PROLOGUE

The border between the United States and Mexico is the most frequently traveled national boundary in the world.  Over 250 million people legally cross the U.S.-Mexico border each year.  An unknown number—perhaps as many as 10 million—do so outside the law.  “For decades, we have not been in complete control of our borders,” said President George Bush in May 2007, when advocating an immigration reform bill that stalled in Congress.  The president added that many have lost faith in the government’s ability to even defend the border at all.
In 2007, I spent three months navigating the 1,951.63 miles of the U.S.-Mexico border.  I went from the easternmost point, a spit of beach south of Boca Chica, Texas, to Border Field State Park, California, where a rusty fence spills into the Pacific Ocean at the border’s western limit.  I wandered from Brownsville to San Diego and Matamoros to Tijuana.  This can be hazardous country for curious writers; in recent years, journalists have been intimidated, threatened, and even shot along the line that Mexicans call la frontera.  Thanks to good fortune and some good advice, I emerged unscathed.

Is it possible to secure one of the most complex borders on the planet?  On my first road trip in May, the same month that President Bush was arguing for immigration reform legislation that Congress would eventually reject, I tried to answer this question for myself.  Beyond security, I had also wanted to make sense of the border; to find some logical, empirical reason beyond the statistics why McAllen and Laredo were bustling and prospering, why Douglas and Nogales were empty and corrupt, and why the cross-border urbanization of El Paso/Ciudad Juárez had evolved so differently than San Diego/Tijuana.
I talked with small business owners, and community organizers who framed immigration law, border security, and the North American Free Trade Agreement through their own lens.  I met a Mexican tourism official who said he had spent almost two decades in jail for murder.  I spent a day with three Catholic humanitarians who drop backpacks filled with water and medical supplies along trails in an effort to relieve suffering in the Arizona desert.  I watched drugs being smuggled over the border in Nogales.
I wanted to know what the border was, but I found myself stymied each time I attempted to draw conclusions.  I returned home with more questions than answers.  I consulted a fellow writer for advice, who, in a single-sentence email worthy of an oracle, illustrated both my problem and its solution: “Do not understand the border too quickly.”
Fortified with that Zen, I plunged back in.  The second trip in August and September took me back and forth along the border twice.  I met a middle school principal whose students say the pledge of allegiance to the United States in both English and Spanish.  I had coffee with the president of the Minutemen Civil Defense Corps.  I was pulled over for speeding by Sheriff Ronny Dodson, whose jurisdiction includes 182 miles of border that is routinely violated by drug cartels and a town whose democratically elected mayor is a beer-drinking goat.
I took an unusual route for a gringo in reporting this story.  My background as an Annapolis graduate, Marine Corps officer, and Iraq veteran caused me to reflexively examine the border as a tactical problem.  My journalism forays to Vietnam, the Horn of Africa, and Iraq made me see it as an academic and legal one.  Having spent much of my youth in San Antonio, I’m comfortable with Cinco de Mayo celebrations, enjoy mariachis, and am thoroughly fluent in Spanglish.  Sí, señorita. Dos fajitas, por favor.  Gracias.  Unlike some gringos, the growing Latino population in the U.S. does not cause me grave concern.
My slow, poorly accented Spanish should have been a liability, but it turned out to be an asset for the man-on-the-street reporting I did along la frontera.  Respect, gesture and appearance are more universal as communication tools than words.  With my big smile, broad shoulders, and shaved head, the Mexicans I spoke with did not seem to believe I was a writer.  They thought I was a businessman’s bodyguard, an athlete on vacation, or a hit man.  In much of Mexico, those professions are more popular, and safer, than investigative journalism.
There is no other place like it on the planet: this 1,952 mile strip of river and earth where the developed world meets the developing; where rich meets poor; where law can mean so much on one side and so little on another.  In some regions, the border is a cultural estuary; 12 million bi-national residents produce a diverse blend, and the biological fusion becomes impossible to cleanly separate.  In other areas—class, economics, security, or the judicial process—the border could not seem more divided.
Although the Mexican cities on the border shared similar traits, each seemed to have developed a different survival strategy.  Some towns survive on the garish border party scene; the (barely enforced) drinking age in Mexico is 18.  Others have established a thriving middle class through windfalls from NAFTA.  Some have become hubs for smuggling marijuana, heroin, and cocaine.  Others are empty, bleak hovels of poverty from which many flee.
When they flee, they run north.  From 2000-2005, the United States accepted more migrants, legally and illegally, than any other country in the world.  During those five years, according to the United Nations Population Division, an average of 1.3 million, the majority from Mexico, drifted annually into the United States.  By 2007, one in eight people—37.9 million—living in the U.S. was an immigrant.  About half had arrived illegally.  The runner-up for immigration, Spain, logged a comparatively distant 569,000 migrants per year.  No other country came close.
For every person who emigrated, another was not so lucky.  In the same five-year period, the U.S. Border Patrol apprehended an average of 1.1 million per year attempting to sneak into the United States from Mexico.  This was more arrests than any other law enforcement organization in the world.  Known as La Migra to Mexicans, the Border Patrol creates continuity on both sides of this perplexing piece of terrain.  Like an apparition or mythical deity who pays visits with sun, wind, or rain, La Migra has come to personify the Darwinian cat-and-mouse game a migrant endures in his or her attempt to find fortune.  The undocumented flee La Migra when scrambling for economic freedom, but scream for them when dying of dehydration.  In a paradoxical way, the men and women in green offer common ground on both sides of the border in a way that nothing else can.  Their existence makes the border a reality.
Throughout the 1990s, demand and supply costs for the illegal commodities of drugs and migrant labor increased.  Smugglers established more robust networks spanning both countries and—especially in the west—charged higher rates to move their commodity.  Partnerships uniting narcotics and migrant smuggling proliferated, pushing through long-established channels to sate the American appetite for marijuana, heroin, and cocaine (not to mention housekeepers, meatpackers, and strawberry pickers). 
The Border Patrol fought back with surges of stadium lighting, infrared cameras, and ground sensors.  Stretches of fencing made from military scrap metal were installed south of San Diego, Nogales, and Douglas.  From 1995 to 2006, funding for the Border Patrol increased tenfold.  The number of agents nearly tripled, increasing from 5,000 to over 12,000.
As Border Patrol initiatives resulted in local success, smugglers adapted to the systemic changes.  Operation Gatekeeper (1994; San Diego), Operation Hold the Line (1993-95; El Paso), and Operation Rio Grande (1998; Brownsville-McAllen) pushed the flow of migrants away from cities and into the Arizona desert.  Instead of sprinting north through Tijuana along highways or bridges, migrants came through national parks, Indian reservations, and private ranches.
The violation of private land in southern Arizona, coupled with the attacks of 9/11, renewed the public rallying cry to “get the borders under control.”  Terrorists, we were warned, not just drugs, gangsters, or migrants, could stream through our porous south.  Despite statements from security experts that the threat of Islamist terror would likely come from Canada—Toronto and Montreal are both less than 400 miles from the heart of Manhattan—the Border Patrol and the electorate remained absorbed with the influx of Mexican migrants.
After 9/11, the Border Patrol, along with several existing federal agencies, was subsumed into the Department of Homeland Security as part of the largest and most expensive federal government reorganization since the creation of the Department of Defense.  Responsible for border security and the 317 air, land, and sea ports of entry into the United States, the Office of Customs and Border Protection bill themselves as “America’s first line of defense.”  They have 40,000 employees and an annual budget of $7.8 billion.
In 2003, the Border Patrol became “the mobile, uniformed law enforcement arm of Customs and Border Protection.”  This made Border Patrol agents, effectively, the Department of Homeland Security’s infantrymen.  The agents claim that their primary mission and number-one task is counterterrorism.  While this is true on paper, the foot soldiers of the Border Patrol actually spend most of their time seizing drugs and illegal aliens.
If Border Patrol agents are the infantry in the struggle to secure la frontera, the Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, are the spooks and spies.  Rival siblings to Customs and Border Protection, ICE special agents investigate smugglers, raid businesses, and deport the undocumented.  Their annual budget is also $7.8 billion. Not counting the contributions of other agencies, the U.S. government spends $15.6 billion annually to prevent people who want to plot terror, sell drugs, or work for almost nothing from entering the country.  Despite the investment, the Department of Homeland Security has only achieved “operational control” of 449 miles along the border, according to a September 2006 internal report.
One reason why authorities say they can only regulate 23% of the border is because U.S. government spending pales next to the opposing market forces of labor and narcotics.  Mexican expatriates send home $24.6 billion per year, a source of revenue that accounts for 3% of Mexico’s estimated $840 billion gross domestic product.  In 1995, the drug trade brought Mexico an estimated $30 billion; that figure has doubled since the passage of NAFTA.  Globally, the drug trade is a $300 billion annual business. In 2007, President Bush asked Congress for a paltry $550 million to fight drugs in Mexico.  But next to oil and tourism, drugs are Mexico’s leading industry.
After the signing of NAFTA in 1994, experts believed that Mexico’s poor would, in fact, run to the north.  But they were supposed to stop at the maquiladoras in northern Mexico and work for what bureaucrats promised would be fair wages.  Maquiladoras, also simply known as maquilas, are Mexican factories which make raw materials into industrial imports in border cities like Juárez, Tijuana, or Matamoros.  This economic development, it was thought, would encourage Mexicans to seek opportunity in their own country instead of a foreign one.
The maquilas have prospered, growing 15.5% since the NAFTA treaty.   Some border communities in both nations, particularly in south Texas and northeastern Mexico, have seen their fortunes increase.  Since 1994, Mexican exports to the U.S. have increased fivefold, from $40 billion to $200 billion.  The trade agreement has caused the national income for Mexico’s richest 10%—including Mexican billionaires like Carlos Slim Helú, the third-wealthiest man in the world, and Maríasun Aramburuzabala, the richest woman in Latin America—to exponentially rise.  
Simultaneously, many critics argue, NAFTA has forced rural Mexican farmers into unfair competition with gigantic American agricultural corporations.  Since one quarter of Mexico’s 106 million survives on $1 a day, NAFTA has done little to staunch the flow of humanity into the world’s richest nation.  In some places on the border, particularly Arizona, both the trade agreement and stronger border security have only caused migration to increase.  With both America and Mexico squeezed by globalization, population demographics continue to favor the south.  Many Americans fear becoming a bilingual nation.
The United States, however, is not the global giant most responsible for thwarting the future for Mexican workers.  Although NAFTA created 1.3 million Mexican jobs and fueled an export boom, the overall cost of production in the early 21st century was still four times higher for a corporation in Mexico—despite its poverty—than hiring a work force in China.  In the first two years of the millennium, 300,000 Mexican maquila employees were fired; their jobs outsourced across the Pacific.  Mexico’s leaders have called on the Americans to scrutinize Chinese labor practices, declaring China’s standards amoral and inhumane compared to their own.  Critics shrug, saying that Mexico is at fault for the economic loss because they failed to remain competitive.  Porfirio Díaz, who ruled Mexico from 1884-1911, summed up the dilemma best over a century ago:  “Poor Mexico! So far from God and so close to the United States.”
I found the exception to this fatalistic despair in northeastern Mexico, a corridor that appeared to represent NAFTA’s definitive middle class success story.  The links between Houston, Texas, and Monterrey, Nuevo León, have grown to symbolize the degree that the economic fortunes of the U.S. and Mexico are intertwined.  From Matamoros to Monterrey and Tampico to Saltillo, the GDP is 2.3 times higher than the rest of Mexico combined.  Growth has resulted from the region’s connectivity to Texas; the presence of oil in eastern Mexico; the dependence upon Brownsville, McAllen, and Laredo for trade; and the cultural ties that Texans possess as former Mexican citizens.
The border in south Texas—a wide, friendly river—is more stable than the combustible line in the sand separating Arizona’s wealth from Sonora’s poverty.  After seeing the difference, I understood why the Minutemen Civil Defense Corps had trumpeted their call to arms in Tombstone.  The Anglos I met in San Antonio, Del Rio and Eagle Pass abhorred the thought of a border fence, but those in Tucson, Phoenix, and San Diego demanded immediate action against the “invasion” they confronted daily.
For non-residents of border states, the public view of the U.S.-Mexico border is sculpted almost entirely by its westernmost limit.  Delegations from every country in the world visit San Diego, California, to see how America guards her gates from Mexico.  I met with a U.S. Border Patrol media officer who had talked with officials from Thailand, Australia, Romania, and Poland over the latest thirty-day period.  During the carefully scripted tours, visitors take pictures of San Ysidro, the largest non-commercial port of entry on the border, where cars stacked across 24 lanes wait hours to cross from Tijuana into San Diego.  Dignitaries watch maintenance contractors repair the cuts along the two stacks of mesh wire fencing installed as part of Operation Gatekeeper in 1994.  They enjoy a night out in San Diego’s entertainment quarter called the Gaslamp District.  Then, they go home.
In this way, both the U.S. Congress and the Border Patrol’s San Diego Sector have colluded in a similar sales operation.  San Diego is the only city on the U.S.-Mexico border that offers direct flights to and from Washington D.C.’s airports.  Congressional delegations can fly out of Washington in the morning, learn the “real story” of the border in an afternoon, and be back in the capital by dinnertime.  At the San Diego Sector headquarters, the Border Patrol has a dozen media representatives, a full-time Congressional affairs staff, and media liaison officers designated for each of the sector’s eight stations.  This is over four times the public relations staff of any other sector.
The Mexican government casually patrols la frontera, but since crossing from Mexico into the U.S. is not illegal for a Mexican citizen, the federales do nothing to stop migrants.  Grupo Beta, a government-sponsored welfare organization for migrants, runs 12 aid stations in cities on Mexico’s northern border.  Their charter: offer assistance to those preparing to cross or returning from a failed attempt.  Some suspect that Grupo Beta’s offices are merely fronts for smugglers and coyotes.  Absent a law against crossing, enforcement is not a concern.
And why should Mexico’s federal police care about stopping migrants from going north?  The Mexican government has other things to worry about—primarily the threat of drug cartels to state security.   And even the poorest Mexican knows the story of how the United States “stole” the rich land of el norte a century and a half ago after the Mexican-American War.  For some, this enhances the sense that evading the Border Patrol is also a conquest on behalf of their Hispanic, Latino or Chicano brethren.  Others strive only for the humbler goals of money for home and hearth.
Beyond economics, historical and cultural factors also explain Mexico’s lack of interest in stopping people from leaving their country.  Hidden in plain sight is a bizarre but authentic satisfaction in turning our “gabacho” hypocrisy upon us.  We consume drugs while spending billions campaigning to stop them.  We want clean hotels, cheap food, and our children bathed and clothed by caretakers, but protest when we see too many signs printed in Spanish.  Labor and smuggling are not just about providing for family; the narcotraficantes are celebrated on street corners, compact discs, and YouTube.  The machismo of personal and national honor plays a role, as does the innate human drive for superiority against a competing tribe.
Ironically, even victory in the border battle brings negative consequences.  Stronger border security appears to have brought more chaos to the other side.  After the 9/11 attacks, fewer Americans ventured south of the border for weekends or holidays.  Lines along the border grew, slowing trade and decreasing tourism.  The aggressive approach has also placed Border Patrol agents in an awkward no-man’s land.  As security has tightened, patrolmen are assaulted with rocks, sticks, and occasionally bullets.  
Farmers, gardeners, and meatpackers throughout the U.S. face worsening labor shortages.  American companies are shifting entire swaths of operations to Mexico.  Instead of risking the backlash from immigration officials and an angry public, they cultivate crops, raise chickens, and butcher cattle where the laborers live.  “It’s because of enforcement,” a representative of a Texas company who had moved south of the border told me.
In the meantime, this economic vacuum has been exploited by drug cartels.  Two years ago, the Sinaloa Federation moved into Nuevo Laredo, killed the chief of police, and imported their own “police force.”  They jockeyed violently for power with the Gulf Cartel, at times using rocket-propelled grenades and Kalashnikov rifles.  “This city is becoming a ghost town,” lamented a sixty-year-old merchant who faces bleak economic prospects because of the drug lords, and worried that I would use his name. “If this menace remains, there will be nothing left.”
I started out wanting answers, but in the end, I realized that the same questions have been asked as long as Americans and Mexicans have been trying to discover, befriend, conquer, or subvert one another.  My journey taught me to distrust anyone with glib responses to immigration, security, drugs, health care, free trade, citizenship, and water rights. Some are local issues; some are regional; some are international.  But all are layered with complexity.
The border is entirely a man-made construction: an enormous fissure of nature demarcated by water, steel, concrete, and La Migra.  Rising mountains, stagnant rivers, and scorching deserts are traversed day and night by four-wheel drive trucks, all-terrain vehicles, and even horses as hunters seek their elusive prey.  Cameras peer, sensors radiate, helicopters dart and fences block.  Without a Border Patrol, there would only be a mark on a map—no walls, no barriers, no fences.  And no illegal aliens.
But even without La Migra and the fortifications, the line would still matter.  As long as America exists, admirers and antagonists will classify the border as a beautiful place with a bicameral, bi-national state of mind.  It will remain a point of unity and separation beyond the number of fences erected on either side.   Its 1,952 miles mark North America’s greatest divide.  And her greatest opportunity.
