Arizona’s (and our nation’s) long and twisted history of anti-immigrant policies.

“As a native, I’ve never understood the reasoning of so-called nativists,” Allen told me on one trip in the mid-1990s, when a contentious debate over deportation and immigration policy once again placed Arizona in the national headlines. It made me wonder: so far from the symbolic transit station of Ellis Island, had the borderlands actually been the nation’s burning ground over entry into the American experience?

After the signing of the Gadsden Purchase, Allen’s and Rivas’s families moved across the borderline with little thought, passing the quaint marble and iron border obelisks or ranch fences en route to their native villages, work, ceremonies, and social occasions. Still, the issue of citizenship and certain rights for the O’odham were never codified.

“My father fought in the 1960s to get O’odham support for his community on the other side of the border,” Rivas began. “He was called a Sonoran O’odham. He worked on ranches and in the mines.”

Less than four months before homeland security was irrevocably changed on September 11, 2001, a delegation of Tohono O’odham tribal members journeyed across the United States on a campaign to “Make It Right.” When they arrived in Washington, DC, they met with members of Congress and petitioned for a change to the Immigration and Nationality Act that would recognize tribal credentials as official accreditation for citizenship rights.

According to the delegation, 7,000 out of the 24,000 Tohono O’odham had no birth certificates; an estimated 1,400 lived south of the border.

“I don’t have a birth document,” Rivas told me.

The events of 9/11 derailed any discussion on crossover border rights. Legislative efforts by Arizona Congressmen Raúl Grijalva and Ed Pastor for citizenship rights never made it through House committees. The militarization of the border had already been launched in the mid-1990s, as part of President Bill Clinton’s Operation Gatekeeper, a measure flanking the passing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that fortified border security at the main corridors of migration and shifted the journey of undocumented migrants into the more remote and deadly stretches of the O’odham desert. “The current policies in place on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border have created a humanitarian crisis that has led to the deaths of more than 5,000 people,” noted an ACLU report on the fifteenth anniversary of Clinton’s policy. “Because of deadly practices and policies like Operation Gatekeeper, the death toll continues to rise unabated despite the decrease in unauthorized crossings due to economic factors.”

For natives like Allen and Rivas, the cycles of conquest had been followed by our modern-day cycles of deportations, “amnesties,” and now militarized efforts like Operation Gatekeeper. Every twenty years or so, border security and “illegal” immigration issues were rediscovered by political opportunists whenever the economy weakened, a war ended, or election time heated up.

I had experienced this phenomenon in Arizona as well, though far from the US-Mexico border. When I lived in Flagstaff in the mid-to late 1990s, I directed a literacy center in northern Arizona, dealing mainly with immigrants working in the tourist and service industries on the vast Colorado Plateau, which stretches from the Grand Canyon to the Navajo Nation. While the ponderosa pine forests in the northern part of the state couldn’t have differed more in landscape from my adopted Sonoran Desert in southern Arizona, the machinations of immigration politics transcended the geographical borders of the state—and our shared linea with Mexico. My phone rang one night with an urgent call. “La migra is planning a sweep,” a desperate voice told me in Spanish, referring to immigration agents. “Tell your students.”

Earlier that week, hundreds of undocumented workers in the Phoenix suburb of Chandler had been rounded up as part of a surprise crackdown in Latino neighborhoods that brought widespread denouncements and civil rights lawsuits. The best line: when a Mexican American store clerk was questioned for her “papers” by a police officer, she naturally responded, “I’ve got toilet paper, writing paper, and newspaper—what kind do you want?”

By the time Arizona passed the controversial SB 1070 “papers, please” immigration law in 2010, which requires law enforcement officials to check residency status during an encounter with any suspected undocumented immigrant and makes it a state crime to be caught under Arizona’s sun without proper residency documents, more than 1,200 National Guard troops had joined ranks with hundreds of transplanted Border Patrol agents on the O’odham reservation, spiraling out in what looked like a prolonged military operation in an unnamed war. The escalation of the drug smugglers, which had been part of borderland rustling for decades, turned deadly.

When construction began on the steel fence near her home, less than a mile from the border, “I couldn’t sleep at night,” Rivas recalled. “They worked at night—all of the scraping, rocks being crushed. Sounded liked screaming. I would sit all night listening to the screaming. Like Mother Earth screaming. They were putting these metal things in her, and we don’t know how to pull them out. They put them in concrete, and told us we are now in two different countries.”

One of the more outspoken O’odham against the military buildup, Rivas founded O’odham Against the Wall and began to document Border Patrol agents’ abuses, including harassment of local residents, as well as the impact of the new fence and checkpoints on traditional O’odham, who were prevented from crossing the border for religious ceremonies.

“It’s a frightful thing for elders, who don’t speak English,” Rivas said. “They make you feel like a criminal.”

In 2010, with the Tea Party in control of the state legislature, State Senator Russell Pearce and Governor Brewer took the encroachment of O’odham boundaries one step further in a extraordinary assertion of states’ rights over tribal sovereignty. Dismissing Indian gaming compacts and rights, Pearce tore into the Obama administration for blocking his role in the state’s lawsuit against the US Department of the Interior to halt an O’odham casino on tribal land just outside Brewer’s adopted home turf of Glendale.

“It is an outrage that in America today the Federal Government can swoop in, crush the state’s rights to dictate what happens in their boundaries, and ignore the will of Arizona voters,” Pearce said in a press statement. “It is with total disregard and disrespect for the State of Arizona that this Administration acts.”

Sovereignty, apparently, did not apply to indigenous people in Arizona. The nativists trumped the natives.

Pearce drew another line in the sand: “Obama has apparently decided that in this family of the United States, Arizona is the black sheep and he will stop at nothing to crush anything the good people of Arizona want. Obama has thrown democracy out the window—he’s taunting Arizonans by saying, ‘don’t care how you voted, what I say goes all through this land.’ Here the Fed’s are sticking their nose in a State’s rights issue.”

Returning from a traditional O’odham ceremony, Rivas was stopped once by a Border Patrol agent. He shouted at her to prove her citizenship: “Are you from the US or Mexico?” Taken aback, she answered, “I’m O’odham, on my own lands. You should prove who you are.” The agent pulled out his gun, Rivas said, and then held it to her head. “Are you a US or Mexican citizen?” She looked at him. “I’m O’odham.”

Rivas lit up a tobacco-rolled cigarette and swatted at the first waves of smoke. She recognized the reasons I had come home again, what drove that never-ending search to reclaim the history of our homelands and consider what it means today. To ask the question: What has happened to Arizona?

Not that conflicts over statehood and anti-immigrant fervor have ever wavered since the earliest days of Arizona. More than a century ago, carpetbagging Arizona politicians bucked a US House committee’s recommendation to conjoin Arizona and New Mexico as a single state in 1906. Their reasoning: “Arizona is America, New Mexico is Mexican,” and their fear over the political reality that New Mexico’s Mexican American Republicans would outnumber Arizona’s Anglo Democrats. Acting with “indignation that was as much racist as righteous,” venerable Arizona historian Thomas Sheridan noted, the future state locked down its front-page role in the national headlines as the final frontier of an exclusionary American destiny. Arizona preferred not to become a state in the union rather than acquiesce to a “different race”—or as a US senator from South Carolina added, “a cry of a pure blooded white community against the domination of a mixed breed aggregation of citizens of New Mexico, who are Spaniards, Indians, Greasers, Mexicans, and everything else.”

To understand Arizona today, I had to go beyond a nostalgic version of Arizona’s frontier past, and revisit the stories Allen shared when we stood at the remains of the Japanese prison camp, in order to ask the question: were we once again slogging through another battle in an unfinished, century-old cultural war over who would be the gatekeeper of the American Dream, or had we truly reached a pivotal moment in Arizona’s showdown with the federal government over states’ rights?

The recognition of this often conflicting history—or, in fact, denial of it by new ranks of interlopers intent on rewriting Arizona’s place in the greater American experience—begged another question: did the headlong descent of our forty-eighth state into its current states’ rights and anti-immigrant spasm mark a defining shift for our country, or was Arizona simply a rogue state following a divisive historical trend that dated back to efforts of transient politicians to drag the US-Mexico borderlands into the Confederacy, derail Arizona’s entry into statehood in 1912, and carry out cyclical deportations and ethnic conflict?

Such questions did not stop at the state’s borders, of course. “In the nation’s capital and around the country, however, political leaders should be worried that conditions in Arizona will spread nationwide,” Roll Call editor Morton Kondracke had warned. “The failure of Congress and two presidents to enact immigration reform is plunging the nation into an ugly future. Call it the Arizonification of America.”

Yet to understand the Arizonification of America, it was essential first to understand the history of Arizona.

“To undo a mistake is always harder than not to create one originally, but we seldom have the foresight,” Eleanor Roosevelt had said during her visit to the Japanese camp on Allen’s Gila River reservation in 1943. “We have no common race in this country, but we have an ideal to which all of us are loyal: we cannot progress if we look down upon any group of people amongst us because of race or religion.”

Once again, after a decade of living out of state, I found myself coming home to Arizona, as a new generation of social-media-savvy youth and political veterans struggled to pull the state back from the brink and undo what they perceived as the mistakes of a runaway legislature that still questioned its place in the union. Roosevelt’s historic reckoning that placed Arizona on the front lines of American progress had never seemed so elusive.

“Welcome back to Chuk-son,” Rivas said.
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Three Sonorans blogger David A. Morales.
(Photo courtesy of Chris Summitt, Summitt Photography.)
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INTRODUCTION

The Three Sonorans Prophecy


Make no mistake, we are living through the most important time in Arizona’s history. What makes this time so pivotal goes much deeper than what is going on with the controversial issues of today. More important is the cause of what is going on, and why.

THREE SONORANS BLOG, JULY 2010



His real name was David Morales, but he was known as Abie—although a legion of dedicated readers simply identified him with his controversial Tucson blog moniker, Three Sonorans. Our first meeting took place at a sports bar on Speedway Boulevard, where I had often cruised in my high school friend’s souped-up racecars as a youth, when Tucson’s grand crossroad was hailed as the “ugliest street in America” by Life Magazine. Within days, I found myself riding shotgun on Morales’s online updates and attacks on the state’s political mayhem, as he maneuvered the quickly changing media highways.

Few knew he had been an accomplished doctoral student in mathematics at the University of Arizona or that he had grown up in the once-hardscrabble town of Marana, when cotton farms still defined the area’s stretches of desert. His father, a Vietnam vet and copper miner at the nearby BHP mine in San Manuel, had served as a Republican member of the town council in the late 1980s and early ’90s. By the time Morales entered the University of Arizona in 1997, the shrewd town leaders had annexed the unincorporated tracks of suburban sprawl and golf courses and big-box strip malls that stretched along the I-10 corridor, and locked their fate to that of Tucson.

One late spring night on the UA campus in 2010, with only the cubicles in the science and math buildings lit up during the after-hours, Morales found his attention wandering from the equations on his computer screen. Arizona had become the “focal point” in the nation, in his mind, and “the butt of late-night jokes.” What the heck had happened? Did people really know about these Arizona legislators, Morales wondered, who had been allowed to write and pass the state’s controversial SB 1070 “papers, please” immigration law?

The mathematician turned to his computer screen and started thumping on the keyboard. He logged on to his MathGeneRation’s Weblog. Instead of an analysis of a theory or formula, he began to compose a different kind of blog entry:


This is a story you should all know.

I think this story is very telling, and since no one else is covering it, I will. And what I write can be used by any news source, because a story this sexy should be on the news! I will keep it short and simple. This is a story about Steve Montenegro who lives in Arizona. Who is Mr. Montenegro? Mr. Montenegro is a pastor of a Pentecostal church in Phoenix. He is also an immigrant and was born in El Salvador. Most of his church congregation are so called “illegal aliens.” . . . Mr. Montenegro, despite being the spiritual leader of a group of good Godfearing Christians, and deriving an income from these same people, is also a politician. But not just any politician! Mr. Montenegro is also a member of the Arizona state legislature.

What party affiliation do you think the person described above has? You would be wrong if you guessed Democrat, because Representative Montenegro is a hard-core Republican, and lately has taken to the airwaves to voice his support for Russell Pearce’s SB1070.



Once Morales posted his blog, his life would never be quite the same. Some would add: Tucson would never be the same. Within a month, surprised by the response and encouragement, he transferred his blog to the Tucson Citizen website, an unpaid operation at the city’s longest-running newspaper, which had folded its print edition in 2009. It had been founded in 1870 by Richard McCormick, the “prince of carpetbaggers” and eventual territorial governor of Arizona, who had used his former wartime newspaper skills to promote the mining and merchant interests of a virtual oligarchy in the territory. Now, it seemed, the Gannett-owned Tucson Citizen was in the hands of a gaggle of volunteer bloggers.

On January 8, 2011, a blog posting from Morales’s portable phone brought down the Tucson Citizen server. Seated at a Pima County Democratic Party meeting one Saturday morning, he had been taking notes on a special resolution against HB 2281, the state legislature’s thinly veiled ban on Mexican American Studies in Tucson, which equates the critical pedagogy approach of teaching Mexican American history and literature to the “overthrow of the government,” and the fostering of resentment, ethnic solidarity, and division. Outraged by the unfounded accusation, the Tucson Democrats declared that Mexican American Studies “should not only be left as-is but should be expanded to include more ethnicities and cultures in every school throughout Arizona.”

Then Morales received an urgent text. After confirming with a couple of other Democrats who had also received the message, he quickly posted his blog entry: “Gabrielle Giffords shot in head in Tucson.” Picked up by Google news, the Tucson Citizen site reportedly crashed within minutes, setting off local and national news investigations.

As the blogger noted the next day, the Giffords tragedy was strangely but inextricably entangled in the Mexican American Studies and immigration conflicts. One of the slain, federal court judge John Roll, had been assigned to hear the case of the Mexican American students and teachers in Tucson challenging the constitutionality of the state ban. Roll had also received death threats two years earlier when he presided over a multimillion-dollar suit filed by undocumented immigrants who had been abused by an Arizona vigilante on the border. On the same day of the shooting, someone had coincidently vandalized the Cesar Chavez Building on the University of Arizona campus, which houses the Social Justice Education Project and the Mexican American Studies program.

Morales’s tall, robust figure, scraggly beard, and camera had become a fixture at Tucson political events. He always wore one of his trademark hats—a beret, a Panama hat, a ball cap—and stood on the right side of the room, holding a video camera that had become an extension of his identity over the past year. He carried his cellphone in his other hand.

Within a year, more than 1 million viewers had logged on to read Three Sonorans. From its ardent followers in southern Arizona’s Latino, liberal, and youth communities, to business and political power brokers, it had become the bookmarked must-read on Arizona politics and immigration issues. It had also drawn its fair share of enemies from both sides of the aisle. The blog was an equal-opportunity muckraker, as critical of the compromises of liberals and Democrats as any ploys by Tea Party extremists. More important, it marked the entrance and evolving power of a new generation of social-mediasavvy voices that would transform Arizona’s SB 1070 state of the union.

With the themes of “Desert, Science and Hot Dogs,” the Three Sonorans blog issued a prophecy in the dog days of the “SB 1070 summer” with an audacious headline: “The Rebirth of Arizona.”

After a brief overview of the 2008 election of President Barack Obama, the appointment of former Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano to head the Department of Homeland Security, and the ascension of Jan Brewer to power, and then the subsequent fallout over SB 1070, Morales addressed the national implications of Arizona’s brewing showdown.


Due to the events of the last two years, Arizona is now being forced to confront an issue that is about to be awakened nationwide in a larger scale very soon, and that is the issue of xenophobia and racism. In this election year Arizona will head in one of two directions. The first direction is down the path we are on now, and bills will be passed that include denying citizenship to persons born here in direct violation of the 14th amendment, along with other racist bills. The second direction will be a new path, one that will lead to a rebirth of Arizona. Arizona has changed a lot in the last century, and the demographics have drastically changed. There was no international border when Arizona became a state, nor was there Border Patrol. Go back a few more decades and Arizona was in a different nation. A lot has changed, but this election will determine a crucial question. Will we be able to live as a diverse society in peace, or will xenophobia consume us?




[image: ]

[image: ]

Governor Jan Brewer and President Barack Obama in Phoenix.
(Haraz Ghanbari/Associated Press.)
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CHAPTER ONE

ARIZONA V. UNITED STATES


But at a time when our discourse has become so sharply polarized—at a time when we are too eager to lay the blame for all that ails the world at the feet of those who happen to think differently than we do—it’s important for us to pause for a moment and make sure that we’re talking with each other in a way that heals, not in a way that wounds.

PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA, JANUARY 12, 2011, TUCSON, ARIZONA



ARIZONA GONE WILD

Thousands packed McKale Memorial Center that day. An overflow crowd lined the nearby football stadium, where jumbotron screens flashed the entrance of President Barack Obama, former Arizona governor and Department of Homeland Security Chief Janet Napolitano, Attorney General Eric Holder, and Governor Jan Brewer. Televised nationally, the historic event had been staged as a moment of unity in the country, with Arizona as its symbol: Together We Thrive: Tucson and America.

As the nation gathered to reflect on the gunning down of Arizona Representative Gabrielle Giffords, which left six dead and thirteen injured in Tucson on January 8, 2011, the president beseeched his fellow citizens “to come together as a people, Republicans, Democrats, Independents,” and “find common ground, even as we’re having some very vigorous debates.”

Not everyone in Arizona, however, was on board with the president.

Declaring that President Obama was engaging in “jihad against America,” Arizona’s new State Senate president, Russell Pearce—the self-proclaimed architect of the state’s controversial SB 1070 immigration law—had told an earlier national conference, “I can tell you that the best thing about 1070 is that Obama may not be visiting Arizona because we actually require papers now.” In other words: Welcome to Arizona. Now go home.

With the most radical Tea Party faction in control of its legislature, Arizona had not only dislodged Sarah Palin as one of the most reliable political jokes on late-night TV shows—in fact, Arizona nativists attempted to persuade her to join their cause as a new homeowner in Scottsdale—but had set in motion one of the most alarming challenges to federal authority in modern history. As a precursor to a new era of politics, Arizona’s never-ending parade of guntoting sheriffs, prophecy-quoting fringe politicians, and carpetbagging “you’re one of us” mavericks defiantly unveiled their vision of a states’ rights paradise for the Tea Party and extremist forces across America.

For all the reprimands from the national editorial boards, and all the nationwide protests that erupted in noncompliance, and all the boycotts enacted against Arizona’s vital tourist industry, perhaps nothing stung more than Jon Stewart’s tribute in the spring of 2010 on The Daily Show: “Arizona is the meth lab of democracy.”

There were some dandies. In one of the first bills after the Giffords incident, the Arizona state legislature declared the Colt Single-Action Army Revolver—the Connecticut-based pistol that had been used against Native Americans in various nineteenth-century territorial campaigns—as the state gun. Bereft of any concealed gun laws, you could legally lug that Colt or a lighter semi-automatic into any saloon and knock back a whiskey in all its Wild West glory. Despite the contradiction, the legislature also hammered out a law supporting state financing for the production of a Tea Party–inspired “Don’t Tread on Me” license plate.

Conservative states across the country were not simply watching Arizona’s ludicrous legislative antics; the Grand Canyon State, once ridiculed, was emerging as the bellwether of rebellion, and its actions were suddenly turning into blueprints for legislatures from Alaska to Alabama.

When a banner rippled at the grand opening of the Lime Fresh Mexican Grill in Florida with bare-faced taunting—“So authentically Mexican we couldn’t open a store in Arizona”—the terrible irony was being played out that same day in the chain’s other location, in Alabama, where the passing of a copycat (if not even more draconian) immigration law had triggered a frantic exodus of undocumented residents from the state’s schools and farm communities. The fields of sweet potatoes sat empty in Alabama.

The joke was still on Arizona.

In neighboring Georgia, Pearce’s public endorsement for that state’s copycat fast-track legislation helped push its hard-liner immigration bill into law two months after Obama visited Tucson. Arizona got the credit. “We are at the front of the parade,” Pearce told his constituents, “and we have changed the debate in Washington, DC.”

Even Prince William County in Virginia, which had instituted a similar ordinance requiring law enforcement officials to check the residency status of suspected immigrants three years before Arizona—only to see it quickly repealed for constitutional violations—faltered in its trailblazing role in comparison to Arizona, whose law uniquely sparked international upheaval.

The Arizonification of America, however, had other casualties. On the same day the president spoke in Tucson, an estimated thirty thousand immigrants without proper papers sat behind bars in detention centers across the country, while the Obama administration’s Secure Communities policy stayed on pace to set an annual record of nearly four hundred thousand deportation cases. Among the five thousand immigrants who had died attempting to cross Arizona’s brutal deserts since the nation ramped up its border strategies in 1994, someone had most likely lost his life on that day.

Beyond the National Guard troops deployed in a massive buildup of heavily armed Border Patrol forces and the billion-dollar boondoggle of a virtual wall lining the border with Mexico, federal enforcement policies had more in common with Arizona than most people knew or cared to acknowledge. Far from the border, the “immigration war” had spilled into “secure communities” and neighborhoods and schools across the nation.

Perhaps Pearce was right. Hundreds of laws and anti-immigrant resolutions had been introduced or passed in nearly twenty-five states since SB 1070 became a slogan. While others in the nation may have shared Arizona’s powerful mix of nativist fervor, constitutional revisionism, and passion for federal rollbacks and criminal retribution, no other state had injected the lethal combination of such policies into the legislative debate like Arizona’s Tea Party legislature since the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing movement in the mid-nineteenth century.

And arguably, no other contemporary state (or politicians like Pearce and Governor Brewer) had waged such an obsessive campaign over immigration and border security—almost to the point of being written off as a raving relic numerous times. Not that the defiant governor or white-knuckled Pearce, a conservative former deputy sheriff with a long history of personal conflicts and scandals, were originals. Their ranks followed a well-worn trail of frontier justice in Arizona. Embracing a century-long state tradition of stirring the “brown scare” and invoking cyclical episodes of immigrant roundups and deportation during economic downturns, Pearce and fellow Fox News media darlings, like Maricopa County Sheriff Joe Arpaio and Governor Brewer, had managed to beat the drums of borderland fear long enough to gain national attention. In turn, Fox News presented the border issue as America’s “third war,” placing Arizona on the level of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts as a national security crisis.

With the backroom help of the American Legislative Exchange Council corporate lobby and the extremist Washington, DC–based front group the Federation for American Immigration Reform (FAIR), Pearce had introduced his beloved immigration bill with the fanfare of an annual pageant since 2005—only months after his son, a police officer, was shot by an undocumented immigrant in the Phoenix area.

Pearce understood the makings of the media, that perception counted as much as reality. Despite the fact that his state’s crime and immigration rates were at their lowest in decades, according to FBI Uniform Crime Reports, the Tea Party president and his flankers managed to keep the fear of imminent invasion and spillover from the Mexican drug war simmering at the gates of the border. They adopted a mantra that had been coined thousands of miles away by a former George W. Bush administration law enforcement agent, but that now fit their cause like a brand-new cowboy hat: “attrition through enforcement.” They railed against the social costs of immigration while refusing to admit the huge benefits of having undocumented workers contribute to Arizona’s economy and tax revenues, the loss of which would amount to an estimated $48 billion, according to a Center for American Progress study.

Instead, as argued by conservative Arizona Representative Ben Quayle, the transplanted son of former Vice President Dan Quayle, “statistics and averages might mean something to government bureaucrats and analysts in Washington,” but facts didn’t overrule politics for those living on the border—or corporate lobbyists and politicians making laws inside the State Capitol.

Writing in the Social Contract Press, published by FAIR founder John Tanton—which the Southern Poverty Law Center determined “routinely publishes race-baiting articles penned by white nationalists”—Pearce laid down the gauntlet in his justification of Arizona’s extremist moves: “It will do no good to forgive them because millions more will come behind them, and we will be over run to the point that there will no longer be a United States of America but, a North American Union of open borders. I ask you what form of government will we live under? How long will it be before we will be just like Mexico? We have already lost our language; everything must be printed in Spanish. We have already lost our history since it is no longer taught in our schools. And we have lost our borders.”

The tipping point came in the spring of 2010: when a tragic shooting took place on the US-Mexico border in southern Arizona—the still unsolved murder of rancher Robert Krentz in Cochise County—Pearce played his trump card and rammed through his beloved legislation soaked in the memory and nonstop media coverage of the rancher’s death. Within weeks, Governor Brewer didn’t simply sign Pearce’s SB 1070 into the books; she immortalized Arizona’s groundbreaking punitive immigration measure as the front line in Pearce’s even greater battle to defend the American Dream.

Using the broken immigration system as the crisis that tied the binds of all Americans, Pearce and his Arizona minions thrived on the very paradox of President Obama’s address in the wake of Tucson’s shooting: a nation divided. In a country that had emerged from a bloody revolution and Civil War over the right to migration and mobility and to preserve the sacredness of our union, Arizona politicians like Pearce and Brewer stripped the scab from an unhealed wound over civil rights with their separatist invective, and dragged their border state into the national battlefield over the rights of law-abiding Americans and Latino immigrants to pursue the American Dream.

“Until the passage of SB 1070,” former state senator Alfredo Gutierrez noted, “the anti-immigrant hysteria that has seized the country has supported legislation that specifically targets the undocumented. By making anyone who is ‘reasonably suspicious’ of being an ‘illegal,’ [SB 1070] targets the entire Latino community in Arizona. As recent history has shown, they will find an enthusiastic audience in the post-Confederate South.”

Indeed, Arizona had conjured a massive following of supporters across the nation—and as far as Europe, where even Italian fascists and northern separatists alike offered their support for SB 1070—far beyond the issue of immigration. Galvanized by Arizona’s defiance, Tea Party legislators were introducing similar bills over immigration as well as the control of guns, natural resources, education, and health care.

Arizona went one step further in standing up to a White House led by a man with, many residents believed, a questionable birth certificate. To be sure, Arizona Secretary of State Ken Bennett threatened in a live radio interview in the summer of 2012 to keep President Obama off the ballot in the state until Hawaiian officials verified the existence of Obama’s birth certificate.

Within two weeks of the president’s somber January 12, 2011, challenge to the country, Pearce announced his intentions to introduce a bill that would nullify “existing federal statutes, mandates and executive orders” deemed unwarranted by a state committee. As longtime Arizona Republic columnist E. J. Montini noted, the measure would give Arizona the right “to secede without officially doing so.”

On the heels of Pearce’s declaration of the sovereignty of states’ rights, the Arizona legislature took its show of defiance globally, considering a bill that would prohibit “courts from considering international law or legal precepts of other nations or cultures when making judicial decisions.”

Imbued by Brewer’s signing of a bill in the spring of 2011 establishing an armed force to deploy at her discretion, the Tea Party–led Arizona state legislature doubled down on its “make Arizona its own country” campaign in 2012 by reintroducing its elusive but cherished nullification legislation, and passing a bill that called on the federal government to relinquish control over publicly owned land, including national forests and monuments.

But maintaining their power over those boundaries also concerned Pearce and his Tea Party ranks, as well as the state’s notorious attorney general, Tom Horne. In a transient state with large retirement and seasonal communities, where more than 30 percent of the population was Latino, the rapidly changing non-Anglo majority of students in Arizona schools was emerging as the greatest threat in a demographic shift that transcended immigration issues for the state’s nativists.

The Tea Party’s darkest nightmare was a cautionary tale for the Southwest, and for the rest of the nation: the latest census proved that native births in Arizona, not immigration, accounted for one of the fastest-growing Latino populations in the country. With the nation’s highest “cultural generation” gap—83 percent of the aging population was categorized as Anglo, and 57 percent of the children came from Latino families—Arizona had watched the state change from 72 percent to 50 percent non-Latino in the past two decades. Horne and Pearce, among other Arizona leaders, understood what the rest of the anti-immigrant elements of the Republican Party feared: across the nation, as more than fifty thousand Latinos turned eighteen every month, the voting ranks were inevitably shifting—or “browning,” as Arizona observers were apt to say.

In an attempt to crush the nation’s only high school program in Mexican American Studies, which had been held up as a nationally acclaimed model for churning out unusually high rates of graduates and college-bound Latinos and for notably alleviating the achievement gap that hampered education efforts elsewhere, the Arizona hard-liners conjoined SB 1070 with an accompanying law that effectively banned the program under the guise that it allegedly promoted “the overthrow of the United States government,” ethnic “solidarity,” and “resentment toward a race or class of people.” Pearce declared that studying Mexican American history and literature in Tucson’s program was the equivalent of sedition.

Pearce dropped another bombshell on the heels of the president’s visit that would serve as further foreshadowing of the 2012 elections. In a direct clash with a 1982 Supreme Court decision, he sought to deny K–12 education to undocumented children and require medical facilities to verify citizenship before granting services—the bill was soon replicated in Alabama. Another bill rejected the Fourteenth Amendment guarantee of birthright citizenship to children of undocumented workers.

Six months later, on the eve of the dedication of the Martin Luther King Jr. memorial in Washington, DC, Horne stunned the nation by making Arizona the first state to file suit to strike down parts of the Voting Rights Act.

Arizona gone wild? Perhaps, but it had also gone viral.

Far from being a solitary rogue state, Arizona emerged as a quintessential training ground for manufacturing a shock crisis in order to ram through an extremist agenda. Arizona’s immigration troubles also served as a convenient distraction from other homegrown disasters: the state economy was in ruins, with the worst structural debt in the nation; the foreclosure crisis had left an estimated one out of six houses unoccupied after a real estate binge; and uncontrolled development had brought the state to the brink of irreversible water and environmental crises.

“The immigrant community became the scapegoat for every social and financial issue, and there were those who expertly used to it divide communities and voters,” US Representative Raúl Grijalva told me in his Tucson office near the University of Arizona in the summer of 2011. “You’re poor because they’re here. You don’t have a job because they’re here. The environment is getting trashed because they are coming over. The security of your neighborhood is worse because of them. They’re all drug smugglers. I tell people: the criminalization of immigrants was key in this whole 1070 battle.”

In a defining moment of the desperate economic times, the Arizona legislature even sold some of its Capitol buildings in 2010 in a fundraising-leasing stunt.

Even when the extraordinary Wisconsin uprising against the anti-union policies of Tea Party Governor Scott Walker took place in the spring of 2011, Governor Brewer elbowed her way back onto the Sunday TV talk-show circuit to make sure Arizona didn’t play second fiddle to any other state rebellion. (Arizona leaders not only trumpeted the state’s union-busting “right to work” policies; they also boasted that the state had stripped public school teachers of any tenure rights. By the spring of 2012, the legislature would launch its own assault on public unions.) On ABC News, Brewer defiantly declared, “We believe that the federal government just needs to get out of the way and let us run the states.”

For Arizona’s Tea Party legislature, the issue itself was almost secondary to the principle of state rebellion against federal control. Would Arizona draw a line in the sand at the production of light bulbs or firearms or immigration policy? Introducing a bill to exempt incandescent light bulbs made in Arizona from federal regulations, State Senator Frank Antenori—who drew the ire of the national media when he chastised Giffords for blocking media access to her less than eight months after her shooting—admitted that his main intent was to instigate a lawsuit with the federal government over the US Constitution. Light bulbs, guns, Mexican immigrants—it didn’t really matter.

Brewer preferred guns. The governor signed the Firearms Freedom Act, which allows weapons and ammunition manufactured in Arizona to be sold in the state without federal registration or regulations. Responding to the criticism that the deadly drug war in neighboring Mexico was being supplied in large part by virtually unregulated Arizona gun shows, Brewer warned Washington politicians not to “get between Arizonans and their constitutional rights.”

Brewer, a California transplant who had ironically inherited her position when former Democratic Governor Janet Napolitano was elevated from her post to head up the Department of Homeland Security, reveled in her head-on confrontation with federal authority—especially with President Obama. She had already emerged as the first state leader to “play chicken with the Obama administration,” according to the Washington Post, by passing a bill that requested a federal waiver from certain Medicaid requirements.

Another bill required federal environmental inspectors to register with the sheriff whenever its representatives entered one of Arizona’s fifteen counties. Forbes columnist Osha Davidson declared this new bill could be summed up in three words: “Stay outta Arizona.”

THE OTHER ARIZONA

Since the election of President Obama in 2008, episodes like this had typified news coverage of Arizona, prompting furious debate among the nation’s pundits and inviting laugh lines from late-night personalities. But while Brewer and fellow anti-immigrant demagogues dominated the headlines, the truth was that Arizona was also home to a resilient base of progressive and liberal leaders who had worked tirelessly to rescue the state from radical right-wing interlopers, political carpetbaggers, and corporate powers over the past century.

If anything, the state’s cycles of history had taught “the other Arizona” one lesson: at a certain point, the extremists will overreach and serve as the catalyst for their own demise.

Nearly a century ago, Arizona’s first governor, George W. P. Hunt, warned his fellow Arizonans that a different kind of national showdown was taking place in their state—one that might even resonate more today with the vast majority of Americans than Arizona’s spells over immigration. “The working class, plus the professional class, represent 99 percent,” Hunt said in 1916. “The remaining 1 percent is represented by those who make a business of employing capital.” Made from a copper mining camp in rural Arizona, Hunt’s admonition riled Wall Street as much as Occupy Wall Street and other recent uprisings have reframed the national debate over corporate influence in contemporary times. As Hunt put it, “It will be a happy day for the nation when the corporations shall be excluded from political activity and vast accumulations of capital cannot be employed in an attempt to control government.”

Long before Hunt and his labor shock troops ushered in one of the nation’s most progressive state constitutions in 1912, the clash over Arizona’s vast natural resources, its native and immigrant labor ranks, and its rooted inhabitants and carpetbagging business interests had not only placed the border region on the front lines of American politics but also helped force our nation to come to grips with its fundamental commitment to civil rights and democracy. It had hardly been a hundred years of solitude.

“It’s about raw political power now,” Grijalva told me in his Tucson office, nearly a century after Hunt’s pioneering clash with fringe politicians on the bankroll of corporate interests. Cupping his hands around a walrus mustache similar to the one that had made Hunt famous, Grijalva let out a sigh and then went on. “The attitude is, I’ll take you over the cliff if I have to, unless I get my way.”

Grijalva, chair of the House Progressive Caucus, was referring to the Republican showdown on the debt ceiling crisis in the summer of 2011, which compelled his colleague Gabby Giffords to make a breakthrough return for a vote on the floor of Congress. Grijalva had taken a leading role in holding President Obama and the Tea Party–beholden Republicans accountable for their intractable demands. His leadership had transformed the Progressive Caucus from a symbol to a force to be reckoned with. With legacy programs like Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security (along with other “bedrock pillars of the American success story”) placed at risk for the sake of a “manufactured crisis,” Grijalva appeared on national networks and called on the president to lift the debt ceiling and not bow to a handful of “unappeasable right-wing radicals.”

Grijalva knew all too well that a similar upheaval was brewing on the home front.

The veteran Tucson politician and activist was no stranger to such extremist power plays, especially when it came to Arizona. And no one had taken it on the chin—both locally and in the national media—like Grijalva, whose frank, no-nonsense talk and “Pancho Villa mustache” had served as a convenient target.

“I’m wondering if we look at the map of Congressman Grijalva’s congressional district, if we haven’t already ceded that component of Arizona to Mexico, judging by the voice that comes out of him,” Iowa Congressman Steve King told Fox News in the aftermath of the SB 1070 signing. “He’s advocating for Mexico rather than the United States and against the rule of law, which is one of the central pillars of American exceptionalism.”

“Our state has always had an independent streak,” Grijalva said. “Conservatism is not the issue—national leadership has come out of this state for decades. But we were used to conservatives like Barry Goldwater: blunt, libertarian, hawkish, but not punitive. Now we have this punitive strain. That’s the one that began to transform Arizona. And it’s an aberration. A lot of us didn’t notice that things were beginning to change and we were becoming a petri dish for a lot of national interests to come into Arizona and use the state as an experimental ground.”

I had first met Grijalva as a high school student more than three decades ago, when I did an internship with a fellow Pima County supervisor. The mustache had grayed, but his frank demeanor and determined energy had always seemed emblematic of Tucson’s rooted Latino community, which was forever adapting to and fending off the changing politics of the transient region. The son of a migrant worker, Grijalva had cut his political teeth in the Chicano movement in Tucson in the late 1960s and ’70s; by 1974, he had made history by winning a seat on the school board. Following a stint as a county supervisor, Mr. Grijalva went to Washington in 2002 after legendary Democratic Representative Morris K. Udall (who was beset with Parkinson’s disease) retired, and new southern Arizona congressional seats fell into play.

If only Udall and Goldwater were still around to dress down the Tea Party today. In an often-told story of the two towering icons and their mutual distaste for fundamentalist strangleholds on politics, both men were disgusted by the campaign of right-wing Moral Majority leader Jerry Falwell to halt the nomination of Arizona judge Sandra Day O’Connor to the US Supreme Court in 1981. Senator Goldwater, “Mr. Conservative” himself, announced that every Christian should line up and “kick Falwell in the ass.” To which Udall replied, “That’s a good idea, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything because Falwell is a good Christian and he would simply turn the other cheek.”

If only such unsparing humor could return to Arizona.

The other Arizona. Not that the media gave it much more than fleeting attention—or an occasional shout-out to Grijalva, who, despite his growing clout on Capitol Hill as one of the most respected progressive voices in Congress, could barely keep up with the 24/7 barrage of TV appearances and media obsession over Arizona’s bottomless pit of right-wing talking heads, from Pearce, Brewer, Arpaio, and Horne to a booming rogue’s gallery of legislators and their daily gaffes and scandals.

The competition was stiff. State Senator Sylvia Allen got the “world’s worst person” ball rolling in 2009 when she mocked concerns over the safety of uranium mining, especially considering her claim that the “world was six thousand years old” and no harm had been done in the preregulatory dinosaur age. State Senator Lori Klein simply wanted to make a point about Arizona’s wondrous gun rights when she pulled out her raspberry-pink .380 Ruger and drew a bead on the chest of a Latino reporter in 2011, and she told national TV that Republican presidential contender Herman Cain had wrongly been accused of sexual harassment because he had never bothered her and she was an attractive woman. Only months before, the former majority leader in the State Senate, Scott Bundgaard, made national news when he invoked his legislator’s right to immunity when he hit his ex-girlfriend in an altercation on the side of a Phoenix highway. This wasn’t quite as funny as when State Senate Appropriations Committee Chair Don Shooter draped himself in a serape and sombrero, with a half-empty bottle of tequila in hand, as the Arizona legislature voted down the extension of federally funded jobless benefits.

In the summer of 2011, in one of the most important blows to campaign finance reform in the nation, hardly any media took much notice when the US Supreme Court struck down Arizona’s progressive Clean Election program, which had allotted campaign dollars for state candidates.

The battle to transcend the headline-grabbing exploits of the right wing in Arizona proved to be a formidable task for Arizona’s liberal ranks. But it also marked the beginning of a movement by social-media-savvy Latino youth, increasing ranks of retiring liberal baby boomers and a revived progressive community to tell their side of Arizona’s story through blogs, video productions, and exploding social networks on Facebook. In the aftermath of SB 1070 and Giffords’s shooting, in fact, the nation was reintroduced to a truer reflection of the borderlands’ deeply rooted multicultural and progressive politics—not the worst but the best the state had to offer.

But would the media go beyond the sensational clips of the state as a bastion of gun-toting, racist, and hate-filled Tea Partiers and secessionists?

Funny enough, one story the media did cover widely was largely a political prank. Galvanized by the national outcry over SB 1070, the “Baja Arizona” movement emerged in the spring of 2011 to “establish a new state in Southern Arizona free of the un-American, unconstitutional machinations of the Arizona legislature and to restore our region’s credibility as a place welcoming to others, open to commerce, and friendly to its neighbors.”

The insurgents scored a sizable amount of TV time for their cause—in essence, to give Brewer, Pearce, and Arpaio a taste of their own absurdity. “Forget calls for unity and common ground,” NBC News reported. “The former Democratic Party chairman for Pima County is so fed up with Arizona’s conservative politics that he wants the county to secede and form a fifty-first state in southern Arizona.” Reporting from a gathering at a bar in Tucson, The Economist even attempted to provide a historical context for the public relations revolt. “This idea of Baja Arizona is not new,” the British magazine noted. “Some trace it back to the Gadsden Purchase of 1854, when America bought from Mexico a strip of land south of the Gila River that was not included in the earlier cession after the Mexican-American war. More recently, the Midwestern snowbirds and others who flooded into Arizona mainly settled in Maricopa, making it politically dominant and distinct.”

Former Democratic Party chair Paul Eckerstrom managed to get in the last word on a coveted NPR interview: “If we do this vote, at least we can send a message not only to the state legislature but also to the rest of the nation to tell the rest of the nation that not everybody in Arizona is crazy.”

In that respect, Grijalva—and a handful of other veteran activists, commentators, journalists, and Democrats—became the de facto spokespeople for “the other Arizona,” as a new era of activists and political leaders began to take the lead in a post–SB 1070 Arizona and speak out against the state’s increasingly strident rhetoric, civil rights violations, and anti-immigrant policies, and bravely confront the seemingly invincible stranglehold of power by Pearce, Brewer, and Horne in the State Capitol; rogue law enforcement agents like Sheriff Arpaio in the streets; and Tea Party extremists and interlopers on the airwaves.

“When Gabby was shot,” Grijalva said in his office, “there was this sense we were under siege. And it gave in to a painful pause, which also gave folks time to come together. We said to ourselves, We can’t be afraid of this.”

Grijalva moved his chair closer to the table. “The American Dream will be defined by a combination of the deeply rooted and newcomers, but not at the expense of people who have been here. You just can’t come into a place that has deep historical roots and try to craft it into a Midwestern town or a California suburb or an Eastern city. You can’t just treat Mexicans as hired help.”

In the end, Grijalva felt laws like SB 1070 and the anti–Ethnic Studies HB 2281 had brought the issue of race and racism “front and center” to the nation. “It forced our state to deal with racism, which no one wants to deal with. But it also gave us the chance to tell the untold story of immigration and the benefits it has on the nation.”

By extending tolerance and recognition of the state’s native Mexican heritage and immigrant communities, Grijalva honored a local tradition that stretched back centuries, predating the state’s inception and even territorial history.

In a land that had been continually inhabited by indigenous people for centuries and now includes twenty-two sovereign Indian reservations, the first non-native (illegal immigrant) to enter Arizona was an African Moor scout and slave—most likely a Muslim—who led the first Spanish expedition in the 1530s. The commander who founded the Tucson presidio in 1775 on behalf of the Spanish Crown had been an Irish immigrant. Historians often hailed Charles Poston, a Renaissance man and Kentuckian who sided with Lincoln and the Union, as “the father of Arizona.” Poston was arguably the first founder of an “American” community in the territory; his nearly utopian Tubac mining settlement was established in the 1850s as a place with “no law but love,” and peopled with immigrants from around the world. When a brigade of Texan Confederates occupied Tucson in 1862, a singular Mexican immigrant merchant held up the honor of the American Union.

Decades later, as the territory of Arizona grappled with statehood, it took Mexican American and immigrant copper miners to inspire the labor forces that ensured passage of one of the nation’s most progressive state constitutions—even as they were left out of it. Half a century later, Arizona native Cesar Chavez led the United Farm Workers in one of the most important civil rights movements in the country. Fellow Arizonan Lalo Guerrero, the “father of Chicano music,” would provide much of its pop culture soundtrack. In the 1980s, Tucson became the center of a national sanctuary movement to provide refuge for undocumented immigrants fleeing the US-funded wars in El Salvador and Guatemala.

In modern times, while Arizona’s woodpile certainly didn’t lack for a supply of corrupt politicians and impeached governors, its statewide politics were largely shaped by centrist Democratic governors (including, in recent years, Bruce Babbitt and Janet Napolitano) and common-sense Western conservatives like Paul Jones Fannin and Ernest McFarland. In the mid-twentieth century, Udall, a liberal giant who served thirty years in the House and became one of the nation’s most powerful environmental advocates, embodied the state’s progressive yet independent Western spirit. (Udall left a political legacy of his own. His son Mark is a senator from Colorado, and his nephew Tom is a senator representing New Mexico.)

Although Udall called himself a “one-eyed Mormon Democrat from conservative Arizona,” the conservatives in his era had little in common with today’s extreme right-wing political leaders in Phoenix. I cut my political teeth with Udall in 1981, as a seventeen-year-old intern on Capitol Hill, and I will never forget our conversations in Washington, DC, over his defiance of liberal Democrats with his opposition to gun control. Udall, who waged an unsuccessful presidential bid in 1976, told a Harvard crowd during his campaign, “I don’t claim total courage; I don’t claim total wisdom.”

“The political landscape had shifted such that the word ‘conservative’ was meaningless today in Arizona,” Arizona author and historian Gregory McNamee told me in the days after Giffords’s shooting. “Barry Goldwater, Fannin, McFarland—those were conservatives. And although they believed in a kind of small government, they were not stingy or shy of putting government to work to do social good,” McNamee added. “McFarland, for example, had a major role in getting the GI Bill through. Those people look like progressives today, and their GOP descendants would scorn them as liberals. Today’s GOP descendants are not conservative or anything of the sort, but instead right-wing extremsists. There’s a big difference between conservative and right-wing radicals.”

With the territory of Arizona still two years away from its birth, President Abraham Lincoln had warned the nation about a “sugar-coated” rebellion brewing in the South and the “farcical pretence of taking their State out of the Union” in 1861. Such a sentiment had now emerged among a new generation of Latinos and the growing ranks of allies and longtime Arizonans fed up with the Tea Party–led state blustering.

Just how far out of the union were today’s right-wing extremists in Arizona?

When a federal judge struck down critical parts of SB 1070, namely the obligatory police check of immigration status, and the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals upheld the decision, Pearce, Horne, and Brewer’s fledgling administration recognized their historic opportunity to take that question—and their states’ rights battle against the Obama administration—to the US Supreme Court in the spring of 2012: Arizona v. United States.

In its claim that Arizona, under the framework of SB 1070, “seeks to interpose its own judgments on those sensitive subjects,” namely national security, law enforcement, foreign policy, and the rights of law-abiding citizens and aliens, the Obama administration’s brief before the Supreme Court subtly recalled the states’ rights rebellion in Lincoln’s era. “The word ‘interpose’ is a yellow flag in the history of state and federal relations,” the New York Times told its readers on April 24, 2012, the eve of the Supreme Court hearing. “The southern states claimed a right of ‘interposition’ as a basis for secession before the Civil War, and they resurrected the idea in the 1950s.”

Alongside that historic court date, another battle was playing out in the national court of public opinion.

Arizona was no longer alone. Tens of states, hundreds of city councils, thousands of schools and public facilities, and untold millions of bloggers, readers, businesses, and consumers who dealt daily with the reality of immigration and immigrants, and civil rights and racial profiling, attempted to make sense of a 250-year-old migratory tradition that had emerged in Arizona as the final showdown—or show—over who has the right to the American Dream.

There was just one unforeseen wrinkle to Arizona’s extremist strategy.

Though large-scale protests against SB 1070 had once lined the capital streets with more than a hundred thousand ralliers and then faltered, Pearce, Brewer, Arpaio, and Horne had no idea that their actions would give rise to a game-changing shift in Latino activism and electoral involvement, newfound alliances and civil rights movements, and to the rebirth of a progressive tradition of activism, to reclaim the state from its extremist interlopers—or, rather, to bring Arizona back as a state in the union.
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The Tucson Citizen, February 14, 1912.
(Photo courtesy of David A. Morales.)
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CHAPTER TWO

TO BE OR NOT TO BE A STATE


Americans are made up from every nationality except Mexicans. Germans, Italians, French, and all nationalities are called Americans.

SENATOR ALBERT BEVERIDGE, DISCUSSING ARIZONA STATEHOOD IN 1902



IT HUMILIATES OUR PRIDE

Kicking up dirt-floor passion on a brisk December day in 1905, the crowd packed the territorial fairgrounds in Phoenix as if it were a rodeo. More than three thousand bona fide citizens stood in line, most of them brought in by train, courtesy of the cheap railroad lobby that steered their cause and bankrolled their political leaders. Their cause was clear: Arizonans didn’t want to become a state in the union, not so long as their fate would be combined with neighboring New Mexico. It was not an issue of allegiance to the United States; it was an issue of allegiance as a certain entity.

“The objection by the people of Arizona, 95 percent of whom are Americans, to the probability of the control of public affairs by people of a different race, many of whom do not speak the English language, and who outnumber the people of Arizona two to one.”

So began their resolution. A stout man raised a megaphone to his lips. The resolution against jointure was read, and as he came to the final lines the grandstand rose as one—or 98 percent. “Arizona’s population is distinctly American, composed of people from all parts of the United States and the best type of immigrants from other countries.” New Mexico, on the other hand, included “centers of population” where the native people were of “Spanish descent,” rendering “decided racial differences between the people of Arizona.”

The resolution numerated Arizona’s reasons to remain out of the union: “The radical and irreconcilable difference in laws, legal customs—in Arizona, all jurors were obliged to speak and understand English. Unlike New Mexico, that had no limitations on citizen participation in their judicial system, territorial Arizona steadfastly defended its rules: No interpreters were allowed in the courtroom; Arizona’s courts are conducted entirely in English.”

For the assembled crowd, history was an additional witness to their cause; Arizona pioneers had “wrested” the land “from the control of the savage Apache,” and they were redeeming the great natural resources from the deserts and mountains. They had earned the right to be on their own. (Indeed, the “people of Arizona” seemingly overlooked Native Americans altogether; they were not and could not become citizens.)

In many respects, Arizonans in 1905 saw themselves in the tradition of the original Tea Partiers, a self-professed “population that is intelligent, patriotic, and sincerely devoted to the Constitution and the principles of liberty as set forth in the Declaration of Independence—the peers of any people under the flag,” ready to throw off the yoke of tyrannical man’s dominion.

In this case: the tyranny by Congress and its intent to place Arizona into joint statehood with New Mexico.

“Arizona is not asking Congress for statehood,” the defiant residents stated, jutting out their chins in search of Eastern affront. “She is asking only to be left alone with an opportunity to work out her own destiny within her own boundaries and with her well-organized American institutions. Inspired by those courageous American ideals which have made the winning of the West possible, the people of Arizona have no fear of the future.”

Ever since Arizona was created as a territory in 1863, its residents had desperately wanted to ask Congress for statehood. Over the next three decades the discussion for statehood may have simmered on the back burner in Washington, DC, but it burned in the small but growing pioneer settlements. In 1891, when the territory sought to “blaze forth a new star in the galaxy of States,” its display of American patriotism still fell short of the doubts over the true “Americanization” of Arizona’s residents.

To be sure, in the 1890s, this was not simply an issue of the “Americanization” of Mexicans and Mexican immigrants. In fact, it was more of a question about the territory’s large population of Mormons, whose outlawed tradition of polygamy lingered in the minds of outside observers and Eastern politicians.

Such a sentiment, or the lack of an “enabling act,” didn’t stop a group of Arizona boosters from holding their own “Constitution Convention” in Phoenix in 1891. In attempt to assuage concerns over Mormon encroachment from Utah, they incorporated a loyalty oath. The rest of the framework for statehood was equally brash, if not as ambitious and defiant. Silver would be the legal tender, contrary to national policy, and “all natural streams and lakes within the boundaries” of Arizona would become property of the state. Lotteries (a tradition in the Mexican communities) would be banned, and gambling (the domain of the Anglos) would remain legal.

“Some of the extremists and fanatics who succeeded in placing an anti-Mormon test oath on the statute books of Arizona,” wrote the Deseret Weekly Mormon newspaper in Salt Lake City, “are moving in the same un-American direction again.”

It didn’t matter. Statehood was shot down. But it didn’t stop another convention two years later. All in vain.

Far from a home for lone cowboys on the range, by the 1890s Arizona territory was the dominion of absentee corporations, a vassal colony of natural resources divvied up by the barons of the Southern Pacific and Santa Fe railroads and the copper industry. Not that this was any secret: as Yolanda LaCagnina wrote in her history of Arizona’s struggle for statehood, “Corporations controlled the legislature.” Company representatives fraudulently tampered with elections, bribed the territorial politicians, and kept any legislative initiatives in check—especially in the realm of taxes—and even had a hand in the appointment of federal judges. One copper company “fixer” was known as “the Corruption Bureau of Phoenix.”

Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater once joked about the appointment of the military hero and “pathfinder” John C. Fremont as governor. A failed railroad promoter, among other entrepreneurial disasters, Fremont had accepted the top position in Arizona in 1878, according to Goldwater, so that the “family fortune might be restored in mining speculations.”

“One of the most potent arguments advanced against Arizona statehood by some congressional leaders at this time,” LaCagnina surmised, “was the inability of the people to govern themselves wisely.”

Although the lawlessness of Tombstone (the town too tough to die) may have beguiled the nation’s readers with its chronicles of crime, it was corruption that dogged the territory’s dreams of statehood—at least, according to critics in Congress. There was another sticking point: Arizona’s undeniable Democratic majority threatened the Republican Party’s control over Congress; there were plenty of reasons to avoid adding two more senators to the fray.

“Statehood has been denied to Arizona because of sectional prejudice, ignorance, imaginary partisan policy, and pure selfishness,” charged territorial Governor Nathan Murphy in 1899. “The latter reason exists in the fact that our Eastern brethren are unwilling to divide legislative representation in Congress. They refuse to grant to their brothers, Americans of the West, who are their equal in every respect, the same privileges under the Constitution which they enjoy.”

By the late 1890s, though, both the Democrats and Republicans included Arizona statehood in their national platforms.

But not everyone saw the benefit in statehood. Fearful of greater tax responsibilities—especially a bullion tax for the extraction industries—and more restrictive labor policies, the powerful absentee corporate interests staved off statehood as long as possible. One of Arizona’s governors eventually noted that a Scottish mining firm operating in the territory paid more in taxes to the British Crown than to his own government.

The growing but still powerless workforce in Arizona understood this. “Laborers, farmers and small businessmen became convinced,” LaCagnina wrote, “that only with the attainment of statehood would the mines and railroads pay their just share of taxes.” Yet the move toward statehood slumped along at the pace of a tortoise crossing the Sonoran Desert.

Ironically, the corporate barons invested in Arizona found an ally in Senator Albert Beveridge, an Indiana Republican whose leadership over the Senate Committee on the Territories allowed him to lord over the fate of the West at the turn of the twentieth century with the omnipotence of a medieval authority.

Although he was a self-proclaimed “progressive” at heart, one who took up the crusade against child labor, and a Midwestern renegade who eventually broke with his Republican Party to join Theodore Roosevelt’s third party, Beveridge was an unabashed imperialist who viewed the Western territories with contempt.

In his notable speech on the Senate floor in 1900, “In Support of an American Empire,” he clarified his view that self-government “does not always mean self-government.” It depended on who was doing the self-governing. “Self-government is no base and common thing to be bestowed on the merely audacious. It is the degree which crowns the graduate of liberty, not the name of liberty’s infant class, who have not yet mastered the alphabet of freedom. Savage blood, Oriental blood, Malay blood, Spanish example—are these the elements of self-government?”

While his speech addressed the Philippines, Beveridge would have included Arizona in that alphabet of infants, especially when it came to American rights and citizenship:


Mr. President, this question is deeper than any question of party politics; deeper than any question of the isolated policy of our country even; deeper even than any question of constitutional power. It is elemental. It is racial. God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peoples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-contemplation and self-admiration. No! He has made us the master organizers of the world to establish system where chaos reigns. He has given us the spirit of progress to overwhelm the forces of reaction throughout the earth. He has made us adept in government that we may administer government among savage and senile peoples. Were it not for such a force as this the world would relapse into barbarism and night.



In 1904, the debate over governing Beveridge’s perceived savage and senile peoples reached a low point when Arizona once again dominated the national headlines. Outraged that a Catholic priest had allowed Irish orphans from New York City to be placed among Mexican American families in the copper mining settlements of Clifton-Morenci, armed vigilantes rounded up and abducted the children in an extraordinary act that the US Supreme Court eventually upheld as a legally required intervention. In a letter to the New York Times on October 31, 1904, Arizona resident Mariano Martinez challenged the underlying assumptions of the armed kidnapping in terms that still resonate today over who is truly “American”:


The heads of these Mexican families and their children were born and raised in Arizona under the American flag. They are able to write and speak both the Spanish and English languages, and they do not butcher it as do your so-called “Arizona Americans,” who are composed of Swedes, Norwegians, Serbians, Canadians, and Dutch, who have been shipped from the old country to work our mines and make out of this portion of the United States a dumping ground. The majority of the “Arizona Americans” are not even entitled to cast a vote because they have not been in this country long enough. Probably the only claim you have to call them “Americans” is that they have blue eyes, red hair, a face full of freckles, and long feet. The “low-down” Mexicans whom you refer to [we didn’t by the way] are nearly all native-born American citizens and voters, as the great register of Graham County will prove. They have absolute respect for law and order. They know that the United States has laws which must be respected, and that it is strong and able to enforce them, without having to resort to mob violence, like your so-called “Arizona Americans.”

My parents were born in this Territory. I was born and raised in Tucson, Arizona. I was educated in the public schools, and I always considered myself an American, though of Mexican parents. Since I have read your editorial about the assault on the Sisters by the mobs of Clifton and Morenci, I have been wondering whether I have a right to call myself an American citizen and to vote the Democratic ticket next November or not. The heads of the Mexican families you refer to are in the same position as myself.



In the case of Arizona’s fate, Beveridge had made a three-day tour of the proposed state earlier in 1902 in his capacity as head of the Territorial Committee, and was less than impressed when he found “desert and cactus instead of alfalfa fields and orange groves.” As one prospector noted, Beveridge saw barren hills and insurmountable mountains, not the gold and silver and copper inside them. If anything, Beveridge dismissed Arizona as nothing more than a “mining camp.”

Unlike the copper mining industrialists, Beveridge couldn’t be bothered with the bounty of Arizona’s natural resources. Its residents concerned him. Overwhelmed by the inferior Mexicans, in his eyes, the West was not civilized like the East. He made his point by combing the barrios in Tucson and Phoenix for “Mexican loafers” who did not speak “American,” reminding his colleagues that English literacy was crucial for citizenship—and statehood.

Arizona’s territorial delegate, Mark Smith, one of the biggest cheerleaders for statehood, blasted Beveridge for his hasty sojourn and for his obsession with “scouring the town to see whether some Mexicans could not be found who could not speak English.”

Not that Smith was outraged over Beveridge’s blatant racism; in Smith’s mind, the Mexicans simply didn’t matter enough to be counted.

But that outrage over regional discrimination dissipated when Beveridge forced Arizona cheerleaders to look in the mirror. In 1904, he introduced a bill for joint statehood with Arizona and New Mexico. Whether he viewed it as a compromise between Republican-leaning New Mexico and the Democratic stronghold of Arizona, Beveridge’s solution to the ethnic concerns in the West was wedded to an apparent experiment in eugenics. Given that New Mexicans were “not of the blood and speech” of the rest of the country, he proposed joint statehood as a way to “Americanize the whole mass of population within these Territories.” Sort of the blended family approach to statehood: “Not Arizona the little, but Arizona the great; not Arizona the provincial, but Arizona the national; not Arizona the creature of a politician’s device, but Arizona the child of the nation’s wisdom.”

That nugget of marital wisdom from Washington, DC, fell on the deaf ears of the political class behind the statehood measure, and the railroad and mining companies, who didn’t simply fear that “union with the Territory of New Mexico would make property insecure and progress impossible in Arizona” but trembled at the thought of a Mexican American majority that could place greater tax burdens or labor restrictions.

Beveridge’s curveball was a game-changer.

For the Arizona statehood movement and growing ranks of laborers, the desire to break free from the stranglehold of absentee corporations and their carpetbagging sycophants was suddenly derailed by fear of the New Mexicans. As one legislator in Prescott mused, Arizona was no longer “insane” about statehood.

Nonetheless, the Senate amended the joint statehood bill with the stipulation that it had to be accepted by people in the territory first. Hence the grand fiesta at the Phoenix fairgrounds in 1905. Casting off any statehood campaign, the Anti-Joint Statehood League became the only game in town.

The Arizona territorial legislature was ready with its answer about joint statehood: “We insist that such is without precedent in American history. It threatens to fasten upon us a government that would be neither of, by, nor for the people of Arizona. It humiliates our pride, violates our tradition and would subject us to the domination of another commonwealth of different traditions, customs and aspirations.”

In essence: Arizonans were Americans, and New Mexicans were Mexicans, and if the Eastern members of Congress couldn’t recognize that, then Arizona didn’t want to be part of the United States.

It didn’t take long for the officials to tally the votes on election day in November 1906: Arizona voters overwhelmingly opposed the measure—16,265 to 3,141—while their counterparts in New Mexico overwhelmingly supported it. (Of course, the number of Spanish-speaking Mexican Americans and immigrants in Arizona who were denied the chance to vote remained another issue.)

Not everyone was happy, especially Mexican and immigrant copper miners, who had already begun to agitate on behalf of the budding state.

THE OPENING GUN OF STATEHOOD: MEXICAN-MADE

If something happened to Arizona between the late 1890s and 1905 to debunk Beveridge’s view of “Mexican loafers” and give rise to an anti-Mexican attitude that threatened to negate statehood ambition, one might look for clues in the mining camps of Clifton-Morenci in 1903.

Within forty-eight hours of a new eight-hour workday law, copper miners in Morenci walked out of the pits and launched a strike. Their demand: daily wages should not have been reduced from a ten-hour to an eight-hour day.

The new law was actually aimed at Mexican and immigrant labor, including large ranks of Italians. According to historian Joseph Park, the “rush to build feeder railroads into the copper districts” between 1900 and 1910 “and the resultant upturn in production brought thousands of Mexican workers into Arizona,” tripling the number of immigrants from “the two preceding decades combined.” In the process, the influx of lower-wage immigrant earners undercut the political clout and wages of Anglo miners. The first union (for Anglos), in fact, had emerged in the mining town of Globe in 1896, but it had yet to command much of a following or place in the political arena. Neither were these workers the leaders of the first labor walkout in Arizona. The future state’s first and defining major labor rebellion was “Mexican made” in 1903, as pioneering historian Rodolfo Acuña noted, along with the critical involvement of Italian laborers and help from an assortment of “Dagoes, Bohunks, and foreigners of different kinds, but no whites at all,” according to one labor organizer. Three thousand five hundred workers walked off the job.

Without any union representation, the Mexicans and Italians worked closely with mutualista societies, fraternal organizations that had emerged in many Mexican communities, such as Tucson, where the Alianza-Hispano-Americana had been founded in 1894 as the first national Latino organization to confront ethnic discrimination and “offer new hope, new courage, new expression, new faith to the people.”

As unions like the Western Federation of Miners watched from the sidelines, the immigrant miners defied the copper company guards, and then stood up to the detachment of armed Arizona Rangers. President Theodore Roosevelt eventually sent in the US Cavalry—more than 230 soldiers—and National Guardsmen as reinforcements in what was emerging as the largest armed showdown in the West since the Apache wars. Reportedly armed, as well, the miners faced down a state of martial law.

In many respects, the uprising served as a wake-up call for the ambivalent unions, who viewed Mexican Americans, immigrants, and “contract” laborers in particular as a threat to Anglo laborers and wages. In truth, in most mining camps the Mexican laborers were paid half the wage of Anglo miners, which served as an effective strategy by the companies to debilitate any organizing efforts.

One Western Federation representative sent back a report from the Clifton-Morenci conflict: “There has always been a peculiar condition existing at this camp, which up to the present has always made it particularly difficult for the Western Federation of Miners to get a foothold, these conditions being that the company make [sic] a distinction between the wage of its different employees on account of nationality.”

The courageous Mexican-led strike in Morenci changed the dynamics for the union rep. The action not only inspired the unionists, but convinced them that it would be “beneficial, not only to our unorganized brothers, who are struggling for the principle we content for,” to work together for the Western Federation of Miners.

Mother Nature had other thoughts. It was not the mighty US Cavalry or gun-slinging Arizona Rangers or even national union support that brought the strike to a head. A massive downpour and subsequent flood literally wiped out many of the hillside communities, and took fifty lives in the process. The strike was shattered by confusion and misery. Once the community recovered from the deluge, some of the strike leaders were arrested and imprisoned. The workers returned to the pits. They were broken, their strike in ruins, but they had clearly made Arizona and the nation aware of the far-reaching implications of their warning shot against the copper barons.

It also revealed to laborers—and their union representatives—the extent that absentee corporations and their lackeys in the territorial and federal governments would go to crush any rebellion. A famous photo of the Arizona Rangers at the mine became immortalized in the annals of history.

For historian Joseph Park, the strike was “the opening gun of a long series of skirmishes between labor and management with Mexican workers as a major issue.” It also marked a new era of Anglo and Mexican cooperation and “a significant decline in anti-Mexicanism,” though the issue of “alien labor” remained an insurmountable problem. Park notes: “In fact, really serious troubles were just beginning. Contract systems for alien Mexican labor were established during both World Wars and the government ultimately resigned itself to legalizing what it could not prohibit. The mines continued to be affected. For every empire built in Arizona upon high-grade ore, ten empires were built by men who discovered low-grade ores and a fortune in Mexican labor.”

Although it would take more than a decade to see real unity among the miners, the strike in the Clifton-Morenci camps both strengthened and challenged a new era of critical labor activity. Whether the Anglo leaders wanted to acknowledge it or not, the labor movement had officially been launched in Arizona, and with it would come statehood.

THE PEOPLE OF ARIZONA UNDERSTAND THIS PERFECTLY WELL

Arizona’s great defender was a fellow Westerner, Senator Robert Owen from Oklahoma, who held sway in an emotional filibuster speech for what seemed like an eternity to his colleagues in the spring of 1911. Owen was forthright, provocative, and convincing—but, in the end, not convincing enough.

Owen held up Arizona as an exemplar in an age when “hideous exposés of crime, of graft, of municipal knavery, of vice, and the other results of such government have become an appalling national calamity.”

His charge transcended the issue of statehood. Once again, Arizona was in the forefront of a national discussion over who would control the American Dream and on what terms; and that discussion came down to Arizona’s vision of a future untethered to the powerful sway of corporations, expressed through a seemingly radical new constitution.

For the Oklahoman, Arizona’s constitution was the grand battle over the power of corporations, the captains of finance, what Owen termed “the commercial oligarchy” in the United States. With twenty states considering a special recall amendment to their constitutions, the statehood of Arizona also became the litmus test for Congress.

Owen pounded the podium and declared that Arizona’s fate was “an overwhelming issue throughout the United States,” and then he admonished President William Taft not to rebuke the territory for merely “being progressive.”

“The people of Arizona understand this perfectly well, and they are determined to protect their government against the corrupt processes that have scandalized and now dominate so many States of the Union, and which so strongly influence Congress itself.” Owen recounted Arizona’s role as a vassal colony for corporate ventures: “Through corrupt practices, the public moneys, the public lands, the public properties, have been invaded for private benefit.”

There was only one solution for such a land of corruption, and it was contained in the Arizona constitution: the right to recall public officials would “put the political boss and the political machine out of business; it has ended private graft . . . buying of votes, the coercing of votes. . . . It has made legislative and administrative officers responsive to the public will.” And such a right became the crux of Arizona’s acceptance as a state.

Even New Mexico was dragged back into the debate. Referring to that territory’s “corporate-written” constitution, Owen explained that the difference between Arizona and New Mexico transcended political parties or ethnic conflict; it was a battle between “reactionary and retrogressive,” no different from the early revolutionary conflicts between Tories and Liberals. Between a constitution to “promote corporate power and greed” and a constitution to “promote the rights of men, of human liberty, and of human happiness.”

Owen roared: “The real issue in this contest between Arizona and New Mexico is whether we shall permit a State controlled by special interests to be admitted and deny the admission of a State whose government is controlled by the people.”

In the end, explaining why he refused to give up the floor and yield, Owen did what any self-respecting senator of the day would do—he leaned on Abraham Lincoln’s legacy: “I must stand with anybody that stands right.”

What was right and what was politically possible were two different matters in 1911. With President Taft in the White House, Arizona’s hopes for statehood seemed as plausible as ever. In the summer of 1910, in fact, Taft had authorized the Arizona Enabling Act, which provided the necessary funds to convene a state gathering to draw up Arizona’s constitution for ratification. Strangely enough, Taft had final veto authority over the makeup of the constitution.

The president forewarned the state seekers of that power on a trip to Phoenix: “If you want to be certain that I’ll veto your constitution, just go ahead and put the judicial recall into it.”

What Taft didn’t realize, however, was that the right to recall public officials went beyond any desire for statehood. Instead, it marked the insurgent role of the labor movement in the territory and its entry as a power player in statehood politics. Since the Clifton-Morenci copper mine strike in 1903, subsequent uprisings had taken place in other mining camps in Arizona—and just across the border in Cananea, Mexico, in 1906—by Mexican, immigrant, and recently arrived Anglo miners, and had bolstered their resolve to use the statehood battle as a way of wresting control away from outside corporate interests. By the summer of 1910, unionized miners had joined with the trade and crafts unions (such as carpenters, blacksmiths, typographers, and railroad workers) and founded the Labor Party to agitate specifically for a more progressive state constitution.

Samuel Gompers, the legendary head of the American Federation of Labor, set the scene in Arizona: “For a generation Arizona has been at the mercy of Federal Judges, Governors, and office holders, appointed from Washington at the dictation of the railroads and mining interests. The people were helpless and knew it. They were mercilessly exploited by Big Business—literally robbed—(there is no other word), political corruption was an accepted thing; the corporations ruled and the development of the Territory was impeded. With the chance to make a constitution and gain self-government through Statehood the hour of opportunity struck for the people.”

Far from being removed from the rest of the country, Arizona’s labor movement served in the vanguard of the populist crusade of progressive Democrats like William Jennings Bryan, whose longtime tirades against the undue influence of railroad barons and corporations underlined his 1908 presidential campaign slogan—“Shall the People Rule,” which could have been the theme of labor’s battle over the making of Arizona’s constitution.

While no towering labor or union leader emerged in Arizona, a plain-speaking banker, merchant, and territorial legislator from the mining camp of Globe reluctantly stepped forward to become a champion for labor and an unflappable opponent of industry meddling in the Constitutional Convention. Selected as president of the convention as a compromise between the Democrats and Republicans, George W. P. Hunt would go on to become the most important political figure in Arizona history.

Hunt first entered Arizona on foot as a teenager in 1881, tugging along a burro with his meager belongings and a desire to reinvent himself in the American West. His family had lost most of their farm and fortune in Missouri during the Civil War. Self-educated, tireless, and ambitious, Hunt did a stint in the mines and then worked his way up the merchant ladder in Globe until he became president of a mercantile company. But the businessman never lost contact with his fellow laborers. “Many an uncouth miner has words of wisdom to fall from his lips,” he once mused.

Hardly radical, Hunt was elected as a Democrat to the territorial legislature in 1892, and quickly saw that “controlling influence” was in the hands of the railroads and the mining industries. “His defiance of money and the money interests,” historian Frank Lockwood noted, “his detestation of snobbery and pretension, whether social or intellectual; his big-hearted humanity and his extraordinary intellectual shrewdness and political foresight, have made him the trust champion and advocate of the people and the scourge of the unjust, the dishonest, and the autocratic.” Seemingly incorruptible, Hunt professed a brand of “enlightened industrialism” that sought to control but not derail the railroad and mining interests in Arizona. In an essay that would resonate a century later, he drew the dividing line over democracy:


The same spirit of ruthless aggression which has crushed life and hope out of millions of lives in the factories, mills and mines of unhappier states, is gradually invading Arizona, calling upon the courage and determination of every citizen for the defence of human rights. It is, regrettably, a fact that the same small, but powerful, coterie of capitalists, which has wrought havoc among the workers of certain other states, which greedily forced wages downward to a minimum far below the point of subsistence, and which—not content with doing that—thrust several millions of children into unsanitary mills and factories—all for the glory of the almighty dollar—is undoubtedly laying its plans to gain control of every function of government in the state of Arizona. It is right and just for every citizen, be he wealthy or be he poor, to take an active interest in public affairs, but the bounds of justice are transcended, and the rights of a free people are seriously menaced when corporations, as such, become compactly organized into political alliances for the influencing of legislation and the election of officials.



The Labor Party didn’t hesitate in drawing up its laundry list of constitutional requirements: Among its twenty-seven main demands, the party ranked an eight-hour workday, women’s suffrage, workmen’s compensation, anti-corruption and fair banking practices (including the publishing of campaign contributions prior to elections), an industrial commission of inspectors, compulsory education, state-backed industries, an end to the abuse of injunctions (against labor strikes), and the outlawing of blacklists at the top of its progressive platform.

Topping the list, of course, was the right to hold an initiative, referendum, and recall of public officials. On the heels of its passing in the state constitutions of Oregon and Oklahoma—and being fiercely debated in state capitols across the country—the recall was seen as the benchmark for political accountability, especially among industry-friendly judges and politicians who had interfered in labor disputes.

In short, the recall provision stated: “Every public officer in the State of Arizona, holding an elective office, either by election or appointment, is subject to recall from such office by the qualified electors of the electoral district from which candidates are elected to such office. Such electoral district may include the whole State. Such number of said electors as shall equal twenty-five per centum of the number of votes cast at the last preceding general election for all of the candidates for the office held by such officer, may by petition, which shall be known as a Recall Petition, demand his recall.”

“The working class, if it utilizes it, has the power to make this constitution to its own liking,” declared a mining union representative from Bisbee. “And if it is properly drafted, our economic struggles of the future will be greatly simplified and our opportunities of bettering our conditions rendered much easier.”

In an unprecedented campaign of union hall meetings, rallies, and effective pamphleteering, the Labor Party advocates framed the narrative of the constitutional debate in the largest mining towns—the de facto capitals of labor—and managed to get Democratic candidates to pledge to their platform. More than 80 percent of the delegates heading to the convention joined Hunt, a rotund and bald politician nicknamed “The Walrus” for his imposing mustache, in the pro-labor camp.

Not that the copper kings and their territorial sycophants planned to accept this takeover lightly. Hailing the “radical” and “socialist” agenda, the conservative Arizona Republic singled out the recall provision as “another nail, the longest and strongest of all,” in the coffin of statehood.

Women’s suffrage was one of the first planks to be discarded. An attempt to limit foreign-born workers to 20 percent of the workforce in hazardous (mining) occupations—a reminder of a brewing conflict between Anglo and Mexican and immigrant workers, despite joint ethnic labor gains in the mining camps—was also narrowly defeated. An English literacy test for voters—a holdover from the territorial legislature in 1909, even though the former governor had protested that the measure amounted to a “wholesale disenfranchisement of the respectable element of our Mexican population”—would eventually be deferred but made into law in 1912. Such a move, as Arizona historian Thomas Sheridan noted, “severely limited Mexican political power in Arizona.”

Represented by a single Mexican American merchant from Tucson and not a labor representative, Mexican Americans and immigrant workers in the copper camps became a political casualty in the fallout over labor’s bitter ethnic divide. “At the state constitutional convention in Phoenix on October 10, 1910,” Acuña noted, “labor organizers exposed their true colors,” winning Hunt over to their demand that “alien labor offers unfavorable competition.”

But first the convention debate raged “with all the fury vested interests could carry against the progressives,” Hunt recounted. Some Democrats joined the Republicans in denouncing the constitution as the foul play of a band of radicals.

William Jennings Bryan arrived in Tucson the night before the ratification vote and sought to ease concerns over the recall plank. “The Great Commoner” told Arizonans that the recall would be employed only in “extreme” and very select cases; one unjust removal, Bryan argued, “would result in the repeal of the provision.” In an extraordinary outreach campaign, copies of the constitution were distributed across the territory, and each provision was explained to gatherings led by labor advocates.

On February 9, 1911, the convention ratified arguably the most progressive (and shortest) state constitution at the time by a three-to-one margin. “These things should commend it,” the Labor Party declared, referring to the unabashedly radical planks, “to all those who believe with Lincoln that labor is superior to capital and that people are more important than property.”

In light of the looming national battle over ratification, including the controversial recall amendment, Gompers placed Arizona within the historical legacy of the nation’s forefathers:


People who regard Arizona as excessively “radical” and look upon her new constitution as “a zoological garden of legislative freaks,” as did President Taft, and then extol the courage and wisdom of the revolutionary fathers, either have no historic sense or lack the saving grace of humor. The fight in Arizona for a form of government to meet the needs of the twentieth century, and that of the fathers to gain economic and political freedom from Great Britain is, in essence, one and the same thing. If you have a picture of “Signing the Declaration” on your library walls, you should have a copy of the Arizona constitution on the shelves.



Indeed, one of Arizona’s delegates declared their work “the greatest and grandest document since the Declaration of Independence.” Unfortunately, President Taft and the US Congress did not agree with that assessment. “Washington sneered at the Initiative, sniffed at the Referendum, and had spasms over the Recall,” wrote historian James Wright.

Featured again in the national headlines, Arizona’s constitution and its recall provision highlighted the clash of interests between labor and industry within Congress and the nation. One Southern representative charged that Arizona’s constitution was “socialism gone mad.”

While Owen’s emotional filibuster termed it the “progressive vs. the regressive” debate, the senator from Oklahoma placed statehood as a test of sovereign rights: “The people of Arizona have adopted a constitution which is intended to restore to the people of that State all of the powers of government and to put it out of the power of special interests.”

Even former President Theodore Roosevelt was invoked; although he was reticent in his approval of the controversial provision, he had explained to an audience in Chicago that the “State of Massachusetts put into its constitution precisely that provision for the recall,” in 1780.

The showdown over Arizona’s statehood had reached an impasse in Congress. The debate endured over several months. President Taft’s veto admonition remained a shadow of doubt. Hunt agreed to head a “Recall or Nothing” movement in Arizona, which threatened to give up statehood if the recall plank was removed. In the eyes of labor, the recall was the workingman’s “declaration of independence” from the control of industry. In a defiant expression of the progressive forces in Congress, the “floor resolution” on behalf of Arizona was finally passed.

Taft called their bluff and vetoed the proposed resolution. In no uncertain terms, he lambasted the “pernicious” provision of the recall, “so destructive of independence in the judiciary, so likely to subject the rights of the individual to the possible tyranny of a popular majority.”

Not all was lost. A new amendment was offered that removed the recall from the constitution but allowed for a subsequent special vote to reconsider the provision in a state election. In essence: Taft could sign Arizona’s constitution without the recall, and then Arizonans could simply vote it back in. The amendment was rammed through the Senate and then the House. In a circuitous maneuver, both sides were able to claim victory.

“Once we are admitted to statehood,” Hunt confirmed with his labor advocates, “we are free to amend the constitution and enact a recall.” Such a situation, of course, was predicated on Hunt’s election as the first governor in the state of Arizona. At the opening rally of his campaign, he declared, “If I am elected governor, I shall see to it that there will be no delay in invoking the recall.” Hunt and his progressive Democrats swept the elections. The governor-elect declared that the recall amendment would be the legislature’s first order of business.

On Valentine’s Day in 1912, with the “moving pictures” camera rolling for the first time in American history in the White House, President Taft proclaimed the conditions had been met to accept Arizona as a “state into the Union on an equal footing.” An official telegram from Washington, DC, arrived in Arizona at 10 a.m.; forty-eight sticks of dynamite were detonated for a celebration in the hills outside the new state’s largest city, the copper mining town of Bisbee and nearby settlements.

Inaugurated as governor, Hunt oversaw a mile-long parade that marched along with patriotic tunes and ragtime airs. “Arizona is progressive,” he told the crowd, “and Arizona is Democratic.” He quickly outlined his plan for business, telling his listeners that “the dollar bill will not be placed above manhood, nor wealth above humanity.” In a symbolic presence of the “progressive” movement, William Jennings Bryan stood nearby at Hunt’s inauguration as the nation’s representative.

Two months later, Senate Bill No. 1—an act to amend the state constitution, “as Adopted under Coercion,” and return the right to recall public officials—passed without delay by both houses. It was approved by the Arizona voters in the fall election.

“Many statehood campaigns,” noted the Arizona Daily Star in Tucson, “seemed hopeless,” but in the end, Arizona had contributed to the education of “our neighbors of the East, regarding the resources of Arizona and the character of its people.”

The definition of Arizona’s character was about to be tested, as the hard-fought right to a recall—and its implications for Mexican American and immigrant laborers—would now apply in Arizona.

“MAN’S WIT IS NO MATCH FOR WOMAN’S IN POINT OF KEENNESS”

The role of women in the progressive movement in Arizona was inextricably linked to politics over labor and immigrant rights. To be sure, Governor Hunt framed suffrage as a “dangerous and radical thing” in the constitution proceedings, even if he personally supported its passage. It was not Arizona’s lack of support for the women’s plank, Hunt explained, but the political reality that Congress would not accept a state constitution that granted women voting rights.

Although women were forced to wait until after statehood, the agitation of the suffrage movement, not unlike the subsequent civil rights and Chicano movements, ensured their rightful place in society and placed Arizona in the vanguard of the struggle for women’s rights. Indeed, four of the past five governors in Arizona have been women.

As Governor Hunt noted when he signed the bill granting women the right to vote, eight years before their female counterparts east of the Mississippi, his act was “a vindication of woman’s struggle for enfranchisement.” That enfranchisement fell short of being included in Arizona’s constitution, but like the recall plank, it would be added to the state’s law books within a year of the vote for statehood.

In a dramatic account of her work as head of the Arizona Women Suffrage Organization, Frances Willard Munds wagered that the campaign for suffrage in her state was “probably the most unique in history.”

Munds, standing five feet tall, did not suffer literary fools gladly. The educated daughter of ranchers, the staunchly progressive wife of the Yavapai County sheriff, and the state’s representative to the 1913 International Woman Suffrage Alliance in Budapest, Hungary, she confronted equivocating politicians and threatening police in her campaigns and chastised the East Coast magazines and novelists who depicted her beloved state as a backwater of civilization.

In fact, the territory of Arizona first considered a bill for women’s voting rights in 1883, before Munds even headed up the suffrage movement. The bill provided that “every female person shall be entitled to vote at all elections, in the same manner in all respects, as made [male] persons are, or shall be, entitled to vote by the laws of the Territory.” (Though it is undocumented, some historians suggest that there was an even earlier bill in 1881.) Introduced by Prescott legislator and business magnate Murat Masterson, the 1883 bill didn’t fail because of conservative dismissal of women’s rights but because of a far greater concern that the electoral demographics would shift dramatically to include the growing number of Mormon women (and plural wives).

With Munds at the helm, the largely Protestant suffrage campaign joined ranks with Mormon communities and managed to get a bill passed in 1903. Again fearing the potential impact of the Mormon vote on the still-emerging territory, Governor Alexander Brodie vetoed the bill—though he publicly justified his actions as a matter of constitutional concern.

Realizing that “the Labor Party would become the dominant Party in Arizona” and the “Democratic Party trimmed it sails to catch the breeze of popular sentiment,” Munds fashioned an alliance with the copper miners’ union, among other labor interests, but still failed to win a majority at the constitutional convention in 1911. They lost the vote 30–19.

The women’s campaign did win a compromise with Hunt, forcing him to commit to a constitutional amendment, much like the recall plank, once statehood passed. “We commenced bombarding the governor with petitions and letters,” Munds recalled. As one of his first acts as governor, Hunt introduced an amendment to give all citizens “of certain qualifications” the right to vote, regardless of sex. It failed by a single vote in the Senate.

Undeterred, Munds launched a campaign in the summer of 1912 to get suffrage on the ballot for a referendum vote. Women advocates were sent to the mining camps, where the older alliances with labor and Mexican rights groups were renewed, and suffrage speakers also addressed issues of education and living conditions; others campaigned in the Mormon settlements. Recognizing that women’s rights transcended any political party, Munds also made the brilliant tactical move of playing the parties off each other for support, asking the Democrats and the Republicans—as well as the Socialist and Labor parties—to adopt a suffrage plank on their own platforms. She later wrote of her efforts to “beat the reactionaries who had gained control of the machinery.”

“We had a battle royal,” Munds declared, “but we won by the simple play of wit, which taught me that man’s wit is no match for woman’s in point of keenness.”

When the votes were tallied on the fall day of the 1912 election, suffrage passed by a three-to-one margin across the state. More than 95 percent of labor, according to Munds, supported the suffragists’ cause, including the largely Mexican copper camps; some of the largest voting blocs came in the Mormon communities. The suffrage movement had secured the support of much of the Mexican American community decades earlier; an 1893 editorial in the Tucson-based El Fronterizo newspaper championed the right of women to vote.

Nearly a decade before women would celebrate the Nineteenth Amendment, Munds praised Arizona’s victory on the state’s “noble and progressive manhood.” Within two years, she was elected to the Arizona state legislature. Munds wrote:


Arizona is still the Mecca toward which a certain class of writers of fiction turn their eyes, for her very history is interwoven with romantic tales of Aztecs and Montezuma. The ambitious story-teller who longs to write impossible stories of wild and woolly cowboys feels there is still a land in which he can lay scenes conjured up by the morbid fancies of his disordered brain, tales which are eagerly sought after by many lovers of fiction. Few indeed are the writers who have come among us and studied the people and the country and given a correct amount of conditions.



As a rooted Arizonan, Munds simply dismissed the media depictions as acts of ignorance. At her signing of SB 1070, Governor Jan Brewer exhibited the same distrust of “outside” observers. Unlike Munds, Brewer forever reminded the media of her “twenty-eight years in public service,” and expressed thinly veiled paranoia about her critics’ motives. She warned: “Some of those people from outside our state have an interest in seeing us fail. They will wait for a single slip-up, one mistake, and then they will work day and night to create headlines and get the face time they so desperately covet.”

Munds traveled the state—and the world—to get some of those headlines and face time. Failure was not an option to her.

THE FIRST RECALL

It took less than three years for Arizona to launch the first recall campaign of a public official, and in the strange fate of politics, it targeted none other than Governor Hunt. In 1915, the Phelps Dodge mining empire mounted a recall drive in retaliation for Hunt’s support for a mining strike that united Mexican, Anglo, and immigrant miners in the labor hotbed of Clifton-Morenci. But in an even more twisted episode revealing the racial mores of the day—something that exposed the contradictions that abounded in Arizona’s mining camps—the Copper King also took out its wrath on Hunt’s earlier support for a discriminatory 1914 law that cracked down on the company’s reliance on contract labor from Mexico.

With its own newspapers on the company payroll, the copper industry justified the recall effort because of Hunt’s “wanton and reckless extravagance,” condemning his involvement in a strike compromise that could have cooled off a situation that looked like it was going to explode into unimaginable violence. In September 1915, miners in Clifton-Morenci called for a strike. Without the support of the Western Federation of Miners, which claimed to lack funds, thousands of mostly Mexican American, immigrant, and Yaqui workers walked out of the pits of the Phelps Dodge subsidiary. They demanded better working conditions and uniform pay for Mexicans and immigrants, who typically received half the wages of Anglo workers. In a nearby mining camp, for example, Anglo miners earned a minimum of $3.50 underground, while the Clifton-Morenci miners pulled in as little as $1.62 a day.

“Everyone knows that the Mexican situation as it affects this country is economic as well as military,” The Survey magazine wrote in 1916.


It is not so widely known that the economic question relates to Mexican labor in the United States as well as to American capital in Mexico. There were 382,000 Mexicans on this side of border in 1910, the overwhelming majority of whom were in the Southwest, and most of whom were laborers, everywhere they have been willing to work for less than that which the American would accept. It was a matter of more than ordinary interest, therefore, when the copper miners in the Clifton-Morenci district of southern Arizona went on strike last fall, for most of them were Mexicans, who had for years been working for a lower wage than that paid in the other sections of the state.



Despite his earlier support for the anti-immigrant Alien Labor Act, Hunt appeared sympathetic to the plight of the immigrant laborer: “The poor Mexican” was “working for a pittance” in a state of feudalism. He declared that “no self-respecting” miner would “submit to such humiliating conditions.” Yet less than a year before, Hunt had sided with the overwhelming majority of Arizona voters in resurrecting an old bill that called for limiting immigrant labor to 20 percent of the mining workforce. It was one of the more ignoble moments in his long political career. Yielding to the initiative cherished by the Anglo miners from his town of Globe, Hunt kowtowed to the so-called “80 percent law” as “the will of the people of this state,” and even instructed his attorney general to fight its appeal all the way to the Supreme Court. The law was quickly struck down by the federal courts in 1915 as a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment: “The right to work for a living in the common occupations of the community is of the very essence of the personal freedom and opportunity that it was the purpose of the [14th] Amendment to secure.”

Hunt fared better on the side of the striking miners in Clifton-Morenci, albeit with another twist. With the nation watching his moves, fearful of a repeat of the massacre in a Ludlow, Colorado, coal camp by National Guardsmen in 1914, Hunt sent in the state militia to protect the strikers. In an extraordinary reversal of state policy in that period, Hunt ordered his soldiers to prevent anyone from breaking the strike.

The governor justified his move as preventing the company’s “invitation to violence,” which “almost surely presages bloodshed and other disastrous consequences.” When the company representatives fled the state in a fit of feigned terror, Hunt dismissed their efforts as theatrics and demanded that the company negotiate in good faith.

Within a few months, Hunt and a federal mediator had hammered out a compromise that overruled any union organizing, but met the demands of the strikers:


The elimination so far as possible of all racial distinctions: a minimum wage equal to that paid in the best mining camps of Arizona; a general advance of fully 20 per cent in wages to about 80 per cent of the workmen; the withdrawal of the companies’ objections to union organization; the re-employment of former strikers without discrimination, except in a few isolated cases of an unusual nature; the payment of better wages to all skilled workmen; the perfecting of an arrangement whereby differences arising between employers and employees will be discussed in conference monthly by representatives of both sides.



The national press championed Hunt’s middle-road endeavor. The New Republic commended Hunt for reversing the towering demands of “a handful of owners in New York, Boston and Edinburgh,” who “can impose upon ten or fifteen thousand men or women the choice between surrendering their liberties or starving.” Labor leaders supported his unprecedented embargo on strikebreakers. Even Mother Jones, the legendary socialist and miner’s angel, couldn’t resist naming it one of the “most remarkable strikes in the history of the American labor movement.”

She also drew a parallel between the state’s recent battle to become part of the Union and its laborers’ drive for their own union in the mining camps: “I know that every man and woman here is a loyal member of the union. I refer to the United States, the union of all states. I ask then; if in union, there is strength for our nation, would there not be for labor?”

In an address to labor advocates, Hunt insisted his action had “no parallel in the industrial history of the United States,” and didn’t hesitate to praise his achievement, as the “eyes of a whole nation were witnessing” this “championship of human rights.” He added: “It is doubtful whether you fully realize the magnitude and far-reaching importance of the precedent which you have set for the workers of the world’s greatest country.”

Phelps Dodge dismissed the accolades as “half-baked philosophy from the highbrows” and was incensed by the precedence. Hunt’s “greatest offense,” as one labor magazine wrote, was refusing “to help the mine owners crush the strike by the use of the ‘army of defense.’”

Citing his utter “incompetence” and actions of “class hatred and divisions,” which had brought the town to “near anarchy,” the copper company representatives pursued their recall campaign with the fervor of true believers. As part of their “education” campaign on Hunt’s motives, Collier’s Weekly noted, “Incidents harmless in themselves were made to appear grave. Lying half-truths were told. Facts were distorted. False statements were printed—in short, the Governor’s prison policy was not only reviewed critically, but its results were so misrepresented that many of the sincere and well-meaning people of Arizona, reading these horrible tales and having no means of knowing their falsity, could not but be of the opinion that the Governor was the soft-hearted sentimentalist his critics made him out to be.”

It didn’t work. The new Arizonan electorate refused to buy the corporate propaganda. The recall petitions remained blank. Within a couple of months, when the recall campaign failed to collect enough signatures, the industry barons shifted to a “big drive” against Hunt’s reelection in 1916. “Rockefeller and other interests are doing in Arizona what was their practice in Colorado, New Mexico and other States in the West,” wrote the Locomotive Firemen’s magazine. “It was understood that the ‘Wall Street’ of the mining interests were dumping vast amounts of money into the State of Arizona with which to corrupt the election and, as usual, in addition to hiring henchmen the newspapers were pressed into service through means that are nothing less than bribery. A certain detective agency took up a news dispensing feature, and letters were sent to the newspapers in the State asking for their advertising rates as will be shown in the following correspondence reproduced from a Phoenix paper.”

Concerned about Hunt’s election campaign, Mother Jones returned the favor and came to Arizona to campaign for the “greatest governor that the country has ever produced.”

Her profanity-laced influence, though, came up short—out of fifty-five thousand votes cast in the 1916 gubernatorial election, Hunt lost by thirty votes in an election marred by apparent fraud and voter manipulation. Thrown out of office by the copper industry, the labor champion had to wait more than a year before a proper recount of the ballots restored his seat.

In the meantime, the combined forces of corporate power and anti-immigrant fervor set in motion a power play that irremediably altered the progressive state—and remains a cautionary reminder that SB 1070 was not the first time Arizonans took punitive immigration laws and extreme measures into their own hands. In the copper town of Bisbee, a critical hub in the nation’s soon-to-be war effort, Arizona would once again serve as the front line in a larger American showdown over commerce, immigration hysteria, and civil rights.

BISBEE DEPORTATION: A HOAX PURE AND SIMPLE

In the spring of 1917, Cochise County Sheriff Harry Wheeler desperately wanted to be sent to the front lines of World War I. He wired the governor; he wrote to the president of the United States. But an old cavalry injury kept him from passing a medical exam.

Wheeler got his war—except the front line was on the US-Mexico border, in the biggest city of Arizona at the time: Bisbee and surrounding areas.

At dawn on July 17, 1917, Wheeler and his squadron of two thousand deputized vigilantes launched one of the most audacious captures of “enemy forces” on American soil. Going door-to-door in the hillside neighborhoods of Bisbee, Wheeler instructed his armed troops to ask a single question: “Are you an American, or are you not?” The sheriff carried out his roundup under the guise of defending the nation from an impending attack by German sympathizers and their so-called Mexican allies during World War I.

Among the many waves of immigrant crackdowns and punitive deportation measures over the past century, the hysteria behind the deportation of striking copper miners in Bisbee might be one of the most chillingly similar events to today’s anti-immigrant measures.

“In 1917,” wrote historian Katherine Benton-Cohen, author of Borderline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War in the Arizona Borderlands, “concerns over revolutionary violence and contempt for immigrant workers, combined with anti-union sentiments, resulted in one of the largest violations of civil liberties in American history—the Bisbee Deportation.” In an essay on historical comparisons, she noted:


Three weeks into a copper mining strike in the town of Bisbee, Arizona, just eight miles from the border, over one thousand temporary, shotgun-wielding “deputies” swarmed the streets. They rounded up 1,200 suspected strikers—ninety percent of them immigrants from three dozen countries. Two men, one on each side, were killed. The rest of the captives were loaded into the boxcars of a mining-company railroad and shipped nearly 200 miles into the New Mexico desert, where they were rescued by a nearby army camp. The incident—like Arizona’s recent immigration law—made front-page news across the country and prompted national debates about civil liberties and federal vs. local police power.



Phelps Dodge engineered the Bisbee deportation as a clear response to the triumph of Mexican laborers in Clifton-Morenci, and as a brazen affront to Hunt’s dethroned governorship and general law and order in Arizona. Not only in Bisbee. Days before Wheeler’s roundup, Phelps Dodge had orchestrated a similar deportation of striking miners in Jerome, in northern Arizona. Appointed by President Woodrow Wilson to serve as a mediator, Hunt was dealing with another strike in Globe at the same time, fending off Phelps Dodge–generated rumors that his compromising ways marked him as a supporter of the radical International Workers of the World.

Once again challenging the dual-wage system, Mexican miners had joined the Wobbly strike in Bisbee during the great copper rush fueling the needs of World War I. The rest of the Wobbly demands dealt with increasing workplace safety, abolishing the physical examination, and incorporating a flat daily wage. For the first two weeks, the strike drew out nearly 80 percent of the workforce, dealing a blow to copper production.

By July, the copper bosses, refusing to negotiate with “rattlesnakes,” had taken measures to halt the strike into their own hands. They singled out immigrants, Mexican Americans, and radicals. The copper industry boosters were unequivocal in their need to protect copper production—and profits. In a later meeting with President Wilson, whose college roommate was the vice president of Phelps Dodge, members of the Citizens Protective League from Bisbee first discussed “the subject of the price of copper and its relation to our scale of wages in force,” before the subject ever “drifted” toward the deportation.

When Hunt was informed that the deportation would affect his negotiations in Globe, he approached the commander of the National Guard and demonstrated his “credentials” as a representative of President Wilson. Hunt threw down the gauntlet and sent the Guard colonel a stinging message for the three copper company representatives in Globe: “There will be no deportation from this community.”

Within days, Hunt traveled to Columbus, New Mexico, to make a report to the president on the Bisbee deportation. He was outraged, even scandalized. As news of the deportation eventually filtered into the national media, the brutal act by the loose-cannon sheriff and the copper company’s henchmen rattled Hunt’s belief in democracy in Arizona. He telegraphed Wilson to say that the deportation had been “so un-American, so autocratic,” that he felt compelled to insist on the “constitutional rights and a resumption of American justice in this State.”

After spending five days in the miners’ refugee camp, Hunt concluded that “there was not to be found the slightest evidence of German influence or the work of German money. . . . That charge, emanating from the defenders of the deportation, I am satisfied, was a hoax pure and simple.”

Although Wilson failed to follow through on Hunt’s request to repatriate the deportees, he ordered troops to tend to deportees’ needs in the New Mexico camp, and then he sent the Harvard law professor and future Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter to Bisbee to conduct an investigation.

Bullied by the company representatives, Frankfurter noted that the deportation was “so shallow and so pathetic, as well as brutal. These old bags, who have fought labor and unions as poison for decades, now wrapped themselves in a flag and are confirmed in their old biases . . . and obscurantism by a passionate patriotism. Gee—but it’s awful.”

It was more than awful for Hunt. The aftermath of the strike-breaking and deportation left his state in ruins. He wrote in his diary: “It is a Shame that the big interest can pull off such a stunt.”

“The counteroffensive by management grew to include the control of every aspect of Arizona life—economic, political, social, even religious,” noted historian James Byrkit in Forging the Copper Collar. “The mining men intimidated editors, threatened ministers, bought sheriffs, seduced lawmakers and bullied union leaders. They rigged elections and manipulated the legislature. . . . Between 1915 and 1918, the companies, led by Walter Douglas (Phelps Dodge), completely reversed the direction of Arizona politics and destroyed the liberal influence in the state.”

Nearly a century later, Bisbee’s enduring legacy raised the question: what were the underlying corporate interests behind Arizona’s anti-immigration and radical Tea Party agenda, and would they push the state over a modern-day abyss of deportation or “attrition through enforcement” like in Bisbee?
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