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ABSTRACT 

Citizens of El Salvador and Guatemala have experienced 

life-threatening situations in their native lands that have 

forced them to make choices in order to survive. Those 

choices include coming to the United States in search of 

political asylum. Travelling through Mexico and arriving 

and settling in the United States require the use of a 

variety of adaptive strategies. By employing kinship and 

friendship networks, using community services, organizing 

voluntary associations, learning English, and 

compartmentalizing their own culture while being absorbed 

into the larger Mexican and Anglo cultures, they are able to 

meet their needs. Of those who come to Tucson, many leave 

due to difficulties in finding jobs and the lack of 

affordable legal aid. Those who stay do so because they are 

awaiting court dates, desire to remain close to their 

families or have been successful in finding work. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The present work is a study of Guatemalans and 

Salvadorans who have come to Tucson since 1981 in search of 

refuge from life-threatening situations in their homelands. 

The cases in this study reveal the repression experienced by 

those living in parts of Guatemala and El Salvador; leaving 

seems to be the only alternative for thousands. A majority 

of these people come to the United States without the 

appropriate documentation for legal entry. 

During the period from October 1988 through March 1989 

the author of this paper interviewed Salvadorans and 

Guatemalans residing in Tucson, as well as individuals 

closely associated with them, in order to determine: 1) the 

conditions in their homelands that motivated them to leave; 

2) the routes of travel which they followed; 3) the 

conditions of life they encountered along the way; 4) the 

strategies they employed in order to deal with these 

conditions; 5) the actual circumstances of entering the 

United States; 6) reasons for choosing Tucson as a final 

destination; and 7) strategies for penetrating the Tucson 

community and adapting to these new surroundings. 
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The so-called Sanctuary Movement is the institution 

most involved with helping Central American refugees in the 

United States. Tucson, the birthplace of the Movement, is 

one of many cities where refugees settle. The Movement 

itself is a network of religious congregations and 

individuals dedicated to providing shelter for refugees and 

protecting their rights. Some Sanctuary Movement groups 

work to educate the public about the violence in Central 

America in order to influence U.S. foreign and immigration 

policy; they often arrange for refugees to speak about their 

experiences. Other groups give refuge, while still others 

provide legal assistance and help refugees cross the border. 

The declaration of sanctuary is a public statement by a 

church or synagogue that it will provide aid to Central 

American refugees. The first church in the nation to de

clare sanctuary was Tucson's Southside Presbyterian Church 

in March 1982. Since then, twelve churches and one syna

gogue have declared sanctuary in Tucson and others, while 

not making a public declaration of sanctuary, are helping 

refugees. The Tucson Ecumenical Council Task Force on 

Central America (hereafter TEC) incorporates churches and 

institutions into the Sanctuary Movement. These organiza

tions provide social services through an office at Southside 

Presbyterian Church; legal aid through the Tucson Ecumenical 

Council Legal Assistance program (hereafter TECLA); and 

other kinds of help through the Tucson Refugee Support Group 



8 

(hereafter TRSG) which assists with border crossings. 

Persons providing social services to refugees estimate that 

between 1,500 and 3,000 Salvadorans and Guatemalans reside 

in Tucson. 

The literature on Central American refugees (See 

Appendix A) presents detailed accounts of refugee problems, 

persecution, and reasons for fleeing, as well as accounts of 

travel through Mexico and conditions in refugee camps in 

Central American and in Mexico. Information about the 

experiences of refugees in the United States is scarce, 

however. The goal of most writers has been to document 

human rights violations in order to influence government 

policy rather than to discuss the activities that refugees 

are involved in while hiding, applying for, or enjoying, 

political asylum in the United States and adapting to a new 

life in strange surroundings. It is with these latter 

topics that the present paper is primarily concerned. 

There are a number of perspectives from which the term 

"refugee" is defined. According to the United Nations, a 

refugee is someone with a 

well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of 
race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, [who] is 
outside the country of his nationality and is unable 
or, owing to such fear, unwilling to avail himself 
of the protection of that country; or who, not 
having a nationality and being outside the country 
of his former habitual residence as a result of such 
events is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to return to it (Singh 1984: 103). 

The U.S. government employs the above definition as the 
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criterion for offering political asylum to refugees. The 

Sanctuary Movement uses the term "refugee" to "describe 

those who have fled their native lands for whatever reason" 

(Jesuit Refugee Service/USA 1986). 

The predominant causes for migration by the persons 

interviewed for this paper were political, but all are 

considered refugees because they are escaping either from 

actual physical danger or from situations of economic chaos. 

Elizabeth Ferris notes that "as governments increasingly use 

economic means as tools of warfare, the distinction between 

political and economic motivations for flight breaks down" 

(1987:5). 

The 1980 U.S. Refugee Act provides for protection of 

refugees, although it is not consistently followed. For 

example, refugees are sometimes granted asylum as part of 

the process of political maneuvering. Smyser notes the 

protests by many groups "that the U.S. government is less 

disposed to accept Salvadoran than Nicaraguan asylum seekers 

because it supports the Salvadoran government but opposes 

the Nicaraguan" (1987:88). The U.S. government considers a 

majority of Central Americans to be fleeing poor economic 

conditions at home rather than personal persecution and, 

therefore, does not offer them extended voluntary departure 

which would allow them to stay and work in the United States 

until it is safe to return (Crittendon 1988:19). It grants 

legal status in the form of political asylum only to 
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refugees who can prove that they have been persecuted. 

Between 1982 and 1987, of 22,156 Salvadoran applications, 

only 906 persons were accepted. The situation for 

Guatemalans was even worse (Crittendon 1988:341). The 

majority of Central Americans arriving in the United States 

since 1982 have not been considered eligible for legal 

status (Montes 1987:81). 

In order to understand recent Guatemalan and 

Salvadoran migration, it is important to provide at least a 

brief description of the civil wars occurring in these 

countries. According to experts on Central America, (e.g. 

Carmack 1988; MacLeod 1985; Williams 1986; Woodward 1985) 

the recent civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala result 

from an unequal division of land and wealth, exploitative 

labor practices, and a lack of sufficient social services. 

Powerful elites encourage the militaries in the two 

countries to suppress any grass-roots development and 

opposition—armed or peaceful. In Guatemala, full scale 

massacres by the army in the last ten years are the result 

of the desires of elites for campesino (small landholding 

farmer) lands for mining and export agricultural production. 

Campesino protests are met with military force. In El 

Salvador, a large population and lack of land have placed 

severe economic stress on the people. According to some 

writers, civil protest is met with death squads, and 

guerrilla-infiltrated areas receive constant bombing (e.g. 
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Partnoy 1988:13; Crittendon 1988:15). 

For over twenty years the military controlled 

governments in both countries have been carrying out 

counterinsurgency sweeps in areas where popular support for 

guerrilla activity exists (Calvert 1984:1? Nazario 1985:30; 

Crittendon 1988:14-17). The civil wars between the army and 

the guerrilla forces in Guatemala and El Salvador have 

affected civilians who do not actively support either side. 

Anyone suspected of organizing the poor to achieve 

improvements in salaries, education, or health is considered 

subversive by the government. Those who openly help the 

poor are targeted for assassination. Among such persons are 

clergymen, teachers, students, union organizers and health 

workers (Gruson 1988:1). 

According to Williams (1986:114, 122-124, 142-148) 

campesinos who resist having their lands taken for use by 

wealthy land owners or the military (who wish to use the 

land for cattle, or other extractive enterprises) are 

intimidated into moving by having their crops burned. Those 

who return to their land are systematically tortured and 

killed. Those who manage to escape hide in other villages 

and in remote forests or they flee the country (Palla 

1988:236). 

Once areas of conflict are brought under army control 

by killing or removing persons suspected of helping the 

guerrillas or labor unions, the army organizes spies and 



paramilitary patrols to keep the population under 

surveillance. Males as young as 13 are conscripted for 

military service; resistors are shot. As a result of the 

process described above whole communities have become ghost 

towns, with fields and settlements scarred by fire and 

bombings (Manz 1988b:81, 85-88; Carmack 1988:27-30; Montejo 

1987; Woodward 1985:244-246,251-254). "In the town of 

Zacualpa, southern Quiche, the army began committing large-

scale massacres in 1981, and by 1983 there were only two 

families left in what had been a town of eighteen thousand 

inhabitants" (Simon 1987:98). 

In Guatemala there were 100 reported human rights 

violations per month in 1988—the majority were 

assassinations, kidnappings and disappearances. With a 

population of eight million, Guatemala has suffered 100,000 

political killings in addition to 40,000 disappearances in 

the last 16 years (Gruson 1988:1,14). "People are shot in 

the streets almost daily and bodies bearing signs of torture 

are regularly discovered on rural roads" according to a New 

York Times report on Guatemala (Gruson 1988:14). 

Since 1979, there have been over 45,000 political 

killings and over 4,000 disappearances in El Salvador, a 

country with a population of about five million (El Salvador 

Committee 1985:8). Human rights abuses committed by the 

army as the main source of violence are documented by the 

New York Times (LeMoyne 1986:A3) and by the U.S. State 
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Department Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 

1986. For example, in El Salvador the government report 

states that "allegations of abuse by the arresting forces 

continue" (1987:493). 

My informants indicated that after initial threats or 

brushes with death, they began to sleep at the houses of 

friends or relatives# outside in the fields, or at their 

places of work. They also moved to a other areas. Most 

reported having had their friends and family members 

murdered and tortured. 

Men and women who have been threatened by the military 

because of their beliefs may choose to go into hiding within 

the country, or they may leave. Soma who leave do not 

survive the journey to safety; they die along the way or are 

captured and deported. Many spend months or years in other 

Central American countries or Mexico before coming to the 

United States. There are United Nations (hereafter UN) and 

government-organized refugee camps in Honduras, Costa Rica, 

Mexico, and Nicaragua. Conditions are very difficult in the 

camps: there is a lack of food, medical care, and security. 

Men in camps in Mexico and Honduras risk accusations of 

guerrilla activity and persecution by the Honduran army, or 

raids by Guatemalan, or Salvadoran armies (Crittendon 1988: 

17; Earle 1988:263-264, 267-268; Ferris 1985:206-207). 

Outside the camps in Mexico, large numbers of refugees 

risk persecution and deportation by Mexican officials if 
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they are not successful in hiding their Central American 

identities. The Mexican government deports more Central 

Americans than any other country (Ferris 1985:208). Mexico 

is in a severe economic crisis and lacks the resources and 

employment opportunities necessary to support outsiders. 

Those who come to the United States believe they will be 

safer here than in Central America or Mexico and that there 

will be greater opportunity for achieving a reasonable 

subsistence. 

Research Techniques and Identification of Informants 

From an anthropological viewpoint it is important to 

document how people respond to problems at home, how 

migration may solve these problems, and how people seek to 

continue their cultural and biological identity after they 

have migrated. Through interviews with men and women who 

have left their countries, the author has gained a greater 

understanding of the strategies involved in leaving one's 

homeland, migrating, and adapting to a new culture. 

Salvadorans and Guatemalans interviewed for this study 

include campesinos, university students, labor union 

members, guerrillas, members of civilian patrols and the 

Guatemalan army reserves, and individuals working among the 

poor. The informants fall into several categories in terms 
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of political asylum: 1) those who have been granted asylum 

in the United States; 2) those who have applied or plan to 

apply for U.S. asylum; 3) those who do not qualify for U.S. 

asylum; and 4) those who intend to apply in Canada. 

The techniques used for data collection in the study 

consisted of a two types of interviews: formal, 

questionnaire-based interviews and open-ended interviews in 

which informants spoke on a variety of experiences. 

Interviews were supplemented by participant observation and 

continued informal contact. Questions were in Spanish or 

English according to the preference of the informant; in the 

case of Maya speakers, the interviews had to be conducted in 

Spanish. Seventeen Guatemalans and thirteen Salvadorans 

provided formal interview data. In addition, I obtained 

information from 23 relatives of those refugees and from 34 

individuals helping refugees through the various 

institutions of the Sanctuary Movement and other Tucson 

agencies. 

The settings for the interviews varied, but were 

conducted principally in the homes of refugees, at Southside 

Presbyterian Church, and in my home. Interviews with 

persons helping refugees were carried out at their places of 

work or in their homes. 

Participant observation occurred in the homes of 

refugees and while I was working as a volunteer in several 

different capacities. I taught an English class once a week 
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at Southside Presbyterian Church, served as a receptionist 

and translator at TECLA, and worked in the Techo 

Interamerican Education Center office doing publicity work 

for the Comite Quetzal (see page 80). Further contact with 

refugees took place during excursions to cultural events, 

libraries and museums. I also participated in church 

services for Central Americans and cultural and educational 

programs on Central America that afforded me social contact 

with refugees and refugee workers, as well as more 

background on the area and its problems. 

Informants were contacted by telephone; I sometimes 

arranged first to meet them and set up an interview later. 

Refugees were for the most part willing to speak with me. I 

told them the purpose of my study and how the interviews 

would be used. Their participation was voluntary; there was 

no monetary compensation involved. 

In this paper, names of Central American informants 

have been changed to protect their identities. (Some agreed 

to participate only if their names and certain details of 

their past were not used.) One person declined to 

participate because he had given his testimonies in churches 

and did not want to talk about the past anymore; two others 

said they did not have time. 

Interviews dealt with refugees' families, education, 

and work before and after coming to the United States. They 

were asked why they left and to give details of their trip 
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to the United States, their contacts in the United States, 

and legal and economic factors. The persons working with 

refugees were interviewed on the time span and reasons for 

their involvement, the functions they perforin, and what 

needs they perceive the refugees having. They were also 

asked about funding, national and international integration, 

how refugees know about their service, and what criteria 

they use in deciding whom to help. 

Sixty percent of the informants arrived in Tucson with 

no family or friendship contacts. The other forty percent 

had the support of family and friends when they arrived. 

Persons with families may use the services of the Sanctuary 

Movement, but it is those who do not have families who 

depend most heavily on Sanctuary services. Data collected 

is biased toward those aided by the Sanctuary Movement 

because most of my contacts were made through Techo, TECLA, 

and Southside Presbyterian Church. Refugees were willing to 

speak with me due to the trust they had in these 

institutions. 
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Chapter 2 

CASE HISTORIES 

The following seven case histories are meant to provide 

accounts of refugees' experiences related to their migration 

and adaption to Tucson. Open-ended interviews reveal much 

more than do responses to questionnaires. They allow 

informants to present their perspectives and provide a 

better view of the interaction of events. The case 

histories presented here were chosen because they represent 

a majority of the informants interviewed and because they 

provide extensive information about the principle topics of 

the thesis. 

Irene Morales 
1 - t 

Irene Morales, age 31, lived in rural Escuintla, 

Guatemala until 1982. She married Hector Morales, an 

agronomist when she was 17 years old and they now have three 

children. In Guatemala, they had a small store, then built 

their house and a pharmacy which was very successful for 

almost four years. 
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Their area began experiencing problems in 1978 when a 

large land owner began to spray herbicides on lands 

surrounding his own. Farmers who had united to form a 

campesino league to protest and receive compensation for 

destroyed crops were killed by the Guatemalan army. 

Hector's uncle and brother died in this violence, as did the 

university students and lawyers who helped to organize the 

league. 

In 1981, the army accused Irene and her husband of 

helping the guerrillas because they had indiscriminately 

given medicine and injections to those in need. The man who 

warned Hector and gave him the date when the army planned to 

kidnap him was in fact a soldier to whom Hector had once 

given medicine. The family hid in the fields beyond the 

neighborhood and then went to Guatemala City the night 

soldiers burned their house and pharmacy and murdered 19 of 

their neighbors. Irene told me that "the only crime we 

committed was helping the people who were sick." 

While Irene and the children stayed in Guatemala City, 

Hector went to Los Angeles for one month. He was 

unsuccessful in finding work and returned to Guatemala upon 

hearing of the March 1982 coup which ousted President Lucas 

Garcia. Having little trust in the new Rios Montt military 

dictatorship, the family went to Guadalajara, Mexico where 

they started an unsuccessful vegetable stand and ran out of 

money six months later. 
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The Morales family decided to go to the United States 

when they heard from a cousin in Tucson who sent them $100 

(only $50 arrived). The cousin, aided by the Tucson 

Sanctuary Movement, arranged to help them cross the border. 

(The children crossed with a woman who takes her own 

children to school everyday.) Sanctuary Movement workers 

explained their rights and what to do in case they were 

apprehended. The family then lived with the cousin for 

three months until moving into their own apartment. 

One day as Hector was leaving his job as a dishwasher 

at a school, a policewoman demanded to see his papers. The 

officer called the Immigration and Naturalization Service 

(hereafter INS) and he was taken to jail. Sanctuary 

representatives helped the family apply for political asylum 

and paid Hector's bond. Sanctuary Movement workers then 

went to Guatemala to take photos of the burned pharmacy. 

These photos, Guatemalan newspaper stories of the incident, 

and testimonies of witnesses were used as proof in the 

asylum hearings. Hector and his family received political 

asylum in 1983 and permanent residence in 1988. 

Irene works full time cleaning houses and Hector is a 

driver for a dry-cleaning firm. They are also involved in a 

home construction program and will eventually move into a 

new home. Irene has problems speaking English, although she 

has studied the language; Hector studied English for a year. 

The children initially went to bilingual schools and are now 
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fluent in English. Their apartment is decorated with family 

photos and Guatemalan flags. Irene has expressed difficulty 

in adjusting to aspects of her new life such as working 

outside the home and learning English. The family was 

interviewed for the local television program "Brazos 

Crusados." Irene has received a visit from her father and 

has social contacts here with her husband's family, 

neighbors from Escuintla, and other Guatemalans. 

Maria Luz Morales 

Maria Luz is Irene's sister-in-law. She is 42 years 

old and also from Escuintla, Guatemala. She is the mother 

of six children, four of them living. Her husband was 

killed by the Guatemalan army in 1981. 

During the period of destructive herbicide spraying, 

at the wake of her uncle who was a member of the campesino 

league, she was told that her uncle's kidnappers had asked 

about her. For two months after the army accused her of 

being a guerrilla, Maria Luz slept in the fields because she 

feared that soldiers would come at night and capture her if 

she slept at home. On April 1, 1981 she left for Guatemala 

City with her sister and her children. She never thought 

she would leave Escuintla, much less go to the United 

States. "I did not even know my own country," she told me. 
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She sold her animals but was unable to sell most of the 

goods in her store. In Guatemala City, she bought land to 

avoid paying rent. She had studied for six months as a 

child and could only find work as a maid. By this time she 

was already separated from her husband who was kidnapped and 

killed by the army ten months later. She was afraid that 

her husband would tell the army where she lived. 

The family of women and children was forced to move 

within the city because the soldiers always found them. On 

one occasion, soldiers arrived 45 minutes after they had 

left. Her sister said they should go to Mexico because they 

would be killed if they stayed. When 50 soldiers surrounded 

the house and asked the identity of the men they had 

observed leaving the house, Maria Luz told the army that she 

and her sister were prostitutes. "You say whatever you have 

to when you are trying to survive," she told me. The 

soldiers notified them that the house was under 

surveillance. That night, they escaped and took the bus to 

Mexico. 

In Chiapas, they worked on a banana plantation until 

Maria Luz' brother Hector arranged for a Sanctuary Movement 

worker to take them to Tucson. He had learned their 

whereabouts through their mother who lived in Guatemala 

City. Her sister chose to stay in Mexico. Maria Luz and 

her children were taken by plane to Hermosillo to avoid the 

Mexican police. 
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At the border, Maria Luz had to change her hair and 

make-up to look like the picture in a passport provided by a 

journalist. For the first two months they lived with Hector 

and Irene, but have since been on their own. Sanctuary 

Movement workers found cleaning jobs for Maria Luz and put 

her children in school. Her eldest daughter is now 

attending Pima Community College. During the five and a 

half years cleaning homes and baby-sitting, she has had very 

good employers. She has bought a car. She says it is hard 

not knowing much English. Though Maria Luz goes to English 

class once in a while, she does not have much time to study 

because she is both father and mother to her children. She 

applied for asylum in 1985, and won her case in late 1988. 

Maria Elena Perez 

Maria Elena Perez was born in an Indian town in the 

Department of Chimaltenango, 75 kilometers from Guatemala 

City. When she was three years old, the family moved to 

Guatemala City where her father worked making bricks and 

for the highway department. They lived in a section of the 

city without water. She attended grade school and worked 

doing housework until she was seventeen when she could no 

longer afford to stay in school. 

At age 18, she married Antonio, a bill collector from 
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the capital. She made food to sell outside the home; her 

family also helped them financially. They had four 

children, the first of whom died. 

Because of their work for the Confederacidn Nacional de 

Trabajadores (CNT) labor union, Antonio was kidnapped and 

tortured for three months; he bears scars of cigarette 

burns, gashes in his face, and other injuries. She believes 

he was released so that he would lead his kidnappers to her. 

At 9:00 one night 500 soldiers came to look for them. 

They escaped because the soldiers at first mistook their 

neighbors' house for theirs. Two Maya Indians hiding in 

their house were shot as they left by the back door. The 

soldiers then stole everything—union documents, money, etc. 

The family went to the Guatemalan/Mexican border and 

worked cutting melons. When one of the daughters contracted 

typhoid, they lacked the money to cure her and returned to 

the capital hoping things would be better. However, the 

army was still searching for them and they stayed only one 

month, leaving their two daughters vrith Maria Elena's 

mother. Her father borrowed $200 for the couple and their 

son to go to Mexico in 1983. 

They planned to go to Mexico City even though they had 

no contacts there. In Chiapas, however, her husband was 

removed from the bus by immigration officials and taken to 

the Guatemala/Mexican border. The man sitting next to Maria 

Elena on the" bus suggested she return also. He arranged for 
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a vehicle and accompanied Maria Elena and her son to the 

border. When she explained to immigration officials why 

they were fleeing Guatemala, the authorities freed Antonio. 

They boarded another bus and in Oaxaca, when the immigration 

police checked the bus, a group of girls selling food 

covered Antonio with their sweaters. In Puebla, the bus 

driver noticed that Maria Elena was nervous and crying and 

told her there were two immigration police on the bus to 

whom he would speak. The immigration police took them off 

the bus, past other officials, to a cheap hotel and told 

them to take a direct bus to Mexico City, otherwise they 

would certainly be caught. 

Their money ran out two weeks after arriving in Mexico 

City, and they began sleeping in a park. They went to a 

place that gave food in exchange for work but were turned 

away because they were Guatemalan. Their son begged for 

food and money for himself and his parents. This made Maria 

Elena very sad and she asked herself what people must think 

of her. 

They went to the Universidad Obrera and were successful 

in meeting a Guatemalan student who gave them 5,000 pesos 

and the addresses of the UN and other humanitarian 

institutions. UN officials recognized them as refugees and 

helped them financially. They did not file an application 

for refugee status in the United States at this time because 

they feared the involvement of the Central Intelligence 
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Agency. 

They faced two years of economic struggle in Mexico 

City. Sarah, an American who worked at the Casa de Jusco 

which dispensed food, befriended and helped Maria Elena. 

When Sarah had to return to the United States, she connected 

Maria Elena with the Quaker Sanctuary Movement workers in 

Mexico. Maria Elena returned to Chiapas where her mother 

met her with the two daughters; the mother accompanied them 

to the U.S. border. Sanctuary Movement workers helped the 

family in a clandestine, night border crossing and took 

them to Tucson. 

During their first eight months in Tucson, they stayed 

with an Episcopal minister. Maria Elena took care of the 

minister's children and did the housework. Two months after 

arriving, an American friend took her to apply for a 

housekeeping job in a hotel. Her husband began work three 

months after arrival. They split up, however, and he moved 

to Washington, D.C. where two of the children are now 

living. 

When she arrived in 1985, Maria Elena applied 

affirmatively for political asylum (application for asylum 

without prior apprehension) through Southern Arizona Legal 

Aid, Inc. She was denied asylum late in 1988, but has 

appealed. She has been stopped by the INS twice and was 

freed each time. (Two of the people she was with were 

jailed and she had to raise their $1000 bond through the 
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help of her employers. 

After Maria Elena had worked at the hotel for nine 

months, TEC Social Services found her a job cleaning houses. 

Through her employer, she has found additional work. She 

met another refugee at Southside Presbyterian Church whom 

she had known in Guatemala and with whom she now cleans 

houses as a team. They charge by the job but earn an hourly 

wage of at least $5 each. 

She has never formally studied English, but has learned 

some by listening. The daughter who lives with her goes to 

a bilingual school and is learning English. Maria Elena 

does not want to loose her culture; she wants to speak only 

Spanish in the home and cooks only Guatemalan food. She 

also enjoys sharing Guatemalan food and culture with North 

Americans. 

Maria Elena participated in a Women in Guatemala 

program in Chicago. She has also given her testimony in 

churches and schools in Tucson. She began an organization 

called the Comite Quetzal to educate North Americans about 

Guatemala. Committee members are of both nationalities. 

She says she does not participate in other activities 

because she has very little free time. She lives with 14 

Central Americans and feels that she already has a community 

around her. 

A Catholic, Maria Elena attends a church which has 

masses in Spanish. Occasionally, she also goes to services 
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at the Southside Presbyterian Church. 

She says that if she is denied asylum, she will ask the 

INS to kill her rather than deport her. She might go to 

Mexico but was once denied asylum there and given 60 days to 

leave. If granted asylum she will stay in Tucson. 

Antonio Tequi 

Antonio Tequi, age 37, is from San Salvador. As a boy 

he worked in a textile factory while attending grade school. 

He married at age sixteen and is the father of two children. 

He first became interested in politics when he was fifteen. 

Through soccer contacts he received grants and job 

opportunities and was able to finish his high school 

education in accounting at age 27. 

The following year, 1979, Antonio began studying at the 

National University. When it closed in 1980, he enrolled in 

the Universidad Catolica and worked as an accountant to pay 

the high tuition. He continued to participate in political 

meetings and demonstrations. He joined the Sindicato de 

Trabajadores del Central Electrica (STECEL) union even 

though this was prohibited by his company. In 1980, the 

leaders of the union were jailed. The company he worked for 

was militarized and Antonio was threatened; notes were left 

on his desk and he was followed. He asked for a leave of 
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absence from work to prove that he could live without a 

salary and avoid being what he calls a "secuestro 

economico." His wife and the unions helped the family 

financially. Antonio withdrew from the university in 1983 

to work for the union, study unionization, and attend 

political events. 

In March 1983, a death squad picked up Antonio from his 

house at 2:00 a.m., beat him and took him naked to a 

basement within San Salvador. For eight days he was tied up 

and tortured with electricity. He was then taken to the 

National Police, given no food for three days, and held for 

25 days. The police accused him of being a guerrilla 

commandant and asked him about a particular arms shipment. 

The newspaper ran a story with his picture accusing him of 

burning buses, killing a colonel, and kidnapping, but he 

never went before a judge. Antonio was blindfolded, forced 

to sign a confession, and spent a year and eight month as a 

political prisoner in La Mariona prison. 

Antonio feels that the time spent in jail was very 

useful in spite of the mental damage it caused. He 

participated in political and cultural activities within the 

jail. Professors came to teach philosophy and medicine. 

There were also materials for teaching reading and writing; 

Antonio began teaching many of the illiterate in jail. 

He was able to leave La Mariona with the help of the 

Red Cross, the Archbishop's office, organizations, and 
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friends. Upon leaving jail, however, he suffered a 

psychological crisis due to his persecution. The government 

was searching for him; rather than return to his home, he 

stayed with friends and moved often. With the help of the 

Human Rights Commission in El Salvador he went to Mexico 

City for a month. There, the UN recognized him as a 

political refugee. He could have gone to Switzerland, 

Canada, Holland, or Sweden but instead returned to El 

Salvador for three more months. Though he changed his 

physical appearance, the government continued to pursue him. 

Antonio left El Salvador in August 1986 to take his 

family where they would be safe. Organizations in El 

Salvador gave him money to make the trip to Tucson. He had 

a brother here who had been in the United States for eight 

years and was married to an American. Antonio's brother 

connected him with Sanctuary Movement workers who helped the 

family to cross the U.S. border. They had trouble in Mexico 

City when the police stopped them at the bus terminal and 

took all their money. However, they had already purchased 

bus tickets to Nogales. 

They stayed at the brother's home for the first two 

months until they moved into their own apartment; Antonio 

began work as a bus boy, dishwasher, and gardener. The 

whole family was taken to jail for three days when their 

neighbors —"gringos racistas" according to Antonio—called 

the police and accused Antonio's son of hurting a dog and 
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starting a fire. Antonio knew his rights and called TECLA. 

His American sister-in-law provided their bond money. Eight 

months later the family received political asylum. 

In November 1987 Antonio quit his janitorial job and 

began an association called the Group of Support and 

Solidarity for El Salvador {hereafter GASPES) which provides 

information to Americans about El Salvador and raises funds 

to be used for Salvadorans in El Salvador and Honduras. 

Antonio has participated in conferences on his native 

country in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago. He 

differentiates himself from the many economic refugees who 

he says are only interested in gaining economic security. 

Antonio studied English in grade school and also 

studied in Tucson for a year; however, he still does not 

feel comfortable speaking English. Though he needs English 

for his GASPES work, there are people available to translate 

and many Tucsonans are bilingual. His two children now 

speak English and his wife is learning. 

Antonio participates in Salvadoran cultural activities 

and wishes to disseminate information about his culture. 

The family plans to stay in Tucson until they return to El 

Salvador since Tucson is only 4-5 days by bus away. Because 

of his interest in the future of his country, Antonio may 

return sooner than his family. He cannot go back at the 

present time as death squads would likely kill him. 
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Francisco Villa was born in Quetzaltepeque, El Salvador 

in 1945. At age nine, he was out on the streets earning 

money by selling newspapers. His mother taught him to read 

and write and he attended grade school for nine years. When 

he was 19 he went to San Francisco, California where he 

worked at a leather factory. (He was deported after two 

years.) 

Back in El Salvador, he was married and had two 

children by the time he was 25. The family had many 

problems that Francisco feels resulted from the immaturity 

of his sixteen-year old wife. They moved to Sonsonate where 

he had various jobs over the years as a welder, salesperson, 

supervisor of sales, and as a carpenter. 

His twin brother was in the Compania Executiva 

Portuarea Autonoma (CEPA) union and his younger brother was 

a guerrilla, who was tortured badly before he was killed in 

1980. His torturers took out his fingernails, burned his 

ears, and disfigured his face. 

Francisco also participated as a guerrilla. He 

explained that since his brother was involved he felt he had 

to be as well. His wife, in a fit of jealousy, denounced 

him to the authorities in 1980. Later, his twin and another 

man from Sonsonate who looked like Francisco were killed by 

the government. He left Sonsonate for a month, living 
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miserably by the side of a river. When he returned, he went 

to the home of his compadre (co-parent) who was a guerrilla, 

and they fled the country together. 

Francisco and his compadre were robbed at the bus 

station in Mexico City, but they had already bought their 

tickets to Guadalajara, and Francisco had $100 hidden which 

they used to travel from Guadalajara to Ciudad Juarez. They 

did not know how to cross the border at Ciudad Juarez, so 

they went to Nogales, but could not cross at that location 

either. Francisco said that if he had been alone, he would 

have tried to cross, but he felt a responsibility to his 

compadre who did not speak English and would be in grave 

danger if deported to El Salvador. 

They finally crossed the border at Algodones, Baja 

California, and were apprehended by the INS. Francisco had 

told his compadre not to sign anything, but his friend did 

sign a voluntary departure statement and was deported to El 

Salvador where he was assassinated. I asked him why his 

friend had signed and he said "who knows what lies they (the 

INS) told him so he would sign." 

Francisco was detained for 45 days in San Diego and was 

then taken to El Centro detention center. He applied for 

political asylum and was told four days later than he had 

been denied. He knew that this was not true because the 

paperwork had gone to Washington where several people review 

it in a process that takes months or years. He went to 
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court himself and was denied asylum, after having spent 

almost five months in El Centro. 

In 1981 the Manzo Area Council and Jim Corbett, a 

Sanctuary Movement founder, bailed him out and brought him 

to live at Corbett1s house in Tucson for a year. He had 

broken his arm in jail and could not work until his arm 

healed. He applied again for asylum with the help of the 

Manzo Council but without success; he says that if he had 

paid the $125 appeal fee, he might have won. He remained in 

Tucson but went into hiding. 

He got his first job assembling bicycles with the help 

of Father Ricardo Elford. He has also worked as a solderer, 

electrician, plumber, chauffeur and thrift store supervisor. 

Before he received a work permit he says he was poorly paid. 

He has more recently worked at a laundry, as a janitor and 

doing general maintenance at Pima College. He has found 

work with help of a Guatemalan refugee who heads Techo 

Interamerican Education Center and by looking in the 

newspaper. He leaves his jobs because of poor treatment. 

He works hard and does not like to have a boss who treats 

him badly. 

He applied for legalization under the Amnesty 

provisions of 1986, received a work permit, and will soon 

apply for permanent residency. He is using cassettes and 

attending classes at El Rio Learning Center to prepare for 

the English and Civics requirements. He studied some 
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English in El Salvador. 

He met his common law wife in 1982. She is Mexican and 

now has U.S. citizenship. She helps him financially. The 

majority of his friends are Salvadoran; his only Anglo 

friend is his Lutheran pastor. He is a member of San Juan 

Bautista Lutheran church where he is very active. 

Francisco helps refugees when he can and has given them 

a place to sleep. He took money to Mexico and picked up the 

family of another Salvadoran refugee. He helped organize 

the Club Deportivo Centroamericano soccer team in 1986 

because he wanted to encourage a sense of community among 

Central Americans. He also helped begin the Escuelita 

summer school for Central American children. He presently 

works as a volunteer at TECLA. He has given talks in 

Tucson, Phoenix, and California, but no longer does so 

because he does not wish to be used; he believes that 

churches exploit people to make money. 

If the political system were to change in El Salvador, 

he would return. He says that he suffered such terrible 

persecution that he has forgotten the address of his 

children. He has a brother and a sister in the United 

States, but he has no contact with them; he was only close 

to the two brothers mentioned earlier. 
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Manuel Avila was born in 1929 in Usulutan, El Salvador. 

His father worked as a mechanic for a coffee processing 

plant. His mother made food to sell outside the home, and 

died in childbirth. 

He attended primary school for three years, and at age 15 

began construction work with his uncle. He received 

architectural training in 1964 and in 1978 he finished high 

school. He and his wife were married in 1979 when their 

eldest daughter celebrated her fifteenth birthday. 

From 1965-1985 he was employed in a saltworks, which 

processes salt through the evaporation of brine. When a 

group came to the plant to form a union in 1986, he attended 

the meeting. He did not approve of the way they were 

setting up the organization and refused to join. The union 

members left him a note requesting his collaboration. One 

evening when he was out after the 6:00 p.m. curfew the 

Civilian Guard took him to their captain who accused him of 

being a union member. When the captain became more 

aggressive, Manuel told him that he had a close friend who 

was influential in the military, and the captain changed his 

stance. Nevertheless, eight days later, soldiers entered 

his house while his wife and children were home. The 

soldiers had them lie face down on the floor while they 

robbed the house and checked for papers. 
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Days later, as he and another worker were driving a 

company car home from the saltworks, the guerrillas stopped 

them, made them get out, and then burned t*he car. They were 

not harmed. Five days later the owner of the saltworks was 

kidnapped and held for 16 days by the guerrillas. 

The union sent him another note forbidding him to go to 

work. Unable to work in Usulutan, he went to San Salvador 

in January 1987 and found employment in connection with the 

reconstruction efforts following the October 1986 

earthquake. However, in March, a car stopped near his work 

place and the driver asked him if he had not been forbidden 

to work. The driver proceeded to threaten Manuel's boss who 

in turn refused to keep Manuel in his employ. 

Manuel returned to Usulutan and arranged for himself and 

a friend to apply for passports, solvency reports, and 

Belizean visas. Meanwhile, soldiers came to his house 

again. He spoke to his friend in the military who signed a 

paper which allowed him to leave the country legally? he 

also asked the official to keep his two sons from being 

conscripted. 

Manuel did not have much money for the trip because he 

had taken out a loan to build his house (which still lacks a 

roof). On April 8, 1987, he and a friend went to Belmopan 

and then to Belize City but found no work after a 20-day 

stay. Their money was running out so they decided to go to 

Mexico. They entered Mexico illegally, by boat, near 
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Chetumal. They then walked through a swamp until they came 

to a sugar cane plantation where a truck driver took them to 

Cancun. They slept in the fields to avoid the boarding 

houses where they feared immigration searches. They offered 

to help unload a fruit merchant.'s truck, aj^d he gave them 

jobs and a place to stay. The friend also began work at a 

furniture company and Manuel found work remodeling a hotel, 

but he did not like working around drunk tourists. He then 

found a job constructing houses for two months. 

The fruit merchant who had given them a place to live 

advised them to ingratiate themselves with an immigration 

official living nearby in order to avoid trouble. The 

result was that the official helped them get Mexican papers 

which showed they were born in Yucatan (they paid 20,000 

pesos for this help). Next, they went to Veracruz where 

they hoped to find better paid construction work. However, 

none was immediately available. 

The two then went to Matamoros by bus. A Mexican woman 

who had traveled to Usulutan helped them find affordable 

lodging while Manuel's friend recuperated from illness. 

They arranged for a coyote (a person who, for a fee, assists 

the undocumented to cross into the United States from 

Mexico) to take them to La Paloma, Texas for $50. From La 

Paloma, they walked to San Benito and slept in a cotton 

plantation. The next night where they were apprehended by 

the INS in McAllen. They were given a list of their rights 
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They chose bond, were given permission to stay in McAllen 

but not to work, and had to report each month. They slept 

in a park the first night after they were released from 

jail. 

The next day, Manuel asked a road worker about the use 

of sanitary facilities. The road worker invited them to his 

house, gave them breakfast, and paid them $5 to cut 

firewood. He then took them to a Pentecostal Church. From 

there they were taken to Refugio Rio Grande, where there 

were many other Central Americans. Manuel's friend went 

alone to Los Angeles where he had a sister. 

Proyecto Libertad offered Manuel legal assistance and 

paid his bond. This institution said he qualified to go to 

Canada but first sent him to Jubilee, Georgia where he 

studied English for four months. At his medical exam, the 

doctor told him that because of a respiratory problem he 

would not be able to go to Canada. Through the Sanctuary 

Movement he was sent to a church in Black Rock, 

Pennsylvania, where he remained until April 1988. He worked 

as a volunteer, packing handicrafts and preparing food for 

the homeless and unemployed. 

He came to Tucson in May 1988 through the sponsorship 

of the Shalom Fellowship Mennonite Church. TECLA is 

handling his political asylum case, and he has been issued a 

work permit. The Mennonites helped him with lodging when he 
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arrived and he now lives in a one bedroom house behind the 

home of Mennonite missionaries. He earns $4.50 an hour 

building the house of a member of the Mennonite 

congregation. He is also employed to clean the church and 

do yard work. 

Though his background is a mix of the Catholic, Mormon, 

and Protestant religions, he attends the Mennonite church in 

Tucson. The service is in English, but a few people at the 

church speak Spanish. 

Manuel studied English with a Mennonite missionary for 

eight months when he arrived in Tucson. He is now studying 

English on his own, reading magazines such as Sports 

I1lustrated with the help of a dictionary. He wants to 

learn English because his greatest problem is lack of 

communication and therefore he feels socially isolated. 

He does have some Salvadoran friends here. Mennonite 

friends include his boss and the missionaries. He is also 

friends with his Mexican neighbor and sometimes goes to 

Salvadoran or Mexican ranchera concerts. He also likes to 

go on picnics and to Menlo park to watch the Central 

American soccer team. 

In El Salvador, his wife earns money preparing meals, 

and his children also work to support themselves. Manuel 

sends money home to his wife (about $200 a month), so that 

she may continue to pay off their bank loans. The 

Mennonites have already given $800 to the bank and have 
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helped to renegotiate the loan. He would like his wife and 

their four children to come to the United States. He has a 
- * -# 

nephew in Los Angeles but is not interested in finding out 

his address or contacting him because he is not a very close 

relative. He was happier in El Salvador and would return if 

things were calmer. 

Jesus De La Cruz 

Jesus de la Cruz was born in 1951 in Guazapa, located 

24 kilometers from San Salvador. His father was a farmer 

and most of the harvest went to feed the large family. 

Jesus learned to read and write with the help of his friends 

as there was no school nearby. When he was fifteen the 

Catholic church began a radio education program and trained 

auxiliary teachers for it. For three years Jesus worked 

with this program. The station that broadcast is has since 

been burned and is no longer functioning. 

In 1973, Jesus moved to San Marcos (six kilometers from 

San Salvador) to work at the Esso gasoline station in 

downtown San Salvador. He kept this job for fourteen years 

until he left for the United States. He continued to visit 

Guazapa to help his father, and in 1976 he married Gladis 

who was also from Guazapa. They bought some land to 

cultivate bananas and to build a house. 
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In 1980 the level of violence in El Salvador increased 

dramatically. The police accused Jesus and his brothers of 

being guerrillas. (Jestfs defends himself saying "if we had 

been guerrillas at least we would have been prepared to 

defend ourselves; we'd either have been in hiding or had 

arms.") The police murdered three of his brothers. They 

wanted to capture and kill Jesus; instead they apprehended 

his father who has the same name, but spared him because of 

his old age. Jesus' parents moved to his land near Guazapa 

for greater safety, and Jesus and his wife and three 

children moved to San Marcos and ceased to visit Guazapa. 

His wife studied cosmetology, and they borrowed money from 

friends to open a beauty parlor. 

In 1982, his nephew was killed by the government. 

Jesus was ambushed by the Civilian Guard when he went to 

pick up the body. The driver of the truck Jesus had rented 

was shot three times. Jesus was able to drive the truck to 

the hospital by telling the soldiers at the check point that 

the guerrillas had attacked them. 

In 1985 the Guazapa police realized that Jesus was not 

dead. They threatened his niece to find out where he had 

moved. His younger brother had friends who knew a high 

ranking police official whom they persuaded to remove 

Jeusus' name from the list of people to assassinate. 

However, a year later they came for him one evening when he 

was not home. After this incident, the family went to live 
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with his in-laws, also in San Marcos. He often stayed at 

night with friends or remained at work. 

His brother-in-law had been in Tucson since 1985 and 

encouraged them to come here. Jesus left with a friend who 

knew Mexico; both had passports and Mexican visas. However, 

police in Mexico threatened to tear up their visas and 

deport them if they did not pay a requested bribe. Jesus' 

brother-in-law arranged for Sanctuary Movement workers to 

meet him in Mexico City, fly him to Hermosillo, and bring 

him across the border to Tucson. The friend who came with 

Jesus to Mexico brought Jesus' wife and children to the 

border in May of 1988. 

Upon arrival in Tucson, Jesus lived with his brother-

in-law. Two other Salvadoran refugees helped him find work. 

He applied for political asylum affirmatively through TECLA 

and though refused once, has since appealed. He and his 

wife currently have work permits. Jesus is fairly certain 

that he will get political asylum. 

St. Mark's Presbyterian Church and the Mennonite Church 

helped pay transportation costs to bring his wife and 

children to Tucson. St. Mark's also paid the deposit on his 

apartment and helped him furnish it. 

Jesus first was employed at yard work. The TEC Social 

Services offices found him a job at a paint factory, but he 

was laid off. An English teacher at St. Mark's who worked 

at an adobe factory helped him get a job there too. He left 
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this job to work at a hotel laundry even though the salary 

was the same; he found it was easier to get transportation 

with friends who also worked at the hotel. Jesus has been 

at his present position as custodian of St. Mark's since 

September of 1987. He was recommended for the job by the 

former Salvadoran custodian. His wife has not yet found a 

job, but is trying to get proof of her cosmetology training 

from El Salvador in hopes that she may work in that field. 

Jesus studied English in El Salvador for three months. 

In Tucson he studied at Pima County Learning Center for one 

year. He attends the Mennonite Church Bible meetings which 

are in English and has also received English tutoring from 

people there. He has a set of Magic English videos which he 

hopes will help his family learn English. His three 

children go to schools with bilingual programs. 

Jesus teaches Spanish as a volunteer at St. Mark's 

Church. Though he is very busy working, he plays soccer and 

has social contact with his in-laws, goes on picnics, and to 

events at St. Mark's. His extended family living in Tucson 

consists of 22 members, all of whom have received 

sponsorship by St. Mark's. He sometimes provides 

transportation to refugees in the car that the minister of 

St. Mark's gave to him. Many of the refugees live some 

distance away so it is not very convenient to take them 

places. He says he has friends from all over. The hardest 

thing for him to adjust to in Tucson is the language. 
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His family has no plans to return to El Salvador or to 

move elsewhere. His wife's mother and her brothers may be 

coming to the United States, but he says his brothers do not 

want to come. He finds it tranquil here compared to the 

danger in El Salvador. He remarked that "the troubles I 

have had here in two years were equal to the troubles in El 

Salvador in a single monthl" 
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Chapter 3 

REACHING THE UNITED STATES 

The strategies of moving and hiding within one's 

country are only temporary solutions. People followed by 

paramilitary death squads endanger those who give them 

shelter. When they no longer find the strategy of sleeping 

in different places or moving within their country adequate 

to keep them safe, they decide to leave the country. Once 

the decision to leave is made, one must have the means to 

get out of the country. Funds are acquired by selling 

possessions, taking money out of savings, or borrowing or 

accepting money from concerned friends or institutions such 

as churches, the Human Rights Commission, and the Red Cross 

(in El Salvador only). 

There is a severe strain on people of limited resources 

who leave their homes and livelihoods. Most do not have 

time to sell anything or have nothing to sell, their 

possessions having been destroyed or stolen. There are many 

costs involved in a trip in addition to those of 

transportation: food and lodging, documents to buy, and 

bribes to pay. The poorest of the poor do not make it to 

the United States. They either remain in their homeland or 
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go to refugee camps in the other Central American countries 

and Mexico. Many have enough money to get to Mexico, but it 

does not last long enough to get them to the United States. 

Some people are able to get U.S. visas, but they are the 

people who have the money and time to apply for passports. 

Most cross illegally from El Salvador to Guatemala, then 

travel to Mexico and the United States. Some Salvadorans go 

though Belize, then to Mexico. Guatemalans usually cross 

into Mexico illegally. One Salvadoran woman, who had been 

the secretary of a labor union, flew to the United States 

(her boss at the clothing factory paid for her ticket). 

For Salvadoran refugees the trip through Guatemala is 

always reported as smooth and takes one day. Once in Mexico 

the major concern for refugees is being caught and deported. 

Many go to Mexico with the idea that it will be their final 

destination; they do not consider going to the United States 

until they are sure they are not safe in Mexico or they 

receive an offer of help from institutions or family in the 

United States. When employment possibilities do not 

materialize, refugees also think about their options of 

going to the United States. 

Very few of the refugees interviewed look for work in 

Chiapas upon arrival in Mexico, as was in the case of Maria 

Luz, although there is a long history of Guatemalans 

migrating to Chiapas seasonally to work in agriculture. 

Most head directly for Mexico City or Guadalajara to look 
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for help and work. Two persons interviewed had gone to 

Cancun due to the availability of work and its proximity 

when entering Mexico from Belize. 

Within Mexico, people travel alone or with friends and 

family members. Sometimes they travel with a guide who has 

made the trip before. When a group travels together, their 

money is pooled; if someone in the group is apprehended by 

authorities or robbed the whole group is affected. 

Almost everyone I interviewed had been robbed in Mexico 

by the police or immigration authorities. Several were 

robbed of all their money at the Mexico City bus terminal. 

One man said they carried part of the group's money in a jar 

with other food items. (Mexican police and immigration 

officials can spot Central Americans because of physical 

appearance, dress and speech.) 

Passing as Mexican to avoid detection and capture is 

an adaptive strategy. It can include not carrying baggage 

so as to avoid the appearance of being travelers. It also 

may mean replacing Guatemalan clothing especially Mayan 

dress and the quite distinguishable Salvadoran-manufactured 

clothing and sandals. Hairstyle and make-up changes help 

women to look more Mexican. Speech is also a way for 

Mexican authorities to spot Central Americans, so they must 

learn to use a Mexican accent and slang to pass a test 

Mexican immigration officials give them to ascertain whether 

they are Central Americans. 
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Marxa Elena and Manuel were the only persons 

interviewed who reported favorable treatment by Mexican 

authorities. This occurred when they went to officials and 

explained their situation, told them what would happen if 

they were deported, and showed the police marks of torture. 

While cases of robbery and physical abuse by Mexican 

authorities are common, many refugees have trusted Mexican 

people and have received help. They say that they felt that 

they had to trust the people who offered assistance. 

Samuel, a Salvadoran threatened for his participation in 

student demonstrations, was walking along the river in 

Ciudad Juarez. He asked young Mexicans about crossing, and 

they told him to come with them if he liked. They did not 

charge him anything to guide him across. By crossing with 

Mexicans, Central Americans are able to profit from the 

experience the Mexicans have. By trusting them, they take a 

risk, but there are very few other options. (Central 

Americans do not always take the help offered by Mexicans as 

they are afraid they will be robbed. Also, Central 

Americans are not familiar with Mexican currency, and a few 

reported being robbed in purchasing and money changing 

transactions.) 

Another strategy for avoiding stress in Mexico is to 

travel without persons who will encumber one. Traveling 

with women and children can jeopardize freedom. Adults must 

also be concerned about the health of children. Women can 
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not safely be left alone while looking for food and work, 

and traveling alone are at great risk. Though I interviewed 

no women who had traveled overland alone, there are 

published accounts of rape in the case of lone Central 

American female travelers in Mexico (Davidson 1988:120; 

Golden and McConnell 1986:114). Leaving children at home 

with relatives or only bringing one child allows more 

freedom of movement for the parent or parents. Leaving 

wives or husbands behind is a also a commonly used strategy 

which occurred among 72 percent of married refugees. The 

family is sent for once the refugee is settled or has a plan 

of action which can accommodate family members. 

Finding work in Mexico is very difficult because of 

high unemployment and requirements of work papers and 

identification. Refugees are often forced into the streets 

and must sleep in parks. Until they can find work, the 

strategy for surviving economically in Mexico is to spend as 

little as possible by staying in cheap hotels or sleeping in 

parks and preparing inexpensive food. 

Refugees also seek out persons from their homelands in 

Mexico or persons whose addresses they have been given and 

with whom they can stay and receive economic and legal 

assistance. In Mexico City refugees meet other Central 

Americans or go to places where they hope to meet Central 

Americans to gain information. UN officials interview 

refugees and those who qualify receive assistance in 
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applying to a host country and are provided with limited 

economic support while in Mexico. The Quakers are 

established in Mexico and provide contact with the Sanctuary 

Movement. 

Because of tighter border controls, the decision to 

leave Mexico and enter the United States involves greater 

risk of capture than the crossing from Guatemalan into 

Mexico. However, if they are to be caught, refugees prefer 

apprehension by the Americans because they believe they will 

receive better treatment than at the hands of the Mexicans. 

The fear of deportation from either country is strong; for 

many it is a death sentence. 

The problem of how and where to cross the U.S. border 

is one faced by most refugees. Sanctuary Movement contacts 

made in Mexico or through relatives in the United States 

make crossing easier. Others have the advantage of family 

in the United States willing to help by coming to the border 

themselves or sending money or friends to provide the 

assistance to cross. 

In the cases of those who do not have family contacts 

set up to help them cross the border, the general pattern is 

to arrive at a Mexican border town chosen either on the 

advice of Mexicans or the knowledge that friends or 

relatives live nearby in the United States. The Central 

Americans will then observe the border area and the 

possibilities of getting across safely. If it looks risky 
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they will wait and try to gather more information. They 

will be solicited by coyotes and, depending on their 

finances, may accept an offer or seek a coyote who will 

charge less. Only two informants reported using the 

services of coyotes, and others purposely avoided coyotes 

because of their reputation of robbing, raping, and 

stranding their clients. 
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Chapter 4 

ARRIVAL IN TUCSON AND ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES FOR SURVIVAL THERE 

The population of Tucson as of December 1988 (Tucson 

Chamber of Commerce) was 399,300, more than twenty percent 

of which is Hispanic. (This figure includes the 

predominately Hispanic City of South Tucson.) Many Central 

Americans are in Tucson temporarily because they were 

apprehended by Arizona INS officials and must remain »;hile 

they take care of their legal problems. Others are passing 

through on their way to other destinations where they have 

family and friends, where there are greater employment 

opportunities, and where they will blend in more easily with 

the population than in Tucson—for example, Los Angeles, 

Phoenix, New York City, and Washington, D.C. Others are 

here because they have relatives or friends here. Refugees 

also explain that they are in Tucson because the westbound 

cargo train they boarded in Texas makes its final stop here. 

Refugees who have family members in Tucson stay with 

them in crowded living quarters initially, and often for 

several years. Though the successful refugee may have his 

or her own room, the general pattern is four persons to a 

medium sized room. Those refugees who arrive with no 
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friends or relatives ask for help when they find someone who 

speaks Spanish. Persons who have given refugees a ride to 

Tucson will sometimes take them to a church. 

Social science theory regarding the adaptive strategies 

of migrating humans is important to this thesis. Bennett 

defines these strategies as "the patterns formed by the many 

separate adjustments that people devise in order to obtain 

and use resources and to solve the immediate problems 

confronting them" (1969:14). To determine the best 

alternatives, one must look at the potential costs and 

benefits of the choices. The principal value of using the 

adaptive strategy framework is to emphasize how people 

survive by developing and using techniques and behavior 

patterns which allow them to cope, adjust, and adapt. 

Velez-Ibanez considers "a cultural form as adaptive 

when its consequences increase the probability of 

socioculturally or biologically defined needs being met in 

diverse circumstances" (1983:112). His study of Mexican 

rotating credit associations based on "bonds of mutual 

trust" explains how the associations help provide for the 

financial needs of individuals. The "confianza" shared by 

participants is crucial to the functioning of the credit 

associations. Confianza, the ability to depend on 

reciprocity of actions, also comes into play among friends 

and family of Central Americans helping one another. 

Voluntary associations help individuals to adapt to a 
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new environment by providing mutual aid/ social activities, 

financial assistance in case of illness, moral and economic 

support, and protection. Newcomers learn from the 

experiences of those who have arrived before them. 

American Indians in Ablon's 1964 study showed the 

development of voluntary associations as a form of adaptive 

strategy to the loss of tribal unity after migration to the 

San Francisco Bay Area. Little showed voluntary 

associations to an adaptive strategy in his 1957 work on 

West African urbanization. West Africans who left their 

tribal homes to move to cities developed political, 

religious, recreational, and occupational associations which 

helped them to adapt to a new environment. 

Kinship and friendship ties are used by migrants when 

they arrive in a new environment. Clignet's 1966 work among 

Aboures and Betes who migrated to Abidjan showed how 

important extended families were to migrants, especially 

women, who were separated from their nuclear families. 

Central American refugees in their trips through Mexico 

and settling in the United States must face problems similar 

to those of other migrants. They seek ways to gain access 

to available resources such as jobs and social services; 

they also develop voluntary associations in cities where 

there are large numbers of refugees. 

Once in the United States, refugees must stay out of 

sight of police and immigration officials and find food and 
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lodging. They must also look for work and legalize their 

status to obtain work permits. Many come of out hiding only 

in limited situations. When they do go out, they avoid 

areas where there is abundant vigilance# and are careful to 

obey civil laws such as those against jay walking. However 

they 3c net always know what areas or places are safe, and 

friends, sponsors and Sanctuary Movement workers help in 

warning them. If apprehended, they must find legal aid to 

avoid deportation. 

The following sections discuss the roles of family and 

friends and the use of services provided by the Tucson 

community. Because of the overlap of services provided in 

the Tucson Area I will discuss in separate sections the 

strategies used by refugees to cope with their concerns 

about health, legal aid, employment, and education. The 

chapter ends with a description of the associations set up 

by refugees, and their involvement in religious 

institutions. 

Kinship and Community Networks 

The use of kinship networks is a very successful 

strategy and one that represents a strong cultural 

characteristic among Guatemalans and Salvadorans. Kinship 

networks assure the refugees a place to stay until they can 
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find work and help out the household financially. The 

advantages are numerous: child care, transportation, and 

financial support are provided by family members. The 

family is important too for raising bond money: family 

members pool their funds and share help from friends and 

employers. Kinship networks also provide emotional and 

moral support: if members are depressed, the families share 

these feelings and help alleviate them. As Irene explained 

it to me, "Latins, Guatemalans are very close (unidos). 

When there's a birthday, we go; when someone is sick, we go 

to visit him; when Antonio's brother died, we got money 

together. We have so much sadness, but we use our sadness 

to make jokes." 

Kinship ties, in short, provide community, common 

culture, and language so that a person need not go far to 

find a social environment similar to the home country. On 

the other hand, the hardships and changes experienced by 

spouses during a separation sometimes make it difficult for 

newly rejoined family members to live together, and divorces 

may result. 

Another form of social network is that of friends from 

the home community. The help refugees provide one another 

is crucial. There are many, many examples of support in 

finding jobs, providing information as a cultural liaison, 

helping with housing, sharing transportation, and providing 

moral support. The Cofinos stayed with the Morales when 
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they first came to Tucson; the families had been neighbors 

in Escuintla, Guatemala. 

Many times a single contact will be helpful in leading 

a refugee to a place to stay. If the contact cannot provide 

a place to stay, he/she often knows someone who can. When a 

man who left Guatemalan because of threats against him for 

his union work came to Tucson with his family and two 

associates, one member of the group had a friend in Tucson 

and they all stayed in his apartment. When the landlord saw 

that there were many people staying in the small apartment, 

she invited them to live with her for a month. She was able 

to find jobs for the three women of the group. 

Tucson Community 

Being away from one's family in a foreign country with 

a language barrier where one is considered an illegal alien 

is a desperate situation with which refugees must contend. 

Members of the Tucson community understand the social 

isolation experienced by Central Americans and attempt to 

assist refugees. The nationality of friends of Central 

Americans varies: some have friends only from their home 

country; others have Anglo, Mexican American, Mexican, and 

friends of other nationalities. Much of the help received 

from the community, however, comes from social service, 
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church, and humanitarian organizations. 

The most striking and controversial example of 

community help is the work done by TRSG, part of the 

Sanctuary Movement, in which Central American refugees are 

assisted across the border (83 Guatemalans and Salvadorans 

crossed in 1988). They are then brought to Tucson to apply 

for legal status as refugees, and are provided food and 

lodging by the Sanctuary Movement network. The TEC Social 

Services are used by the many Central Americans in Tucson, 

not only by those staying at Southside Presbyterian Church 

or those assisted by TRSG. The office provides food, 

medical appointments, transportation, and job assistance 

among many other services (See Appendix B for list of 

services provided in 1988). Five Guatemalan campesinos who 

came to seek temporary agricultural work were dropped off at 

a church at night. The following morning, teachers from the 

school next door gave them the address of Southside 

Presbyterian Church where they were given refuge. 

This Church provides facilities for refugees to stay: 

they sleep on the sanctuary floor, and there are sanitary 

facilities and very basic kitchen facilities. The refugees, 

usually 20 to 30, are provided bag lunches by Casa Maria, a 

soup kitchen staffed by volunteers who feed 600 persons 

daily. A Pentecostal church group provides a hot lunch on 

Sundays. The TEC Social Services office also organizes 

volunteers to cook meals and takes refugees on excursions 
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which include meals. Sanctuary Movement workers try to find 

sponsors for refugees who arrive at the Church asking for 

help. Only male Central Americans stay at Southside 

Presbyterian Church, while the females stay in private homes 

located through the Sanctuary Movement. (No other Tucson 

church is currently housing refugees on their premises.) 

The Food Bank also provides food boxes for Central 

Americans. The private services help refugees who cannot 

use public services. Until a Central American has political 

asylum and official refugee status, he or she is not legally 

entitled to certain public services such as health care, 

certain educational programs, and food stamps. Other public 

facilities such as schools and the Pima County Learning 

Centers are available to undocumented Central Americans. 

The Tucson Mexican American community provides a 

familiar cultural setting to Central Americans although 

Central American interaction with this community and use of 

services developed for it are mixed. Furthermore, social 

integration is not an immediate result of common use of 

social services and public facilities. 

The services which were developed for incoming Mexicans 

have in many ways been useful to Central Americans. The 

Manzo Area Council which once served undocumented Mexicans 

turned its efforts to helping Central Americans in 1981, and 

in 1985 was renamed TECLA. Liberty, Eastside, and El Rio 

Learning Centers offer free English classes and Civics 
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classes which are attended by Central Americans. Lutheran 

Border Concerns Ministry and Catholic Social Services which 

once handled amnesty applications primarily for Mexicans 

also now file for Central Americans, and their free English 

classes are attended by a small percentage of Central 

Americans. Central American children go to public schools 

with bilingual programs developed for Mexican Americans. 

Central Americans watch the Spanish language television 

channels, listen to Mexican radio stations, frequent Mexican 

dance halls, bars and restaurants, attend churches with 

Spanish masses, and have Mexican neighbors. 

The persons of Mexican heritage living in Tucson—the 

Mexican Americans and the Mexican nationals—differ in their 

degree of contact with Central Americans. On the whole they 

are sensitive and supportive of the refugees because coming 

to the United States from a different culture is part of 

their own personal experience. Those who are not supportive 

are generally indifferent. A few are hostile to Central 

American presence due to competition for jobs. And others, 

while they do not feel that Central Americans take jobs 

away, feel that the U.S. borders should be protected from 

those seeking solely economic security, and that only those 

Central Americans who can prove political persecution should 

be given asylum. 

Upper middle class Mexican Americans have little 

contact with Central Americans. Central Americans do not 
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join the Mexican American social clubs and associations, and 

no Mexican American social organization has come forward to 

help refugees. Middle class Mexican Americans meet refugees 

only in business or administrative capacities, in school 

offices, public offices, or church social service 

organizations. 

Mexican Americans who call themselves Chicanos have 

more contact with Central Americans. Chicanos por la Causa 

expresses sympathy for the refugees, as do other Mexican 

Americans who have been involved in border problems and are 

motivated by church, political and cultural issues. Helping 

refugees is an extension of what they had been doing for 

undocumented Mexicans along the border before large numbers 

of Central American refugees began arriving. 

Mexican nationals have the greatest contact with 

Central Americans because they work alongside them in hotels 

and restaurants, and share recreational activities such as 

soccer games. The fraternization of Mexicans and Central 

Americans leads to dating and cases of intermarriage. 

While Tucsonans of Mexican ancestry and Central 

Americans do share some experiences of migration and 

cultural and economic stress, the border poses different 

problems for the two groups. Mexicans when deported by the 

U.S. Government do not face a death sentence as do many 

Central Americans. Also, the latter have a difficult time 

in Mexico because they are taken advantage of by authorities 
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and coyotes. Mexican migrants share a much longer cultural 

tradition of migrating and are familiar with crossing the 

border. They additionally can count on more extensive 

social networks. Arizona was part of Mexico and north 

Mexican culture extends beyond the Sonoran border. 

Because of historical, geographic, and cultural factors 

Mexican Americans differentiate themselves from the Central 

Americans. For example, a Salvadoran refugee exiled for 

student activities married a Mexican American woman. At 

family gatherings he felt socially isolated because his 

Mexican American in-laws refused to speak Spanish with him 

and insisted on speaking English even though they knew he 

could not speak English very well. In another example of 

the status differential, when a Mexican American woman was 

planning to marry a Salvadoran, her family felt that she was 

marrying below her socioeconomic class. ^ 

Lupe Castillo, who teaches at Pima Community College 

and is involved in migrant and refugee issues, describes the 

Mexican community as absorbing the Central Americans because 

of the relatively small number of Central Americans compared 

to Mexican Americans. Other Mexican Americans have 

described the Central Americans as "low key" and said they 

have no contact with them, and that they did not even know 

about them until the Sanctuary Movement trials in 1985-1986. 

Mexicans do provide the Central Americans with social 

activities, and share with them a language and a culture 
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more similar to their own than the Anglo culture. 

Health 

Refugees go without food, walk many miles and are 

exposed to the elements during trips to the United States; 

such journeys are not for the weak. Those who have walked 

across deserts suffer from cactus wounds and exposure. 

Those who have jumped off moving trains may suffer from 

wounds and broken bones. Victims of torture experience pain 

of many kinds. Medical care is not easily afforded by most 

refugees, and they look for doctors who charge little or 

nothing. Those who are undocumented take risks when they 

go to public clinics because personnel may call police or 

the immigration service. 

Most of the refugees suffer from post traumatic stress 

disorder, nightmares, depression, difficulty forming close 

relationships, headaches, and abdominal pain. They see 

ghosts and dream of dead relatives. They are afraid to 

sleep at night without a light on in the room. They have 

difficulty sleeping and jump up at the slightest noise. 

They fear police helicopters that fly over Tucson houses at 

night. (One individual said he threw up every time he saw a 

man in uniform.) 

Sanctuary Movement workers take patients to doctors who 
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do not charge a fee, and refugees also use public clinics 

and hospitals. Some have become friends of nurses who are 

willing to volunteer services and provide medicine without 

cost to them. A Tucson doctor who treats refugees says that 

those suffering from post traumatic stress syndrome improve 

with time. 

Immigration and Legal Assistance 

Avoiding police, the immigration service, and the 

Border Patrol is a major concern for undocumented refugees 

who are apprehended when they try to cross the border, as 

they make their way to Tucson, and in the city itself. 

Those who have not begun working to attain legal status are 

at high risk. Furthermore, there are very few lawyers in 

Tucson who will take their cases. Attorneys already 

representing refugees are overloaded with cases of persons 

in jail. Even those who have applied for asylum may be 

jailed by authorities. Maria Elena was en route with two 

others to visit relatives in Los Angeles when immigration 

officials stopped them. Although she had contacted a 

lawyer, she had no papers and spent time in jail before the 

authorities talked with her attorney. 

In detention centers the men are separated from the 

women and children; this increases the already stressful 
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situation of being in jail. According to several of my 

interviews, the INS in attempts to have detainees sign 

voluntary departure statements lie to family members that 

the spouse has already signed and has been deported. 

Refugees can apply for political asylum while in jail. 

They are permitted to call an attorney selected from a list 

which the immigration service is required to provide. 

Unless they pay a bond they must stay in jail while waiting 

a court date. Bond is initially set at $1000 to $3500 in 

Arizona and a bond reduction hearing can help lower this 

amount. Many refugees pay as little as $500, and $1000 is 

the average. Legal offices that assist refugees do not pay 

bond; and those who cannot pay remain in jail. (A few have 

been released on their own recognizance when detention 

centers were full.) The TEC Social Services office has also 

been notified of releases of sick detainees whose medical 

bills the immigration service did not wish to assume. When 

refugees apply for political asylum they include the names 

of family members who are planning to join them and this 

facilitates their getting legal status when the latter 

arrive. If they are denied asylum, they may appeal. The 

whole process can take from a few months (rare) up to four 

years. This buys time and allows refugees to stay in the 

United States in relative safety. 

Migrants come from countries where human rights are 

systematically violated and refugees are often intimidated 
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by immigration officials simply because the latter wear 

uniforms and carry guns. The "Conozcan Sus Derechos" 

program began in November 1988 to educate refugees about 

their legal rights in the United States. Financed by the 

TEC, the program trains refugees to inform other refugees of 

their rights, to tell them not to be intimidated, and to 

answer questions. Written material in Spanish is also 

provided. At the meetings, held once a week at Southside 

Presbyterian Church, refugees find out what to do if 

detained and may discuss their options with people who have 

been in similar situations and are familiar with immigration 

law. Refugees are told what political asylum entails, what 

information lawyers need, and how long the process takes. 

The program includes visits to the Central Americans at the 

large orange groves near Phoenix where Central Americans 

seek work. 

TECLA's purpose is to prevent any Central American who 

fears persecution from being deported and to win political 

asylum for refugees. The agency wins more than half of its 

cases. (This compares with a national rate below three 

percent for Salvadorans and Guatemalans (Davidson 1988:162.) 

Arizona, in fact, has the best success rate in the country 

for granting political asylum. Seeking bond reductions and 

work permits is another important service provided by TECLA, 

which also helped file several OP-1 Visa Lottery 

applications for Guatemalans. TECLA does not charge 
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refugees for their services and depends on donations from 

churches, lawyers' groups, and private foundations. 

Donations also come from refugees once they have won their 

cases. The staff includes a director, a lawyer, and two 

paralegals from El Salvador; it is overseen by a board of 

directors. TECLA also depends on volunteers, many of whom 

are Central American. 

Southern Arizona Legal Aid, Inc. employs one lawyer to 

handle political asylum cases, work permits and bond 

reductions for Central Americans. Services are free to 

refugees in need. Two other Tucson lawyers also provide 

free legal aid to Central American refugees. 

Because there are not enough attorneys in Tucson to 

file affirmative asylum cases, refugees often go to other 

cities, such as San Francisco. One of the promoters of 

"Conozcan sus Derechos" feels frustrated because he tells 

the refugees their rights, but there are not enough lawyers 

to handle their cases. TECLA spends an average of $2,000 to 

$3,000 per case for affirmative filings—certainly a great 

deal more than most refugees can afford. 

Four Tucson lawyers familiar with immigration and 

refugee law and others interested in refugee rights have 

formed a group called La Mesilla. This group documents 

cases of human rights violations and discrimination in 

Arizona by INS, police, landlords and employers. La Mesilla 

serves Central Americans primarily, but not exclusively, in 
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their efforts to educate people about their rights and 

confront violations. The American Friends Service 

Committee's Immigration Law Enforcement Monitoring Project 

also monitors and records border patrol abuse of refugee 

rights and collects statistics to send to Congress. 

While refugees can stay in the United States without 

legalizing their status, increased enforcement of the 1986 

Immigration Reform and Control Act, makes legalizing status 

more important than before. Applying for political asylum 

allows a migrant to obtain a work permit while awaiting a 

decision. If political asylum is denied after appeals, 

refugees may choose to apply in Canada, go to another 

country, or go underground. One Tucson refugee who was a 

guerrilla in El Salvador has gone to Canada where he will 

enjoy political asylum. He preferred not to apply for 

asylum in the United States because he feared extradition 

and does not want to live in a country whose government is 

supporting those in his country whom he regards as enemies. 

Refugees who arrived seven or eight years ago are now 

legalizing their residence status through the amnesty 

program. Two refugees I interviewed were able to accomplish 

the change in status through their marriages to American 

citizens. Francisco qualified for amnesty without taking 

this step. He is living with a Mexican American woman and 

had the option of marrying her to gain resident status, but 

chose not to do so. 
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A year after refugees have been granted political 

asylum, they can apply for permanent residency and eventual 

citizenship. Some who are not permanent residents told me 

they will apply for that status but are less sure about 

applying for citizenship. 

Employment 

Refugees need to work to support themselves and their 

families and to pay debts while in exile. Finding work is 

difficult due to lack of opportunities in Tucson/ and 

problems with work papers, transportation, and English 

skills. Refugees realize that they are exploited but cannot 

demand higher wages if they do not have work permits. Those 

who have permits also experience difficulty finding work and 

go for months unemployed. 

Central Americans, for the most part, work at low-wage 

service jobs in restaurants, hotels, homes, and construction 

projects. University-educated persons who have labored as 

busboys, dishwashers, or custodians told me that these were 

the only jobs they could obtain, implying that such 

employment was beneath them. (Some refugees had supervised 

other workers and worked in white collar-positions in their 

home countries, and they find other jobs physically and 

psychologically demeaning. Some refugees have been able to 
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apply specialized skills in areas such as masonry and 

electrical installation.) 

In several families within my sample the wife was the 

one who found full time work while the husband held part-

time jobs and spent most of the time unemployed. It is 

relatively easy for women to find work in household services 

where jobs are available and women are familiar with the 

work. 

Refugees find employment through the Sanctuary 

Movement, with the help of friends and family, and on their 

own by looking in the newspapers. Initially they often work 

for their sponsors doing household chores or applying 

special skills they may have. One refugee worked for the 

people he lived with fixing their cars; another painted his 

host's apartment. 

Churches also aid refugees in finding work as does the 

TEC Social Services office. In addition, the latter office 

may provide daily transportation to a job. (Refugees often 

fail to arrive at work or lose jobs because of a lack of 

transportation.) Most refugees manage to get to work on 

their own, travelling by bus, bicycle, and car. Twenty-six 

percent of the refugees interviewed have automobiles; 

another twenty percent had access to a car. Undocumented 

Central Americans who are afraid of being apprehended by 

authorities would rather not take that risk and prefer to 

stay home if no one can drive them to work. 
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Employment secured through the TEC Social Services 

office is not necessarily permanent; it may involve only a 

day or two of work per week. (Last year the office provided 

refugees with 305 job referrals.) Refugees staying at 

Southside Presbyterian Church reported working a few days a 

week and sometimes may go for a week with no work. They 

wait at the Church for the Social Services office to tell 

them about a job or for someone to arrive requesting a 

worker. Generally these jobs involve painting and yard 

work. The usual wage recommended by Social Services 

officials is $5 an hour. Some employers pay this much, but 

others pay even less than $3.35 minimum wage. 

Help in finding jobs also comes from family and friends 

of refugees. Spouses sometimes find work for one another 

through their employers; transportation assistance may come 

from friends at work. Contacts with refugees who have lived 

in Tucson for several years are helpful in finding 

employment because such persons have more knowledge about 

opportunities and know more potential employers. In the 

case of house cleaning, a refugee may start with only one 

house to clean but if the employer refers the refugee to 

others, he or she will eventually have full time work. 

Refugees who clean houses are sometimes asked by employers 

to take care of children as well. 

In households of extended families, or of several 

families and individuals living together, not all members 
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work outside the home. For example, in Maria Elena's 

household of eight adults, only three work. They pool their 

resources to provide for all eight. 

Edgar Cofino, who suffered persecution in Guatemala, 

was offered a job in Phoenix when the company he worked for 

transferred to that city. His wife Claudia is a cook at a 

Tucson Mexican restaurant, and he would not take the Phoenix 

job because he did not want to be far away from his family. 

Seven of his wife's brothers and sisters, as well as his 

mother-in-law, live in Tucson. As long as they are 

surviving, albeit with difficulty, they will stay together. 

The unity of people and the sacrifices they make for one 

another, regardless of personal hardship, have helped people 

to cope in new surroundings, 

A Maya woman staying in an orange grove at Queen Creek, 

Arizona was with a group of three Maya men. She had a job 

offer but refused to take it out of loyalty to the men who 

had befriended her and who did not have employment. In 

another example, two Central American refugees applying for 

asylum gave two undocumented men photocopies of their papers 

to carry in case they were apprehended. The latter were 

caught in the Phoenix airport as they were trying to go to 

New York. One of those whose papers were used will have 

more difficultly now with the immigration service, but says 

he does not regret trying to help his friends. According to 

him "these are things you have to do; that's the way life 
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is." 

Several refugees working with Techo, Quetzal, and the 

Comite de Emergencia have indicated their desire to form a 

Labor Cooperative for those who are unemployed. At the time 

in which interviews were conducted, they had not yet been 

able to organize such a cooperative due to the risk involved 

in making job referrals for persons without work permits. 

Language and Learning English 

One of the reasons refugees fear coming to the United 

States is the language difference. High school and 

university-educated persons have had some English classes in 

their home countries, but others have not. However, even 

those refugees who have studied English at home say they do 

not remember much. For refugees who are illiterate it is 

difficult even to attempt classes. In the case of married 

couples it is always the husband who studies the language 

first; the wife is too busy to find time to go to English 

class. Single parent mothers who head households go to a 

few classes are not able to go everyday. Transportation to 

classes is another problem, especially at night when there 

is no bus service in Tucson. 

War in El Salvador and Guatemala has often upset the 
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school system; therefore, many children have not been to 

school at all and do not read or write Spanish. Such 

students may do poorly in school and teachers often do not 

understand their problems. 

Opportunities to learn English vary for refugees as 

does perceived need to learn the language. When refugees 

first arrive, some make a point to go to English classes— 

free ones if possible. They may later continue to study 

with cassettes, books, and with friends who offer to help. 

Three families in my sample were using a video cassette 

recorder to study from video tapes. 

Pima Community College offers English classes which 

several of the more settled refugees in the sample had 

attended. Pima County Learning Centers, churches, and 

schools also give English classes that are free and do not 

require identification. The classes have been government 

approved for amnesty certification but are open to anyone 

when space is available. Southside Presbyterian Church 

offers "Survival" English classes for levels from literacy 

to intermediate, which are organized and taught by Eric 

Yoder, a Mennonite missionary. Participants include 

refugees staying at Southside Presbyterian Church as well as 

refugees living elsewhere in Tucson. Yoder also organizes 

volunteer teachers to help him with classes at Southside 

Presbyterian Church and in the homes of refugees at no cost 

to them. 
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Children in the public schools, depending on the 

neighborhood, are able to attend schools with bilingual or 

ESL programs. Those youngsters who have been here more than 

a year are now bilingual- At home they continue to speak 

Spanish. 

Most refugees told me they wanted to learn more English. 

Those who have large families to look after them are the 

exceptions. The mother of Claudia Cofiffo told me she did 

not need to learn English and would probably never learn. 

Her adult children help support her, and she works within 

the home taking care of the grandchildren and other Central 

American children. Though learning English is a major 

concern of refugees, it does not have as much priority as 

resolving legal problems and obtaining employment. 

Traditions and Voluntary Associations 

As refugees resettle, they usually make some attempt to 

retain old traditions. This may be accomplished by 

resorting to kinship and friendship networks and voluntary 

associations. Those with family members in Tucson enjoy the 

cultural familiarity and companionship of the kin group. 

The majority of people interviewed stated they socialize 

mainly with their families. They say it is difficult to get 

together with non-related Central Americans because people 
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live far apart, but extended families are large and their 

members live nearby, thus creating a community. Close 

friends and families get together for social events such as 

birthdays and native holidays when they eat Central American 

foods and listen to Latin music. Preparing traditional 

holiday or festival foods is expensive and the cooks omit 

ingredients that cannot be found in Tucson. (Black beans 

are the main staple in Guatemala, and the Guatemalans prefer 

them; however, one family says they now eat pinto beans 

which are less expensive.) 

Despite close family ties, it is difficult to create an 

integrated Central American community due also to inherent 

distrust and differing political viewpoints. Also, many of 

the refugees do not have free time, money, or transportation 

to participate in events outside the home. This is why they 

make their families their community; families are close, 

convenient, speak the same language, and can be trusted. 

Those who do not have families and have begun to support 

themselves participate in activities outside of work. 

There are several voluntary associations which have 

been organized by Central Americans and North Americans. 

Techo, Escuelita, Quetzal, GASPES, and the Soccer team are 

recreational, traditional, and political associations where 

Central Americans interact. The associations also serve as 

a vehicle for refugees to share their culture with the 

Tucson community. Additionally, they give refugees a chance 
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to speak out against the human rights violations they have 

experienced or witnessed—something that they could not do 

in their own countries. The associations collect funds to 

help programs and people at home or send aid to refugees in 

the Mexican and Honduran camps. The Comite^ de Emergencia is 

a mutual aid association which provides financial assistance 

for medical care. The Christian Base Community is a 

religious and political association. These organizations 

work together and share membership. Events are sometimes 

free for Central Americans. The development and activities 

of each of these voluntary associations are discussed below. 

Techo Interamerican Education Center was founded in 

1985 by persons from the United States and Guatemala and 

included two Central American staff members. Directorship 

was turned over to Central Americans for purposes of 

fulfilling grant requirements. Techo is currently staffed 

by a Guatemalan and a bilingual North American and depends 

on volunteers and a board of directors. Activities include 

Spanish classes and cultural events, such as plays, poetry 

and educational and artistic presentations. In the past, 

English classes have been offered. Techo provides the 

Tucson community with news from Central America, a library, 

videos, and cassettes. 

Techo began the Escuelita summer school for Central 

American children in 1986. The school runs for ten weeks 

and is funded by donations. It provides information about 
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Central American culture and history* and teaches English 

and Spanish. The main purpose is for the children to learn 

about their countries, which is very important to parents 

concerned with preserving a cultural heritage. Last year 

about 45 children ages four to twelve participated. Central 

Americans and North Americans share the work of teaching, 

preparing lunch, and transporting the children. 

The Comite de Emergencia attempts to create a fund 

available for medical emergencies and to unify the refugees 

from Guatemala and El Salvador. The Comite is made up of 

Central Americans and a Salvadoran coordinator. It has 

existed for eight months. Thus far it has helped two 

persons with hospital costs. The Comite has sold typical 

food from El Salvador and Guatemala in Menlo Park to raise 

money. They have done a mailing to businesses asking for 

support but have received little response. It has been hard 

to get people together and interested. They would like to 

attract more people because 80 percent of the refugees in 

Tucson do not have financial resources for medical care and 

fewer have medical insurance. 

The Central American soccer team, Club Deportivo 

Centroamericano, began in 1986 to bring Central Americans 

together. The team plays against Mexican teams in Menlo 

Park on Sundays. People come out to play, watch the game, 

eat Central American food, and meet one another. The team 

also has organized a dance and raffles to raise money to pay 
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for uniforms brought from El Salvador. Central Americans 

interviewed said they attend when they have time. Sometimes 

only the husband will go and take the children. Francisco 

Villa who was president of the team last year complained 

that the players did not attend practice regularly. 

Comite Quetzal, the Quetzal Committee in Solidarity 

with the Guatemalan People, was organized by Maria Elena 

Perez in 1987. The current goals of Quetzal are to provide 

written and audiovisual information about Central America to 

Tucsonans and share Guatemalan culture, especially Maya 

culture. Quetzal offers cultural evenings with Guatemalan 

food and music, as well as presentations of poetry and arts 

and crafts. Fundraising activities, such as sale of Central 

American handicrafts, help support organizations aiding the 

Guatemalan people including Padre Andres Giron's Pro-Tierras 

Movement and the Guatemalan Campesino Organization (CUC). 

In the future Quetzal would like to help the Guatemala 

Commission on Human Rights, the Guatemalan Widow's 

Organization, the refugee camps in Chiapas, Mexico, and 

health programs in Guatemala. 

Antonio Tequi founded GASPES, Group of Support and 

Solidarity for El Salvador, in November 1987 to provide 

information to Tucsonans about the situation in El Salvador, 

to share the cultural and spiritual values of El Salvador, 

and to sponsor humanitarian programs for refugees of the war 

in El Salvador. Tegui says that GASPES is still getting 
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started but activities include seminars, forums, 

presentations of films and videos, folkloric dances and 

music, as well as raffles, parties, and delegations to El 

Salvador. One activity I attended was a video presentation 

on the Salvadoran Refugee camp in Colomoncagua, Honduras and 

a speech by a refugee from the camp. Central Americans and 

North Americans asked questions of the speaker and the 

GASPES staff who served as translators. A meal of 

Salvadoran tamales was offered, and printed information on 

Central America was available. 

The Christian Base Community was organized by 

Salvadoran refugee Alejandro Hernandez {whose brother I 

interviewed), but when he left in 1987 the community 

gradually disintegrated without his leadership. For a year 

after Hernandez left the Mennonite Refugee Mission group of 

the Shalom Mennonite Fellowship joined the Christian Base 

Community once a week in meetings that included songs, 

prayer, and personal concerns. A new Christian Base 

Community was founded in February 1989 at St. Mark's 

Presbyterian Church by members of its Refugee Assistance 

Task Force and Central Americans. Their first meeting 

included a potluck dinner and bible study. St. Mark's has 

agreed to become a sister Base Community with the Chri ^in 

Base Community in Morazan, El Salvador and is planning a 

trip to El Salvador in December 1989. 

Refugees who speak to groups about their experiences 
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and the situation in their homelands through the Sanctuary 

Movement and other organizations such as Tucson Committee 

for Human Rights in Latin America and the Peace in Central 

American Coalition have the opportunity to express 

solidarity with their homeland and help continue the 

struggle for necessary social change there. Several of the 

refugees I interviewed have spoken at schools and churches 

in Tucson and in other U.S. and Canadian cities and have 

been interviewed by newspaper and television in Tucson. 

Many refugees experience survival guilt, or wonder if they 

should have stayed to fight, but by participating here in 

education of North Americans and by raising funds for 

movements for change and human rights they are able to help 

preserve their cultural group while easing their mental 

turmoil. 

Religious Institutions 

Religious institutions are another avenue of social 

exchange. They offer refugees a chance to meet one another, 

as well as meet others from the community. However, not all 

refugees attend church. For those to whom church was 

important before they left, it continues to be important in 

Tucson. Refugees come into contact with churches through 

the Sanctuary Movement, but only a few of the sixteen Tucson 
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declared sanctuaries have Central Americans in their 

congregations. This is due to the fact that many Central 

Americans are Roman Catholic and no Catholic churches have 

declared sanctuary. Though congregation members frequently 

will transport refugees to services, refugees also prefer to 

go to churches located in their neighborhoods. Several 

Catholic churches in Tucson offer masses in Spanish and are 

attended by Central Americans. 

St. Mark's Presbyterian Church, San Juan Bautista 

Lutheran Church, and Southside Presbyterian Church are 

declared sanctuary churches which have Central American 

refugees in their congregations. They are gathering places 

for religious services and other activities attended by 

Central Americans. Ministers of other declared sanctuary 

churches have expressed a desire to have more Central 

Americans join their congregations. Other declared 

sanctuaries which have periodic gatherings and services that 

include Central Americans are First Christian Lutheran 

Church and Temple Emmanu-el. At St. Mark's one refugee 

teaches Spanish classes, and another teaches Sunday School. 

The Shalom Mennonite Fellowship Church held a square dance 

for refugees. Refugees helped organize the Valentine's Day 

dance at San Juan Bautista Church which featured Latin 

music. 

Though the Catholic Church has no declared sanctuary 

churches, clergy and parishioners do participate in the 
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Sanctuary Movement. St. Cyril Catholic Church is settling a 

refugee family whose members attend the English language 

mass, but many of the parishioners speak Spanish as well. 

The Benedictine Sanctuary of Perpetual Adoration has 

sponsored events which promote solidarity with the people of 

Central America. Our Mother of Sorrows Catholic Church 

helped refugees in filing for amnesty. Holy Trinity 

Monasteries and the Maryknolls also support the Sanctuary 

Movement. 

Father Ricardo Elford of the Redemptorist Order, a 

Roman Catholic order which works with the poor, is one of 

two Redemptorists in Tucson who have been strong supporters 

of, and participants in, the Sanctuary Movement since its 

beginning in 1981. Father Ricardo also counsels refugees 

and performs rites such as baptism and marriage. 
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Chapter 5 

CONCLUSIONS AND SUMMARY 

Migration to the United States as a strategy allows 

refugees from El Salvador and Guatemala to live without the 

persecution experienced in their homelands. But unless 

refugees find ways to cope with their legal, economic, and 

social problems they may be persecuted by the INS, 

employers, and elements of society prejudiced against them. 

While posing as Mexican helps to prevent deportation and 

robbery in Mexico, the risks involved in remaining there are 

too great for many, and economic conditions too severe. 

Life in Tucson is also difficult for refugees who, if they 

are able to find work, must support themselves and often 

several others on very low wages. 

The use of kinship and friendship networks helps 

alleviate many of the stresses the refugees experience and 

are considered by the author to be the most salient source 

of assistance. Kinship and friendship networks allow them 

to receive financial assistance to leave their countries, 

cross borders, attain basic needs and essential human 

contact. Refugees also learn from the prior experiences of 

family and friends. The strategy of using kinship and 

community friendship networks was well developed before the 
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refugees left their homelands and already forms an integral 

part of their culture. 

The strategy of using Tucson community support networks 

has also been successful. Refugees benefit from utilizing 

the existing services provided by public institutions, 

churches, and individuals of the community, as well as TEC 

Social Services, TRSG, and TECLA. Most of the Sanctuary 

Movement workers are volunteers who are ready to give time, 

help provide explanations of U.S. culture, provide job 

assistance, and have access to information and services that 

can provide financial help. Refugees adapt to economic 

hardship by learning to make use of the available resources 

such as the Sanctuary Movement institutions which were 

created for their benefit. 

Both the Mexican American and Anglo communities provide 

occupational and recreational contact. The Central 

Americans participate more socially with the Mexican 

community than the Anglo community, although neither 

replaces Central American traditional values, which are 

shared within the family and at gatherings of Central 

Americans. Central Americans take advantage of the Mexican 

cultural elements which provide a common language and 

similar traditions. The majority continue to write to their 

families in their homelands, and a few receive visits from 

relatives. They compartmentalize their Central American 

traditions in the home by eating traditional foods, 
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listening to Central American music, and by keeping in touch 

with relatives and current news about Central America. They 

expose their children to Central American values and culture 

and insist on speaking Spanish at home. 

Voluntary associations are supportive relationships 

which include recreational* political, religious, and mutual 

aid. The associations provide an outlet for political 

expression and a way to continue to work for one's country 

by educating North Americans whose government is supplying 

military aid to El Salvador and Guatemala which results in 

the deaths of fellow Central Americans. However the 

associations do not represent the entire refugee population. 

For the majority, taking care of economic needs is all 

they have time for and the family provides for their 

recreational needs. The lack of motivation to participate 

in voluntary associations is a result-of the above and of 

the fact that the Tucson Central American population is 

small, people are spread out geographically in the city, and 

they come from different regions and different social and 

cultural backgrounds. People depend on family and friends 

more than on the voluntary associations. As many as a third 

of the refugees in Tucson are transient, and this affects 

the development of associations and a community as well. 

Survival skills such as learning English are adaptive 

strategies for gaining employment, participating in the 

larger community, and protecting oneself. The strategy of 
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applying for political asylum allows the refugees to delay 

deportation and live safely in the United States until their 

cases are decided. They are usually given work permits and 

are also eligible for medical care and other public 

services. 

By learning English, refugees may improve their social 

and economic position. They may also gain community support 

through continuing to educate Americans about Guatemala and 

El Salvador. This support may eventually influence U.S. 

foreign policy and lead to improved conditions in their 

homelands. 

Those who are disillusioned about possibilities for 

change in Guatemala and El Salvador can help arriving 

refugees by sharing the knowledge and experience they have 

acquired. The refugees who have been here longer also 

benefit from interaction with new arrivals through renewed 

cultural vitality as well as from first-hand ace . of 

developments in their homeland. 
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APPENDIX A 

Summary of the Literature 

Various studies have been published on refugees from El 

Salvador and Guatemala especially as internal refugees, and 

as refugees living in Costa Rica, Honduras, Mexico, and the 

United States. Belize, Canada and Europe are also places 

which host Central American refugees; however there is 

little literature from these areas. Documentation on 

refugees is being done by anthropologists, historians, other 

social scientists, policy makers, human rights observers, 

and journalists. 

The only work found detailing the economic, social and 

family aspects of refugees in the United States is El 

Salvador 1987; SalvadoreKos Refugiados en los Estados Unidos 

by sociologist Segundo Montes. Montes presents research 

from both El Salvador and the United States which describes 

the causes of migration as mostly political but with 

economic repercussions. He discusses the effects of 

migration on El Salvador and on Salvadorans in the United 

States as a breaking up of families and loss of friends (in 

spite of the fact that a large percentage of Salvadorans 

have relatives in the United States). 

Harvest of Violence: The Maya Indians and the 



90 

Guatemalan Crisis (1988) , edited by ethnohistorian Robert M. 

Carmack, tells of internal refugees and also includes a 

report on Guatemalan refugees in Mexican camps by 

anthropologist Duncan Earle. 

Elizabeth Ferris' The Central American Refugees (1987) 

concentrates on the political policies of countries hosting 

refugees, especially the United States, and also describes 

conditions in camps in Mexico, Costa Rica, and Honduras. 

She writes of the circumstances which create refugees and 

considers the policy changes needed to resolve the refugee 

problem. Ferris has also edited Refugees and World Politics 

(1985) which includes data about the UN High Commission for 

Refugees, and Central American and Mexican treatment of 

refugees. 

Also in the political realm is W.R. Smyser's section on 

Central American refugees in his book Refugees: Extended 

Exile (1987). He discusses what criteria different nations 

use in determining refugee status and their requirements for 

the granting of political asylum. He also explains the 

differing pressures that Central Americans place on Canada 

and the United States. 

The story of the Salvadoran refugee camp at Mesa 

Grande, Honduras is told through Yvonne Dilling's experience 

as a Caritas worker there in her book In Search of Refuge 

(1984). Out of Ashes: The Lives and Hopes of Refugees from 

El Salvador and Guatemala (1985) published in Great Britain 
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by the El Salvador and Guatemala Committees for Human Rights 

describes the work being accomplished through literacy and 

skills training by refugees principally in refugee camps in 

Honduras and Mexico. Anthropologist Beatriz Manz1 book 

entitled Refugees of a Hidden War: The Aftermath of 

Counter-insurgency in Guatemala (1988) documents conditions 

of Guatemalans in refugee camps in Mexico. She also 

explains land tenure laws of the abandoned Guatemalan land, 

and the organization of returning refugees to model villages 

in Guatemala. 

For an understanding of the current situation in 

Guatemala from the native point of view there are published 

testimonies: Rigoberta Menchu, a Quiche Indian from 

Guatemala who is a refugee living in the United States tells 

of the massacre of many in her country including most of her 

family. She also describes her work with the Guatemalan 

Comite de Unidad Campesina (CUC). Venezuelan anthropologist 

Elizabeth Burgos edits her story in Me Llamo Rigoberta 

Menchu y Asi Me Nacio la Conciencia (1985). Victor 

Montejo's Testimony: Death of A Guatemalan Village (1987) 

relates his experiences as a school teacher who witnessed 

the massacre of the people of the village in which he was 

working when the civilian patrol mistook the Guatemalan Army 

for guerrillas; Montejo is also in exile. 

The general histories of the region, R.L. Woodward's 

Central America: A Nation Divided (1985), Robert William's 
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Export Agriculture and the Crisis in Central America (1986), 

David Browning's El Salvador: Landscape and Society (1971), 

and Jim Handy's Gift of the Devil: A History of Guatemala 

(1984) are useful. They provide an understanding of the 

development of the current situation which is creating 

refugees. 

The literature by journalists provides a history of the 
/ 

development of the Sanctuary Movement. Helpful for 

understanding the philosophical and moral reasons for 

offering sanctuary is Miriam Davidson's Convictions of the 

Heart; Jim Corbett and the Sanctuary Movement (1988). Ann 

Crittendon's more thorough Sanctuary: A Story of American 

Conscience and the Law in Collision (1988) gives details of 

U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service policy, its use 

of undercover government agents, and the indictments against 

Tucson Sanctuary Movement workers and trial events from 

1985-1986. Also Renny Golden and Michael McConnell's 

Sanctuary: The New Underground Railroad (1986) and 

Sanctuary: A Resource Guide for Understanding and 

Participating in the Central American Refugees' Struggle 

(1985) edited by Gary MacEoin provide historical and 

ideological background of the movement and include 

testimonies of refugees. Judith McDaniel, feminist and 

author of Sanctuary: A Journey (1987) , tells of her 

personal experience with the sanctuary movement and her 

understanding of the difficult lives of refugees and their 



desire for change in their homelands. South Tucson's El 

Independiente also ran several stories in 1984-1986 about 

the Sanctuary Movement, refugee families in Tucson, and 

legal options available to refugees. 
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APPENDIX B 

Tucson Ecumenical Council Task Force for Central America 
Social Services for Central American Refugees 1988 

Year total 
Food Boxes {Food Bank) 1517 

Medical Appointments 653 

Transport to Medical Appointments 330 

Provide Housing 164 

Housing Assistance 477 

Job Assistance 726 

Transport to Job 305 

Counseling 728 

Cultural Orientation 779 

Clothing 841 

Hospitalization/Surgery 14 

School Assistance 279 

Long Distance Telephone Calls 1565 

Letters 950 

Family Reunification 453 

Sanctuary Placement 28 

Home Visitation 1205 

Recreation Events for Children 473 

Bus Passes 295 

House Furnishings 304 

Amnesty 7 

Transport to Legal Appointments 805 

Catholic Worker Meals Received 6420 
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