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Mexican Repatriation 

 Eras of history can often be best demonstrated through images and documents from that 

time time period. These images can tell a story in a way that words can’t; this is definitely true of 

the Mexican repatriation, a movement that is often overlooked as it is one of the darkest and 

most shameful chapters in American history. Looking for a scapegoat for the Great Depression, 

local and state governments throughout America deported over one million people of Mexicans 

heritage--some of whom were American citizens. Entitled “repatriations” in order to avoid legal 

trouble for conducting mass deportations, these displacements served as a solution to the many 

white men who lost their jobs. There is little information on this shameful era, but the images 

and documents about the Mexican repatriations are very telling of the cruelty Mexicans and 

Mexican-Americans endured throughout these mass deportations. 

 Following the stock market crash in 1929, America fell into a severe economic 

emergency that needed a solution. People were in dire need for jobs; as a result, white Americans 

were willing to take jobs 

that they previously 

wouldn’t have even 

considered. These were the 

jobs that required brute 

labor; previously, these jobs 

went to Mexican 

immigrants or Americans 
Source:  NY Daily News, 1931



of Mexican descent because that’s all they could manage to get. In order to offer jobs to as many 

Americans as possible, the government needed to get rid of the people who currently held these 

lower positions. Many state and local governments turned to deportations in order to create job 

opportunities for white Americans. Areas that were primarily subject to deportations included 

Los Angeles, Detroit, Arizona, Colorado, Texas and other areas in the South that had high 

populations of Mexican immigrants(“America's Forgotten History of Illegal Deportations”). The 

most popular out of these areas for deporting--or “repatriating”--being Los Angeles, for its high 

population of Mexican immigrants and Mexican-Americans. In fact, in 1930, a census found that 

there were over one million hispanics living in the Western region of the United States, including 

Los Angeles(“The Changing Geography of U.S. Hispanics”). That is why seeing an image such 

as this, taken by the New York Daily News, was very common for residents of Los Angeles 

during the Great Depression. Relatives would watch as their family members were loaded onto 

trains and taken to Mexico. Some of the people in the image look upset, many of them holding 

handkerchiefs; this is understandable as their own friends and family have been taken away from 

them. For the Mexican community, even those who weren’t deported, this was a great loss and 

struggle. Already grief stricken from the loss of their jobs, thousands of poor families then had to 

deal with their own family members being taken away. Many families lost their fathers, who 

served as the breadwinners. This is most likely why most of the people waving at the train tracks 

in the image are women and children, probably saying goodbye to their husbands and fathers. 

Apparently, the train that the people were waving at held 1,500 people; it left Los Angeles and 

was heading to Mexico in 1931(“We Illegally Deported 600,000 U.S. Citizens”). These kinds of 



trains left frequently and had thousands of passengers as these local governments were trying to 

deport as many people as possible.  

 To carry out these deportations, local governments put this responsibility on the welfare 

departments. As a result, local and state governments would “decide to cut relief”, or welfare, to 

point their “target at Mexican families”(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 

'Repatriation'”). Mexicans were chosen as the country’s target because they were the newest 

large group of immigrants to come to 

America. Just as stated in this newspaper 

article clipping from the Boulder Daily 

Camera, many Mexicans came to the 

country in search of work and new 

opportunity, but now they are being 

shipped back to Mexico by welfare 

workers. This article was published from 

the town newspaper in Boulder, 

Colorado, which at the time would have 

been run by white employees. As a result, 

this photo of the article fails to reveal 

some of the racism and cruelty that went 

on; but, when one reads between the lines, it can still be found. Many newspapers and white 

Americans who talked about the deportations referred to them as “repatriations” in order to avoid 

punishments for conducting illegal mass deportations. In fact, Dean of University of California 

Source: Boulder Daily Camera, “Mexican 
Families Being Deported At County’s Expense” 



Davis Kevin Johnson says that the mass deportations violates the fourth amendment and the due 

process clause of the fourteenth amendment, “which prohibits unreasonable search and 

seizure”(“America's Forgotten History of Illegal Deportations”). Francisco Balderrama, author of 

the acclaimed novel Decade of Betrayal: Mexican Repatriation In The 1930s, says that the 

movement was called a repatriation because it “carries connotations that it’s 

voluntary”(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 'Repatriation'”). These kinds of 

newspaper articles assisted in spreading the message of the Mexican repatriation by creating 

anxiety for people with Mexican heritage as they feared they would be forced out of the country. 

The interview with Balderrama also mentioned propaganda created by companies such as Ford 

and U.S. Steel, telling their Mexican workers that they would be “better off in Mexico with 

[their] own people”(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 'Repatriation'”). 

 As mentioned previously, Mexicans were often encouraged to leave the United States. 

This is because they technically could not be forced out through deportations. Many people 

would receive letters that told them it would be best for them to return to Mexico. These letters 

were one of the many ways that local governments could instill fear and cause Mexicans to leave 

the United States. This is true of Jose Avila, who received a letter from A. D. Dermody, a 

representative from the Los Angeles Bureau of County Welfare. The letter asked Avila to report 

in two days in order to board a boat sponsored by the Mexican government to return to Mexico. 

The letter referred to this trip as an “opportunity”, implying that it would be in Avila’s best 

interest. It was because of notices such as these that “many people didn’t believe they had a 

choice”, as many of these people weren’t aware of their rights as either citizens or 

immigrants(“America's Forgotten History of Illegal Deportations”). These letters were common 



during the time of the Mexican 

repatriations. In other situations, 

especially in Los Angeles, welfare 

workers would go door to door and 

hand families train tickets, telling 

them that they would be better off in 

Mexico, where they can relate with 

the culture and speak their own 

language. For those who still had jobs 

in the United States, welfare workers 

would threaten that they would be 

losing said jobs very soon. 

Oftentimes, they were even given 

train tickets, being told how many 

suitcases they could take and how 

much time they had left(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 'Repatriation'”). 

Understandably, this led many Mexican families to think that they didn’t have a choice as to 

whether or not they could leave.  

 Another method of removing Mexicans from the country was conducting deportation 

raids. These raids were common in cities such as Los Angeles and Detroit. The first and most 

famous of these raids took place in La Placita Park in Los Angeles. On a normal day in 1931, 

police “rounded everyone up in the park that day, took them to train station and put them on a 

Source: A. D. Dermody, 1933



train that they had 

leased”(“America's Forgotten 

History Of Mexican-American 

'Repatriation'”). These raids 

started because President Herbert 

Hoover--in office during the 

Great Depression and Mexican 

repatriation--was looking to 

avoid a federal solution; instead, 

he opted for state and local 

governments to deal with the repatriations on their own terms, which led to raids(“America's 

Forgotten History of Illegal Deportations”). Often times, according to former California State 

Senator Joseph Dunn, Republicans would “go through public employee rolls and look for 

Mexican sounding names” so they could “arrest and deport those people” (“America's Forgotten 

History of Illegal Deportations”). Deportation raids were most often conducted by welfare 

officials and police officers. All Mexicans were targeted, especially those who utilized public 

resources--such as hospitals. In fact, hospital workers would be ordered to round people up and 

place them in stretchers which would be driven to the Mexican-American border; these people 

would be left to deal with their cruel and strange situation(“America's Forgotten History Of 

Mexican-American 'Repatriation'”). A description of these raids can be found in this newspaper 

clipping where Emma Gomez Martinez--a woman of Mexican heritage--describes watching 

policemen seize Mexicans for deportation. The experience discussed in Martinez’s article took 

Source: “Mexican Deportation in the 1930’s” by Emma 
Gomez Martinez, 2013



place around 1936, when she was about fourteen years old. With time, Martinez came to the 

realization that the people who were being dragged off the streets weren’t necessarily 

immigrants; as long as an individual looked to have Mexican blood, they would be deported.  

 The deportation of non-immigrants mentioned previously was actually a large issue 

concerning the Mexican repatriation. Not only are mass deportations of immigrants already a 

violation of many laws, the government was then conducting mass deportations of their own 

citizens. In fact, it is estimated that about 60 percent of those who were deported were only U.S. 

citizens of Mexican heritage(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 

'Repatriation'”). This statistic is incredibly shocking and unsettling, as it brings attention to the 

severe racism embedded in the repatriations: innocent American citizens were being deported 

based solely on their heritage. Not 

only is the mass deportations of 

immigrants incredibly wrong, 

deporting a country’s own citizens is 

even further unjustifiable. A political 

cartoon by Sergio Hernandez further 

illustrates this point and exemplifies 

how cruel the deportees’ situation 

was. In the image, a person who 

appears to be Uncle Sam is depicted 

to be pointing towards the Mexican 

side of the United States border, telling the family at his feet that they appear to be Mexican. The 

Source: “Repatriation 1930’s” Sergio Hernandez, 
2003



family begs, insisting that they are American citizens. Unfortunately, this cartoon was a reality 

for thousands of American citizens who were deported for being of Mexican descent. In fact, 

many of the deportees had never even seen Mexico before. This was particularly hard for the 

children; throughout their schooling in America, they had been told not to speak Spanish. They 

were regarded as “less than Mexican” and had to adapt to a “foreign culture, to a different 

educational system, to a different society”(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 

'Repatriation'”). Even for those who had emigrated from Mexico, they were seeing a whole new 

country than the one they left--Mexico had changed a lot over the years. The deportees were 

often just left at the border, being left to deal with and adapt to “the Mexican bureaucracy”, 

“Mexican customs”, “bribes”, and inflation(“America's Forgotten History Of Mexican-American 

'Repatriation'”). 

Unfortunately, the actions of local and state governments during the Great Depression 

regarding reparations were successful. The reason that law enforcement and welfare workers 

were able to deport millions of innocent Mexicans was because of their intimidation tactics, such 

as raids, letters, propaganda, and going door to door. As it is widely known, history, in it’s nature, 

repeats itself. This is true of the intimidation methods performed during the Mexican 

Repatriation; methods of intimidation were also seen during the Reconstruction Era, specifically 

performed by the Ku Klux Klan. Starting their waves of terror in 1868, the radical group reacted 

to the success of black politicians by intimidating and hurting black people. Although these 

examples do have their differences, the main idea behind them is intimidation. In order to open 

jobs up for whites, law enforcement would threaten and intimidate Mexicans so much that they 

would leave America, just like how the Ku Klux Klan would intimidate black people in order to 



prevent them from voting or making their mark in American politics. Both of these groups 

utilized intimidation in order to keep whites above people of color, the sad and ugly truth of 

these eras of American history.  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