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In memory of the nineteen immigrants who died in Victoria, Texas



Marco Antonio Villaseñor (five years old), Mexican


Jose Antonio Villaseñor, Mexican


Serafín Rivera, Mexican


Roberto Rivera, Mexican


Héctor Ramírez, Mexican


José Luis Ramírez, Mexican


Elisendo Cabañas, Mexican


Edgar Gabriel Hernández, Mexican


Juan Carlos Castillo, Mexican


Ricardo González, Mexican


Oscar González, Mexican


Catarino González, Mexican


Juan José Morales, Mexican


Mateo Salgado, Mexican


Chelve Benítez, Mexican


Rogelio Domínguez, Mexican


José Felicito Figueroa, Honduran


José Mauricio Torres, Salvadoran


Stanley Augusto Vargas, Dominican











The happy and the powerful do not go into exile.


—Alexis de Tocqueville (1831)
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PREFACE





This is the story of the most shocking immigration tragedy to have occurred on American soil. Never before had so many undocumented immigrants died in one single incident. One night in May of 2003, nineteen people died of asphyxiation, dehydration and heat exposure as the result of being trapped inside a trailer truck.


Among the dead was a 5-year-old child.


On that sweltering, humid, spring evening, the victims were trapped inside the trailer, unable to open its doors as the truck lumbered down the highway between Harlingen, Texas and the city of Houston. Inside the trailer were at least seventy-three undocumented immigrants who had crossed the Mexican border in the hopes of making their way to the United States, to search for work and a better way of life. There may have been more inside; no one knows for sure.


We do know that among those accounted for, there were forty-eight people from Mexico, fifteen from Honduras, eight from El Salvador, one from Nicaragua and one from the Dominican Republic.


Not everyone paid the same amount of money to the “coyotes,” the traffickers of undocumented immigrants who would ostensibly help them across the border and get them to Houston, Texas. The Mexicans, for example, paid less: geography was on their side. The Central Americans, on the other hand, had to come up with small fortunes to pay their way across the Mexican border and into the United States.


Now, of course, it makes no difference how much anyone paid. It was the worst trip of all of their lives.


The first images I saw of this incident were those that were broadcast on television, captured by a local TV news helicopter circling round and round, high above a truck that had pulled over on a South Texas highway. Initial accounts were not very clear. Several people were dead, this was certain, but nobody knew how many. How, exactly, they had died was the resounding question. I heard a variety of theories—all pure speculation.


The videotaped images that first caught my attention were literally of feet. Some were shown bare, dangling from the truck’s bed. Others were clad in white socks, each sticking out from the edge of the ambulance stretchers beneath them, stark white sheets covering corpses. Then I heard a report that made my blood run cold: a child had been found among the dead. His lifeless arms had stiffened around a grown man’s body. Later, they were discovered to be father and son. They took their last breath in each other’s arms, never having taken a breath in the country they so desperately wanted to call home. The whole situation made me breathless, and exasperated me.


Many of the victims’ families found out about what happened just as I did, through the television reports that were broadcast in the United States, Mexico and Central America. Without a doubt, it must be the cruelest way to learn of a loved one’s death.


When I arrived at the scene of the tragedy in Victoria, Texas, the trailer was no longer there. Nor were there any ambulances or police officers. All I found were two barbed-wire fences adorned with flowers, a scapular, and three teddy bears—one pink, one beige, one white—in memory of Marco Antonio, the little boy who had died. The grass, yellow and dried-out from the region’s blistering temperatures, was littered with crosses of all sizes—some black, some white, many of them bearing the names of the dead. The area was strewn with cards and letters that by now were just scraps of paper that had faded, made illegible from exposure to the rain, wind and sun: messages written for people who were now gone. But I could imagine what they said. For my cousin…For my beloved husband…for my dear brother….


Men were the only ones dead. All the women survived.


Standing next to me in front of that impromptu, makeshift altar of death, were four survivors of that long night: Enrique, Alberto, José, and Israel. They stared at the flowers and the crosses around them in silence. The tribute they stood before was not for them. But it might well have been. A few more minutes inside that trailer, and who knows if they would’ve survived. Tears welled up and slid down Israel’s face first. It didn’t take much longer for Enrique and Alberto to break down as well. Turning, Enrique, Alberto, and Israel began to make their way down the same road they had taken in the early dawn hours of Wednesday, May 14, 2003. They never looked back. Not once. José, on the other hand, remained right where he stood, impassive and motionless, wrapped up in some form of silent prayer, his own belated ceremony of remembrance. I gently took him by the arm and pulled him away. The air felt thick, heavy with memories.


Suddenly, I was the one who couldn’t take it any more.


“The little boy,” I heard myself murmur. “The little boy.”



I thought of my own son, also 5 years old. Born in the United States, he never had to cross any border illegally. For a moment, I felt myself fall apart. Tears filled my eyes, threatening to spill over. Somehow, I managed to keep them at bay. But I could feel them dancing, teetering just beneath my eyelids.


I quickly dried my eyes with the back of my left hand, turned away from the flowers, teddy bears, and crosses, and asked a member of my crew for a microphone. Work: that was the only way I would be able to keep from crying, the only way I could isolate the terrible pain that had been dredged up by the memories of those four survivors. It was the same escape valve I had used when I covered the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, and when I had been assigned to cover wars in foreign countries. If I focus, I can steal myself away from emotion and continue to function. If I don’t, I’ll be overwhelmed by the moment and I won’t be able to deliver any news report.


The news crew and I were there to tape a television special about the tragedy that had happened that night in Victoria, Texas, and to interview survivors. Enrique, Alberto, José, and Israel had very bravely agreed to accompany me and my production team to the very spot on U.S. Highway 77 where the truck had pulled over. Their lives had been spared, and simultaneously changed forever. In retrospect, I now realize that when they agreed to participate, there was no way they could have known quite how excruciating it would be to relive those four agonizing hours inside that truck trailer. But it was too late to turn back at that point. Admirably, they continued cooperating, as they first stoically agreed to do.


The idea for this book grew out of the Univision television program Viaje a la Muerte (“The Road to Death”), and it is really nothing more than a detailed journalistic account with firsthand testimony of what happened that night and the following dawn. This book does not attempt to present an exhaustive description of each and every detail of the case—the judicial files, the official reports, and the police investigations have already taken care of that. My sole intention is to tell the story from the point of view of those who actually lived through it. Nothing more. This is their testimony to me. I owe it to the victims and the survivors to keep pure the events of their experience.


All the dialogues and statements included in this book are firmly grounded in fact: they have been culled either from my own conversations with the survivors or from official case records and news reports. Nothing has been invented. This is not fiction. It is journalism, not literature.


The facts presented here have not been modified for literary or any other kind of dramatic effect. The death of 19 human beings is shocking enough in and of itself.


Four survivors, holding back nothing, gave me a step-by-step account of what happened inside that trailer. Their tales are heartbreaking, but they are also true stories of courage and of a person’s will to survive. Their stories raise questions, some very serious ones: Why didn’t anyone stop the truck as it traveled down that road? Did the driver hear the immigrants’ cries for help? Why didn’t he activate the truck’s air conditioning system earlier? What happened with the telephone call (we know of at least one) that was made from inside the trailer, seeking help? Who could have possibly thought to put so many people inside that trailer? And who the hell would have put a 5-year-old child in there?


In addition to the fact that this case set a new record for the number of immigrants dead in one single incident, it is also significant in terms of legal precedents: this was the first time that immigrant traffickers could have been sentenced to death. Nothing like this had ever happened before.


The information concerning the “coyotes” and others who have been charged in connection with this incident is based on the accounts of various survivors, statements given by several of the accused after they had been detained by law enforcement, and various police and federal law enforcement reports. It is important to stress that other than those individuals who have pled guilty to crimes in connection with this matter, these individuals have not been convicted of any wrongdoing. The extent of their involvement will have to await judicial determination.


I also hope to make it very clear that the “coyotes” involved in this incident are not the only ones responsible for these 19 deaths. Severely flawed U.S. immigration policies (under several administrations), as well as dire economic and social conditions in Mexico (also sustained over the course of various administrations), are partially to blame for what happened. Nobody’s hands are entirely clean. No one’s.


This case is significant because it has reopened the debate regarding illegal immigrants, an issue that the United States is under tremendous pressure to resolve. The status quo, the present situation, is completely untenable and unacceptable. Millions of people cannot be forced to live in fear and darkness. This is not just a humanitarian question, either; it is also a question of economics, and national security as well.


But first, I offer the story of those who died in their attempt to cross the border into the United States, and the story of those, like Enrique, Alberto, José, and Israel, who survived to tell their story.
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WHEN THE DOORS OPENED





It smelled of death.


When truck driver Tyrone Williams opened the door to his trailer on the morning of Wednesday, May 14, 2003, he never would have imagined that he would find so many people inside. Or that several of them would be dead. Surprise can be such an unwelcome visitor.


As he pulled the lever and opened the door to the trailer of his eighteen-wheeler, he had to move quickly in order to avoid being crushed by the swell of humanity that spilled out, gasping for breath. Some of the bodies simply fell to the ground, motionless, not seeming to breathe at all. One glance was all it took to realize that something was very wrong. Very, very wrong.


Inside the trailer, dozens of people were strewn across its metal flooring: some were unconscious, while others merely seemed to be sleeping. Seventeen were dead, and two more would die in the hospital later that night. At that moment, however, there was no way to know exactly who had perished and who was on the brink of death. It was two in the morning, and there wasn’t a soul on that rural road, just off U.S. Highway 77 in Victoria, south Texas.


There was no light inside the trailer, and there were no flashlights handy, either. The only light the panicked group had to penetrate the thick cover of night was the yellow glow of the Texan moon. The lights of a faraway gas station filtered in through one of the trailer doors, creating a thin, whitish line along the horizon. Inside, the dim shadows seemed to suggest piles of sweating flesh and broken wills. Not everyone jumped out of the trailer. Walking like zombies, some people found their way to the door of the truck and, with difficulty, lowered themselves down the two or three steps that separated them from the ground. The few people who still found themselves with a bit of strength left in them helped the others out of the truck. When the doors were opened, some had regained consciousness, and with painstaking effort dragged themselves toward the doors. Those who remained inside the trailer scarcely moved. Some were still as stone.


We will never know exactly how many people were traveling inside that trailer. If we count the nineteen who died and the fifty-four who survived (and who were then detained by the police), we know that there were at least seventy-three. Of the nineteen who died, sixteen were Mexican, and the other three were from El Salvador, Honduras, and the Dominican Republic. Of the fifty-four survivors who were identified, thirty-two were from Mexico, fourteen were from Honduras, seven were from El Salvador, and one was from Nicaragua.


But how many escaped? There may have been eighty people inside the trailer. Maybe more. Some news reports suggested that there may have been up to one hundred. We don’t know. We will never know. What is very probable, however, is that some of the younger, stronger survivors managed to escape once the doors were opened. They wouldn’t have been able to help much if they had stayed. They didn’t really know each other as it was, and their staying would’ve only put them at risk. The immigrants inside that trailer had not formed strong bonds of friendship, and the majority of them were not united by family ties, either. This was not a primary concern for them, then, and if they managed to escape, they could skip out on the last installment of the coyote’s fee. At the end of the day, even they wanted something for nothing.


Tuesday, May 13, was one of the hottest days in Texas that spring season in 2003. Shortly after noon, the thermometers hit 91 degrees Fahrenheit, one degree shy of the record for that date. It didn’t rain at all that day, so the heat held steady throughout the night. The worst, however, was not the heat, but the humidity. The humidity and heat are so intense in that part of Texas, that it is easy to perspire through a shirt after walking a block. Clothes stick to one’s body like adhesive tape. When the trailer doors were opened at that early dawn hour on May 14, the temperature had gone down a bit to 74 degrees Fahrenheit. But the relative humidity, at 93 percent made it feel like a hot rainstorm.


The weather conditions turned that trailer into a sauna. The high daytime temperatures, the humidity, and the heat generated by so many dozens of bodies pressed against each other turned the trailer into a deathtrap. There is no way to know exactly how high the temperatures rose inside the trailer, but the Associated Press, citing local authorities, suggested that it may have actually hit 173 degrees Fahrenheit. There is of course no way of knowing for sure.


The trailer was hermetically sealed shut, for a very simple, commercial reason. This type of trailer often transports perishable goods: vegetables, fruits, meat, and other food items. The less air that enters the inside of the trailer, the longer the merchandise remains intact, and the farther these goods can be transported. These trailers are not outfitted to transport human beings.


The walls, the ceiling, and the floors were all lined with one layer of aluminum and then another layer of insulation. This inner structure ensures that the temperature remains constant inside the trailer, even if there are shifts in the outside temperature. Even if the immigrants had been able to cut through these two layers, they would have then found themselves facing the steel shell on the trailer’s exterior. It was impossible for the trailer to be opened from the inside. Once inside, there was no way out.


This type of trailer is equipped with an air conditioning system, which can be used to keep merchandise refrigerated if necessary. Yet for some inexplicable reason, the air conditioning system was not turned on that Tuesday night, until it was too late. A number of the immigrants noted that the air conditioning began working just a few moments before the doors opened. Once it had, it was useless. Too late.


The trailer had covered some one hundred and sixty miles since departing from Harlingen, close to the Mexican border, and still had about one hundred miles left to go, heading northeast toward Houston, its final destination. The driver seemed to have been in no rush at all, driving at an average speed of fifty miles an hour, significantly lower than the speed limit. The explanation for this is very simple: he was no doubt being very prudent so as to avoid getting pulled over for speeding. The driver appeared to take every precaution to avoid inspection of his truck by the highway police.


The immigrants who survived estimate that they spent four hours inside the trailer, unable to get out. If for some reason the driver, Tyrone Williams, had decided not to stop in Victoria, it is very likely that all the people traveling inside would have perished. At the speed Williams was driving, it would have taken him at least two more hours to reach Houston.


By the time the authorities arrived, almost an hour had gone by since the truck door had been opened and the first immigrants made their way toward fresh air. During this hour, some of the bodies had been taken out of the trailer. The first group of agents from the Victoria County Sheriff’s office found thirteen bodies inside the trailer and four more lying on the ground outside.


Henry García Castillo, deputy sheriff of Victoria County, was one of the first to arrive, at three in the morning. He remained at the site for seventeen hours.


“The first thing you investigate is whether there is anyone alive and if you can help them in any way,” he said, in rusty Spanish, to a Spanish-language TV news reporter. “After that, you have to look for evidence. That’s when you start the rest of the investigation.”


What most shocked Sheriff García Castillo when he arrived was the sight of a little boy, dead, lying next to his father. “[The boy] was inside the trailer,” the sheriff explained. “And from what I understand the man lying next to him was his father. It broke my heart.”


The morning and afternoon of Tuesday, May 14, would remain forever etched in Sheriff García Castillo’s memory. He was part of the team that brought the survivors who were ill—including two in very critical condition—to the hospital, along with those who were suffering from heat exposure and dehydration to the Victoria community center.


“There was a young girl in the community center, it was her birthday,” the sheriff recalled. “And the people went and got her a cake so that she could celebrate her birthday, so that there would be something that day that wasn’t so sad.”


I wondered how this little girl would later celebrate her birthday in the years to come.


It was already dawn by the time the news reporters arrived at the spot where the truck had pulled over. The paramedics that had arrived on the scene were still treating some of the victims, but the photographers and cameramen couldn’t resist capturing some images of the victims’ bodies, covered in white and gray blankets, their feet sticking out. Some still had their socks on.


The images filmed from the TV news choppers high in the air showed the long trailer next to a barbed-wire fence, surrounded by dozens of patrol cars with their red and blue lights flashing overhead. Several ambulances and the satellite trucks from the local TV stations also lined the side of the road. Someone had brought wheelbarrows to the scene. They were piled high with the bodies of the dead, each body waiting to be taken to the morgue. Long yellow barriers blocked the area marked off-limits to everyone but the police investigation team, and reporters and cameramen interviewed, over and over again, the same local authorities who still had very little information about what had really transpired that night.


The Wednesday morning sun rose, and a gloomy feeling of frustration, anger, and shock weighed heavy in the air. Who were the people responsible for these deaths? Who let them die? Who killed their dreams? How did the survivors make it out alive? Where was the front part of the trailer? Who was that little boy?


The answers would soon make themselves known.
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THEY CAME FROM FAR AWAY





At least seventy-three people had made the necessary arrangements to illegally cross the U.S.–Mexican border and then travel from the city of Harlingen, Texas, to Houston. But none of them knew what they were really getting into.


This was not Enrique Ortega’s first trip to the United States. In 1991, at age 15, he had entered the country illegally and settled in Houston, where he scraped by as a restaurant worker, first as a cleaning assistant and eventually as a chef. Not bad for a kid who had been earning the equivalent of $3.50 a week as a poor farm laborer in Tecomatlán, Puebla. Enrique had also been a factory worker and a sales clerk in Puebla, but there he had never earned more than $50 a week. Enrique could earn that much in a single day in Houston. Who could possibly tell Enrique he was wrong to try and leave Mexico?


Enrique is the eldest son in a family of nine brothers and sisters.


“I come from a poor family. There are no good job opportunities for us in Mexico,” he said, trying to explain the reasons that drove him to emigrate north. “And here, [in the United States] we can get work, we can support ourselves and even help our family out a little [in Mexico].”


Like many immigrants in the United States, Enrique settled down, fell in love, got married, and had three daughters. But in the year 2000, while driving his car, he was stopped by the
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