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For Janelle, Clay, and Marco—
my home, wherever we are.
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This town is full of echoes. It seems like they are caught in the cracks of the walls, or under the stones. When you are walking, it seems like they follow your steps. You hear crackling, and laughter. Some laughs are quite old, as though they are tired of laughing. And voices that are worn out from being used so long. You hear all this. Someday the time will come when these sounds fade away.

JUAN RULFO, from Pedro Paramo









TWO NOTES

I.

There used to be a place in Los Angeles called the Stone Quarry Hills. The hills are still there, but the place is gone. The Stone Quarry Hills were located just north of what is now downtown LA. They were split by five ravines:

Sulphur Ravine

Cemetery Ravine

Reservoir Ravine

Solano Canyon

Chavez Ravine

Chavez Ravine was named for one of the most powerful men in the city. Julian Chavez had come to Los Angeles from New Mexico in the 1830s, when the city was still a small and distant outpost. In the ensuing decades he became an elected official and a landowner with vast holdings. But Julian Chavez did not own the Chavez Ravine. Rather, he owned property nearby along the banks of the Los Angeles River. The Chavez Ravine got its name because of a trail that happened to run through and over it and that ultimately ended at the Chavez property.

Long before Julian Chavez arrived, before Los Angeles was even an idea, the hills were a resource and refuge for the Tongva people. By the end of the twentieth century, the Tongva had been enslaved for generations, and Julian Chavez was dead. But his name would live on in the form of a road that wound through the ravine that he never actually owned. In the years to come, Chavez Ravine Road would become the site of a respiratory hospital, a brickyard, and a naval armory. Then, somewhere a little further along the line, the name Chavez Ravine outgrew the road and outgrew the actual ravine.

Chavez Ravine consumed Sulphur Ravine and Cemetery Ravine and Reservoir Ravine. Solano Canyon would be spared, but the Stone Quarry Hills were erased.

The action of this book is largely centered around the three communities that once sat nestled in these hills. Their names were Palo Verde, La Loma, and Bishop. They were erased. First, they were physically erased by powerful forces beyond the control of their residents. Then they lost their names: they became part of Chavez Ravine.

The contemporary Chavez Ravine has no geographic border and does not appear on any maps of Los Angeles. It is a place, but it isn’t. It is really a code word for the mysteries and pleasures of baseball. It is the metaphysical plane upon which Dodger Stadium exists, slightly outside the realm of daily life in the city. It is a state of mind. It is a vibe.

One thing Chavez Ravine isn’t, and never was, is a singular community. The communities whose prior destruction made the construction of Dodger Stadium possible had their own personalities, their own magic, and their own names. In the course of reporting, researching, and finally writing this book, I have come to believe that those names matter, both for reasons of historical accuracy and reasons of emotional truth: Palo Verde, La Loma, and Bishop.

II.

This book has been written from a combination of first-person interviews, primary sources, and secondary sources. It is nonfiction—as accurate and as true of a book as I could write. But many of its central characters lived in a time and place that saw them under-documented, under-recorded, and undervalued by society. I have tried to be clear about any resulting mysteries and incongruities in the historical record. This is not an academic book; it’s a story, whose impact I believe would have been lessened with the inclusion of copious in-text citations and notes. At the back of the book, you’ll find an explanation and a list of sources. Before you read, I would also like to offer a preemptive thanks to the people who sat with me for interviews, to the librarians who guided me, and to the journalists, historians, storytellers, and artists whose research and work made mine possible.







PREFACE

ON MAY 8, 1959, ABRANA ARÉCHIGA STOOD IN THE ENTRYWAY OF her home as Los Angeles County Sheriff’s deputies broke down her door. This was the end. She watched as strange, silent men loaded her furniture onto waiting trucks. She wailed as deputies carried her adult daughter by the wrists and ankles down the front stairs. Outside, she bent and picked up a rock, feeling the weight of it in her hand. Finally, she sat, helpless, as a bulldozer plowed into her living room.

She wore a simple dress and a black sweater. Her hair was flecked with gray. Members of the local press crowded around her, capturing everything, squeezing the moment for all it was worth so that the images of her anguish could run on front pages and lead the evening news and live on for decades in libraries and archives. The reporters nearly swallowed her up in the madness. They climbed up onto parked cars and lampposts to get the best possible angles.

Afterward, as night fell, Abrana was surrounded by the people she loved. Her husband, Manuel, her children and grandchildren. There were cousins and family friends from the Palo Verde neighborhood. They came up over the hill by the carload, the same way the sheriff’s deputies had come earlier that afternoon, single file. These people who were her neighbors once. These people with whom she had built a life.

They sat around a campfire and mourned for what was gone and sang sad songs and remembered the good old days. If you look at the photos, they could have been anywhere. But this was the middle of Los Angeles. There were scrubby plants and a few trees. There was dirt. Behind them were a makeshift tent, a clothesline strung between two trees, and the empty lots where houses used to be. In the distance was the humming of the freeway. They ate and drank and tried to ignore the photographers creeping around and the blinding, wheezing flashbulbs.

It was a beautiful, clear Southern California night. The high in downtown that day was 76 degrees, and the low was 58. The heavy summer winds were still gathering themselves over the ocean. Across the city, the jacarandas were beginning to bloom: purple flowers sprouting on unassuming branches.

Abrana Aréchiga was in her sixties, but she seemed older. She was thin and wiry, and her face had a severe aspect. She was not known to be a sentimental person, but she must have been tired. Or if she wasn’t tired, she was seething. Or if she wasn’t seething, she was mourning. She had lived a life underlined by tragedy: she had lost a husband and a child before she turned forty. She had lived hand to mouth for many years and built a home for herself far away from the place she was born. Right before she died, she would tell a reporter that this eviction was the lowest point in her life, the greatest injustice that she ever faced. 

I can picture her looking out into the darkness beyond the campfire at the empty space where her home had been, picture her looking for the shape of it: the familiar silhouette of the big wood-frame house against the dark sky. The house had grown over the years, room by room, as her family grew. It had taken on a life of its own in the hills overlooking the city. There had been goats and chickens out back and venetian blinds on the windows. Abrana had insisted on venetian blinds. Or maybe she wasn’t thinking any of that. Maybe she kept herself busy playing host, feeding her grandchildren, fending off reporters and visiting politicians. Maybe she was already worrying about what might come next.

Abrana and Manuel Aréchiga came to this place, Palo Verde, in 1922. They bought an empty parcel of land on Malvina Avenue and pitched a tent. They built their home one two-by-four, one shingle, one nail at a time. With other families, mostly like theirs, mostly immigrants from Mexico, they built a community out of nothing right in the middle of Los Angeles. And now it was gone.
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THE REMAINS OF Abrana Aréchiga’s home at 1771 Malvina Avenue are buried somewhere underneath the distant parking lots of what is now Dodger Stadium. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. But it is.

Today we call this area Chavez Ravine. If, like me, you grew up in Los Angeles, you can probably hear longtime Dodger announcer Vin Scully saying the words in a sort of sweet, folksy way, almost singing them:

Chavez Ravine.

Chavez Ravine.

Chavez Ravine.

When Vin Scully says something, it is like God speaking. His voice is ambient in the Southern California air. It is the voice inside your head.

In my experience, Chavez Ravine is beautiful and idyllic. It isn’t even a place. It’s more than that. It’s a state of mind, a heightened sense of being that you achieve when you visit. There are palm trees. There are magnificent sunsets and vistas that open up on the downtown skyline and the San Gabriel Mountains. The shadows crawl across the field at Dodger Stadium like cars edging forward in freeway traffic. The parking lots sprawl out for acres beyond the terraced decks and the low-slung outfield pavilions.

When I think about growing up in Los Angeles, I don’t think about going to the beach, the mall, or the movies. I think about making that rush-hour drive to a Dodger game. I think about getting there late and catching the first inning on the radio: Vin Scully in simulcast. I think about buying a scalper ticket or a six-dollar bleacher seat. I think about how I never felt more at home in my city than I did there, among tens of thousands of perfect strangers. I think about how silly it is that for millions of us, civic identity is tied up in something as tenuous as a baseball team; then I think that it’s not silly at all, that baseball does have magical powers, or at least it can, and that our caring is what gives it those powers. I think about the long walk back to the car and the slow crawl out of the parking lot and the stadium lights receding into the darkness.
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A DECADE BEFORE Abrana watched her house reduced to a pile of bones, President Harry Truman signed the Federal Housing Act of 1949. The bill would make way for the construction of huge new public-housing projects in cities across the country. This was before the term housing project became a loaded one. To the people who believed in it, public housing really was a project for the betterment of humanity: a key to unlocking the great potential of hardworking Americans and a way to maximize the brilliant notions of architects and planners who calculated that they could design communities in optimal ways and thereby enhance human happiness. It was utopian, and in the wake of World War II, utopia seemed worth striving for. “This legislation permits us to take a long step toward increasing the well-being and happiness of millions of our fellow citizens,” Truman wrote upon signing the bill into law. “Let us not delay in fulfilling that high purpose.”

He could not have known it at the time, but in fulfilling that purpose, Truman would also be unleashing one of the great civic dramas in the history of the United States, a story with everything: corruption, Communism, racism, misguided idealism, displacement, grand visions, evil schemes, and the mystical power of baseball; a story about manifest destiny as it played out in Mexico and the West, and then continued unabated even after the frontier was tamed; a story about the human costs of ambition, both public and private; a story about families.

When I was a junior in high school in Culver City, California, not terribly far from Dodger Stadium, a man named Frank Wilkinson came to speak to our history class about the horror that was the McCarthy era or, as he would have put it, the J. Edgar Hoover era. Wilkinson had been a victim of the Red Scare. In fact, it had nearly ruined him, had sent him to prison, and had almost killed his entire family, but we’ll get to that. He appeared before us in the school auditorium, stooped, white-haired, and grandfatherly. He spoke with the sort of conviction that gets you in trouble, even when you are on the side of righteousness, which Wilkinson believed himself to be.

Wilkinson had been a public-housing official in Los Angeles. His demise began when Truman signed that bill into law. It began, more or less, the moment that he knocked on Abrana Aréchiga’s door with an eviction notice in his hand.

I don’t remember exactly what Wilkinson told us that day about McCarthy, Hoover, and the House Un-American Activities Committee. But I remember how he began his presentation. He asked us to raise our hands if we were fans of the Los Angeles Dodgers. I was sixteen. Baseball was my life. I played on the high school team. I occasionally called into the Dodgers postgame radio show to answer trivia questions. My hand, of course, shot up.

“Well,” said Wilkinson. “Dodger Stadium should not exist.”

Dodger Stadium should not exist.

Yet no building more perfectly captures the history of Los Angeles or more perfectly captures the history of baseball in America up to the point of its opening in 1962. Dodger Stadium should not exist. There are a million reasons why, yet all those reasons are precisely what give the stadium its power.

This book tells three stories that ultimately coalesce into one bigger story about Los Angeles as it sped toward its destiny as a major-league city. There is the story of Abrana Aréchiga and her family as they journeyed north from Mexico, ultimately settled into the community of Palo Verde, and then fought like hell for their homes. There is the story of Frank Wilkinson, who sought to make a better world but then became the means by which his enemies obliterated any possibility that the world he envisioned would come to fruition. Then there is the story of baseball itself.

I hope that this book provides both an intimate look at the journeys and motivations of its principal characters and a sweeping impression of a city and two countries to which it has belonged. The book includes familiar faces such as Jackie Robinson, Duke Snider, and the Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna, as well as less familiar ones such as Clifford Clinton, a crusading downtown LA cafeteria owner, and Fritz B. Burns, a visionary real-estate developer and showman who helped turn Los Angeles into the city that it is today.

I come at this book as a person who has spent many hours watching, writing about, and thinking about baseball. I come at it as a reporter who has worked in the United States and Mexico. I come at it as a native Angeleno who believes the story of my city has too often been told from the perspective of writers perched firmly on the East Coast and peering west as if through a pair of binoculars. On some level, I think I have wanted to write this book since the day I saw Frank Wilkinson in high school. The story broke my heart. I struggled to reconcile that Dodger Stadium, a place that I loved so much, was also the source of pain to so many people. I have never had to pick up the pieces of a broken life like Frank Wilkinson or build a life from scratch like Abrana Aréchiga. I have never been displaced like the residents of Palo Verde, La Loma, and Bishop. But all four of my grandparents were, and I grew up hearing their stories. My father’s parents were Jews in Poland during World War II. They both lost their homes and eventually their entire families in the Holocaust. My mother and her family lived in Havana until 1961. After the Cuban Revolution, they had to leave their apartment and their belongings behind because although my grandmother was Cuban, my grandfather was from the United States.

One of the recurring themes of this book is how we rewrite history to suit our own present aims. This was especially true in the early days of baseball and especially true in the early days of Los Angeles. It has also been true when it comes to the story of baseball in Los Angeles. The story of Dodger Stadium has been condensed and mythologized. It has become—with good reason—a fable. The real history is less like a fable and more like the story of a crime that Los Angeles perpetuated on itself.

For all its magic, Frank Wilkinson was right: Dodger Stadium should not exist. This book is my attempt to tell the story of why it does.







Part I
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AMONG THE ROCKS







1.

MONTE ESCOBEDO, ZACATECAS, SITS HIGH UP IN MEXICO’S SIERRA Madre mountain range. This is where, in March 1897, at seven thousand feet above sea level, a baby girl named Abrana Cabral was born. The exact date and circumstances of her birth are lost to history. We don’t know whether she was born on a bed, or a sofa, or a kitchen table. We don’t know what her mother felt like for the nine months she carried Abrana or at the moment her daughter entered the world. We don’t know what kind of parents Abrana had. But we do know their names. They were Vacilla Bañuelos and Juan Cabral. We know that they were rural people. They lived on a remote ranch nestled between green valleys and lakes.

Decades later, when she was living in the United States, Abrana would name her first son Juan, after her father. Decades after that, in the early 1950s, this younger Juan would journey to the ranch where his mother was born. He went with his wife, Nellie; their daughter, Helen; and two friends, Camilo and Feliz Arévalo. They drove south from Los Angeles, where Abrana ultimately settled and raised her family in the community of Palo Verde, all the way to Zacatecas. It was a sort of pilgrimage. It was like driving back in time.

When they reached Fresnillo, an industrial city at the base of the Sierra Madres, they had to leave their car behind and hire a man with a truck. The truck carried them up the rough, steep roads to Monte Escobedo. There were no bathrooms, no rest stops. There were trees and lakes and grassy fields. The little girl bounced along on their laps.

“It was mountains. Hills. You don’t see no neighbors, no nothing. Just a house there,” Feliz recalled. Juan and Nellie were gone. Abrana was many years gone. But Feliz remembered: “You’d go in the truck, and all you’d see is rocks on the roadsides. They used to make fences out of rocks, rocks, rocks all the way up.”



[image: image]





ALL WE CAN do is guess about what Abrana’s childhood was like up there among the rocks. But somehow, in the thin air, she grew up hard and stubborn like the rocks themselves.

The simplest way to trace the outlines of Abrana’s journey is through official government documents, but documents alone paint an incomplete picture. In Abrana’s case they are riddled with errors and inconsistencies. The truth is that Abrana was born into a world that was not particularly concerned with details like her birthday or even the proper spelling of her name. That didn’t change when she set out for America.

Abrana Cabral crossed into the United States at Laredo, Texas, on October 10, 1916. She was nineteen years old and pregnant when she traversed the narrow wooden bridge spanning the Rio Grande. She would have been walking among businessmen and fellow immigrants. In making her way to the border, she would have been traveling through the wreckage of the ongoing Mexican Revolution. She would have been carrying the baby, her memories of home, and probably very little in the way of money or belongings. In a practical sense she would have been thoroughly unprepared for her new life. But she was willing to risk the journey, so in another sense she was exactly as prepared as she needed to be.

Abrana was probably traveling with her husband, Nicolas Ybarra, the father of the little girl growing inside her. Nicolas was also from Monte Escobedo. Together, they were part of an entire generation fleeing north, drawn by the promise of stability and economic opportunity at a time when Mexico offered neither. US companies were luring cheap labor across the border. They called it the enganche, the hook. The hook was steady wages and relative safety from violence. The hook is what caused entire towns to empty out, often with all the residents going to the same place. In the case of Abrana and Nicolas and the people of Monte Escobedo, that place was Morenci, Arizona, where the Phelps Dodge company needed strong men willing to do hard labor in hard conditions. The work of mining copper was hot and dark and miserable, but it paid out for every single shift, and there were shifts to be had.

Abrana would have taken a train up to the border. Mexico had industrialized swiftly in the early years of the twentieth century. With the advent of a national railroad, people and goods were moving around the country like never before, and small, isolated towns like Monte Escobedo suddenly didn’t feel so small or isolated. Her last stop on the threshold of America was Nuevo Laredo. Nuevo Laredo had been a source of contention during the revolution. In 1914, just two years before Abrana passed through, much of the city had been burned to the ground. Crossing the bridge into Texas would have seemed like the end of a long journey for her: leaving a smoldering Mexico for the promise of the United States. But it was really just the beginning.







2.

IN MARCH 1847 THE US ARMY, UNDER WINFIELD SCOTT, LANDED IN Veracruz and took the city following a bloody siege. Old stone walls crumbled. Women and children starved and crumbled beside them. Scott had 13,500 men in his command: officers, enlisted soldiers, volunteers, slaves. He had President James K. Polk and the wind of manifest destiny at his back. Winfield Scott thought that invading Mexico was both reckless and immoral. Unlike Polk, Scott did not believe that the US had a God-given mandate to conquer the entire continent. But Scott was also America’s most decorated and respected general: if his country was going to fight a war, he was going to goddamn lead it. Scott’s idea was to land in the port city of Veracruz and march his troops across the humid, soft countryside, up over the rocky volcanoes, and finally into the Valley of Mexico, nestled seven thousand feet above sea level.

Scott was an ornery commander. He was big and vain and brilliant. Ulysses S. Grant once called him “the finest specimen of manhood my eyes had ever beheld.” He had no formal military education and was largely self-taught as a tactician, but he had always been a keen student of history. Three centuries earlier, another conquering army had landed in Mexico, marched through the same countryside, and traversed the same mountains. It was from them that Scott took his inspiration.

Scott’s adversary, the Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna, must have felt the weight of this history. He must have known that what began with Hernán Cortés would certainly not end with Winfield Scott. Santa Anna was a proud and mercurial person, and he had recently declared himself president of Mexico (not for the first or last time). Santa Anna called himself the Napoleon of the West. But for all that, his countrymen were unsure how to feel about him. His career had been as jagged as the terrain in his country, filled with soaring peaks and desolate valleys. When he lost his leg in battle almost a decade earlier, Santa Anna ordered it buried with full military honors.

Determined not to let Mexico fall to another conqueror, Santa Anna met the US Army in the hills just outside of Xalapa. His troops appeared to have the invaders overmatched. They equaled the Americans in size and firepower and held a superior defensive position on familiar terrain: Xalapa was Santa Anna’s hometown. But an American captain discovered a mountain trail that allowed Scott’s troops to outflank Santa Anna and catch him by surprise from above. The battle was devastating and short. It ended with Santa Anna escaping on horseback, in such a desperate hurry that he left his wooden leg behind on the battlefield.

The path to Mexico City was now clear for the Americans. They pushed the Mexican Army deeper and deeper into their country, into themselves. In Puebla the Americans rested and gathered their strength for the final phase of the conquest. All that remained was for the Mexican troops to make their last stand and for Scott’s army to drive all the way to the Mexican heart, barely beating, the city that was once called Tenochtitlan. On September 12, 1847, the Americans finally turned their attention to Chapultepec Castle.

The castle looms on a hill high over Mexico City. This hill has been a sacred place since pre-Columbian times. Aztec priests used to climb it in rituals. Emperors vacationed there. The castle, constructed by lackeys to the Spanish crown in an exercise of colonial vanity, had been abandoned in the decades following Mexican independence. Eventually it was converted into a military college. Scott’s troops launched their cannonballs and bullets at dawn and sustained the barrage until nightfall. Holding the castle as their countrymen escaped to a nearby fort was a motley group of just four hundred men and boys. They were Mexican soldiers, and they were unrelenting military cadets who refused to surrender. Teenagers dying alongside wary veterans.

The story goes that after every other Mexican soldier was run down or run off by the invaders, only six cadets remained. They were children, really. As young as thirteen years old. Their names were Juan de la Barrera, Agustín Melgar, Juan Escutia, Vicente Suárez, Francisco Márquez, and Fernando Montes de Oca. Eventually they would come to be known collectively as los Niños Héroes.

They held out in their castle, on their tall hill, against the conquering US Army. They held out, even as Santa Anna watched from a distant perch through his field glasses as the bulk of his troops retreated. Legend has it that as the Americans entered the castle proper, one of the cadets, Juan Escutia, wrapped himself in the Mexican flag and leaped from the side of the building so that the flag would not fall into enemy hands. He died—in the fall, or by bullet or by bayonet. They all died.







3.

MORENCI, ARIZONA, WAS A SMALL TOWN, BUT IT WAS CROWDED. IT probably came to seem like all of Monte Escobedo was there, stuffed into little houses with cousins and friends and old neighbors from back home. To live there, you had to pay a dollar a year to the mining company for what was really just the rough outline of a house. After that, it was up to you. Scrap wood and rubber and whatever else you could find to make a livable home. No running water. No electricity. The landscape was orange and red. It was a beautiful place sometimes. The sky wide and bright. The washes and ravines seemed to roll on forever, like waves coming out from the Earth. The San Francisco River wound its way across the countryside like a garter snake, the streak of green vegetation along its banks cutting through the rocks.

There were smelters in Morenci and nearby Clifton, and under the mountains were the deep mine shafts, lit up by candles and filled with the voices of the miners and the sounds of pickaxes against rock. The mines ran four thousand feet below the surface. There were hundreds of miles of tunnels, held up by wooden beams. There were new people coming into town every day. There was a train station nearby, there were horses, and there was a little Catholic church and, higher up the hill, a Catholic cemetery. The roads were dirt, and the men were rough. Above it all hung a cloud of smoke from the smelters that was so poisonous it could kill flowers.

It was like living under a magnifying glass. The sun coming down hot in the summers and the company watching everything all the time. Life was mostly work: the work of mining copper ore, the work of moving rocks from one place to another, the hot and dangerous work of smelting, the work of maintaining a home with almost nothing, when a day’s wages would buy just a dozen eggs. The work of maintaining your dignity as Phelps Dodge and the other big companies tried to keep those wages down. The work of organizing so that if you were Mexican, or Italian, or Yugoslavian, you might one day be paid the same as a “white” American. The work of learning a new language and a new culture. The work of holding on to your place in a city that was growing by the minute. In just a few years the conjoined towns of Clifton and Morenci would grow from a pocket of two hundred people to a region with a population of ten thousand. In 1912 Arizona became the forty-eighth state.
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Clifton was the whiter, more developed town. It’s still there: frozen in time in the bare, undulating hills. The main commercial drag, Chase Creek Street, once rowdy with saloons and player pianos and men marching to and from their mining jobs, is now quiet and untouched. There’s an empty union hall with a mural celebrating one hundred years of organized labor in town. There’s a historical museum displaying the high chair that Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor sat in when she was a baby. (She grew up shooting jackrabbits on a nearby ranch.) There are big black scars on the cliffs where the smelters once operated.

Old Morenci is gone now. Before it was demolished, Morenci was a steep little village built vertically on a series of hillsides. To give you a sense of just how quickly Morenci grew, the copper companies that built and maintained it didn’t even bother to give the hillsides names. It was just Hill A, Hill B, and so on. The migrants from Monte Escobedo wound up on Hill AC. That was where the Mexicans lived. Everyone called it Chihuahuita—Little Chihuahua, which is what every Mexican neighborhood in every small town in the Southwest seemed to be called. Abrana and Nicolas lived on Hill AC. That’s where, on March 21, 1917, just five months after Abrana crossed, she gave birth to her first daughter, Delphina.
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TWO WEEKS AFTER Delphina was born, on April 5, 1917, the United States declared war on Germany. Two months after that, on June 5, her father registered for the draft. On his draft card, Nicolas Ybarra was listed as a “smelter laborer” for the Phelps Dodge Corporation, Morenci Branch. His immigration status was “alien.” He was listed as having no military experience and as being tall, with a medium build, brown eyes, and black hair. He was listed as having two dependents: a wife and a daughter.

Nicolas Ybarra was not the only immigrant from Monte Escobedo to fill out a draft card in Morenci. By the time the war came, Manuel Aréchiga had been living in America for more than six years. He had arrived in Morenci back in 1910, before Arizona had even achieved statehood. He had seen Morenci grow as copper prices rose with the war breaking out in Europe. He had experienced the double standard faced by Mexican laborers in and around the mines. He lived on Hill AC, not too far from Abrana and Nicolas.

In late 1915, Clifton-Morenci was one of the worst-paying mining districts in Arizona. Mexican miners made $2.39 per shift compared to $2.89 for Anglos. In other towns, miners made as much as $3.50 per shift. This imbalance resulted in one of the largest strikes in the state’s history: one that would culminate in equal wages for Mexican workers and in a violent antiunion backlash throughout Arizona’s copper country.

Manuel Aréchiga’s draft card says that he was born on March 22, 1888. It says that he had black hair and brown eyes, medium height and a medium build. He had no obvious physical disabilities. But despite the years in America, on the fourth line of the card, filled out in thick black cursive, his naturalization status, like Ybarra’s, is listed as “alien.”

Manuel’s selective service registration put him in a strange position. A few months prior to the passage of the Selective Service Act of 1917, Congress overrode the veto of President Woodrow Wilson to enact a set of highly restrictive and blatantly racist immigration laws. The Immigration Act of 1917 created a literacy test for new immigrants, created an immigrant head tax, and specifically blocked entry of immigrants from Asia. The bill also banned an absurdly long list of undesirables, including “idiots, imbeciles, and feeble-minded persons,” epileptics, alcoholics, paupers, anarchists, polygamists, the “mentally or physically defective,” and contract laborers.

The bill was a disaster for the agricultural, mining, and railroad businesses in the Southwest that relied on immigrant labor from Mexico. So in 1918 the Wilson administration used a loophole to grant a series of waivers to those industries. That meant immigrants from Mexico such as Manuel Aréchiga could now legally work in the United States as long as they were sponsored by a company. This is how in September 1918, Manuel Aréchiga, who was already registered for the draft in the United States, a country he had been living in for nearly a decade, came to have his picture taken at the border in El Paso for what was called an alien laborer’s identification card.

Manuel’s sponsoring employer was the Chicago Burlington and Quincy Railroad’s Alliance Division, located in Alliance, Nebraska. On this particular piece of paper he is listed as five feet, eight-and-a-half inches tall, with a mole near his left eye. The picture of him, in black and white, shows a somber-looking man of about thirty with deep sunken eyes and thick eyebrows. His hair is thick, almost like a bowl cut, and parted on the left. He has a thin mustache. His gaze is aimed downward, which makes it hard to see his mouth. But he is wearing a vest, a collared shirt, and a tie. He looks like a man out of place.
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AFTER SANTA ANNA’S ARMY WAS ROUTED BY THE AMERICANS OUTSIDE of Xalapa, the general fled without his wooden leg, which fell into the hands of the Fourth Regiment of Illinois Volunteers. The Illinois men would gain acclaim during the war for their drunkenness and their willingness to murder civilians. They kept the leg and brought it home with them as a souvenir. It still sits in a glass case in a museum in Springfield.

This much is true, factually. But there is another story about the Illinois soldiers and Santa Anna’s leg. It’s a myth. It did not happen. But for many years, people told it like it did.

According to the story, at Xalapa the Illinois men met a US officer by the name of Abner Doubleday. Doubleday was an enterprising West Point graduate who, like many of the soldiers in Scott’s army, would go on to great fame in the Civil War. He would, in fact, fire the first shot by a Union soldier at Fort Sumter. But in Doubleday’s case, soldiering would only be a small part of his legacy. Doubleday would gain greater fame as the anointed inventor of baseball, America’s national pastime. The Baseball Hall of Fame would eventually be constructed in his hometown of Cooperstown, New York.

Once the wounded had been cleared off the battlefield at Xalapa and the dead had been buried, Doubleday suggested that the leg found by the Illinois regiment was the perfect size and shape to put to use in playing the sport he had recently conjured up. He gathered the Illinois men into a huddle and explained the rules, charting out the positions and lecturing on the most effective techniques. He marked off foul lines and bases in the marshy long grass of Xalapa’s Parque Los Berros and divided the troops into two sides. And thus, according to mythology, the first baseball game on Mexican soil was played on a sunny April afternoon in 1847. For a ball, the players improvised, wrapping a small rock in leather. For a bat, they used the wooden leg of General Antonio López de Santa Anna.
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IN 1920 COYOTES DESCENDED ON DOUGLAS, ARIZONA. THEY CAME down from the Chiricahua Mountains, out of the desert and into town. They loped down the wide paved streets in front of pharmacies and clothing shops and restaurants. They trotted past the Gadsden Hotel, where mining executives and visiting politicians stayed and where a Tiffany stained-glass window showing the desert landscape in beautiful bright colors overlooked the lobby. At night, as Douglas slept, the coyotes ate dogs and cats. They were big and lithe, and their coats were flecked with yellow.

Dr. Alan M. Wilkinson was an ear, nose, and throat specialist in Douglas. But before that—before he was a doctor or a father, before he was anything—he was a Methodist. He had come to Douglas from northern Michigan as part of his service during World War I and settled into a Craftsman house with his wife, Ada, and their four children. He was for helping the poor and for clean living. He was against dancing, swearing, card playing, and especially drinking. The Wilkinson family went to church at Grace Methodist every Sunday and said grace before every meal. Mornings were for Bible study and earnest prayer.

As their breakfast sat cooling on the table, father, mother, and children would kneel down in unison, heads prone across the seats of their chairs. Many years later, long after he had sworn off religion altogether, Alan and Ada Wilkinson’s youngest son, Frank, would still recall the breakfast prayers in vivid detail. The smell of leather upholstery lingered somewhere in the recesses of his sensory memory.

One morning, after prayers, Dr. Wilkinson warned his children about the recent influx of coyotes. The family was preparing for a long road trip to see relatives back on the shores of Lake Michigan. “Be careful of strange animals,” Dr. Wilkinson said before heading to the office. He took special care to look at Frank.

Douglas was a border town, sitting just across from Agua Prieta, Mexico, in the southeastern corner of Arizona. The principal industry in Douglas, like the rest of the region, was mining. Copper ore from the mines in Bisbee was shipped in by rail. Two hulking smelters loomed over the town, operating twenty-four hours per day, leaving the air perpetually thick with dust and smoke. The ore trains ran day and night. A few years earlier, during the tail end of the Mexican Revolution, Pancho Villa had attempted to raid Douglas, but he was stymied before he could cross the border in Agua Prieta. The Wilkinsons had come to Arizona at the same time as Abrana Cabral, and, like Abrana, they came to make a better life for themselves. But they came from different directions and lived in different worlds.

Dr. Wilkinson was partially deaf and walked around with a big hearing aid strapped around his shoulder. But this did not slow him down or diminish his hospitality. He served on boards and committees. He taught Sunday school. He tended to patients on both sides of the border. Despite his stern and authoritarian beliefs about the wages of sin and sinners, he was not a stern or authoritarian man by nature. He was a teller of stories and a lover of (appropriate) jokes.

A few hours after Dr. Wilkinson left for work that morning, young Frank found himself playing in front of the family home when out of the smelter haze emerged a large dog with a rope around its neck. Frank was a hardy and imaginative boy. He had thick, curly hair and a strong chin. His face was incapable of hiding even the slightest emotion, a trait that would follow him into adulthood. Frank had also inherited his father’s congenital hearing condition, but unlike his father, he did not wear a hearing aid. When he was a little boy, he would lie under the piano in the family’s living room to better listen to the music when his sister played. One time, a teacher had rapped him on the hand in class with a ruler for continuing to speak to the boy next to him, even as she called for silence. Frank had not heard her. He began to wet his pants out of fear that he might miss something.

But he had certainly not missed his father’s warning: “Be careful of strange animals.” The words echoed in his mind as he watched the creature approach. But this was no strange animal. This, he was convinced, was a police dog. There was something authoritative about it as it trotted down Twelfth Street, where the Wilkinsons lived near the edge of town. Plus, there was a rope around its neck. No strange animal would have a rope around its neck. Frank was only about six years old, and in his mind the plan that he concocted made sense: go catch the dog and return it to its owner. Frank Wilkinson would never be much for thinking about consequences. He ran after the dog.

When he finally caught up to it, the dog turned on him suddenly, fangs bared. There was no time to do anything but cower as the animal rose and sunk its teeth into his neck and elbow. Frank’s screams drew neighbors out onto the street. What he thought was a police dog was in fact a coyote. The neighbors ran the animal off and rushed the bleeding boy two blocks to his father’s medical office. Dr. Wilkinson, thinking fast, pulled out the strongest drug he had: bichloride tablets.

Bichloride, which had once been used as a syphilis cure, was a popular cleaning agent. Doctors would drop it into water before they washed their hands or operated on a patient. In the years to come, bichloride would be banned from medical practice because it was essentially pure mercury. But in the moment, Dr. Wilkinson saw bichloride as the best chance for his son. He ground a handful of pills into a blue paste and rubbed it deep into the wounds. The next day, with Frank more or less patched up, the family left for Michigan.

The Wilkinsons traveled north and east in their Buick touring car over slow desert roads until they reached a town called Trinidad, Colorado. There, after they stopped for breakfast, a local police officer approached the family.

“Are you Dr. Alan Wilkinson?” To the family’s shock, the officer placed Frank’s father under arrest. There had been a mix-up. Authorities back in Douglas had sent a message ahead to warn that the Wilkinsons were traveling with a local child who was in danger. The Trinidad police took this to mean that Frank had been kidnapped. This was not the case; as it turned out, the danger forewarned in the telegram was related to the coyote that had bitten Frank. Authorities in Douglas had captured it and discovered that it was rabid. They messaged ahead so that police along their route might be able to warn the Wilkinsons.

Frank needed to be subjected to Pasteur treatments as soon as possible. The nearest rabies vaccine was six hundred miles away, in Kansas City. This was long before the interstate highways were built. The drive would have taken a week, at least. So Frank was placed on a train with his oldest sister, Hildegarde, who was then about eighteen. Hildegarde would later go on to a career as a pioneering physician, the first woman to be accepted into Stanford Medical School. She would become a mother figure for Frank. But for now her job was babysitter.

As their parents and siblings drove behind in their Buick, Frank and Hildegarde traveled on to Kansas City by train. For six hundred miles, through Colorado and Kansas, over the mountains and the plains, Frank tormented his sister, howling and baring his teeth. Then they reached Kansas City, and Frank’s own torment began. Six weeks of painful injections, three or four per day, a long way from home. Every day the large needle found its way into new parts of his body: arms, legs, stomach, and buttocks until the doctors were finally certain that Frank would remain the relatively normal boy he was, no foaming at the mouth, no painful illness or death. Just a lesson learned. Or not.
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ON AUGUST 15, 1918, ABRANA CABRAL BECAME A WIDOW AND A single mother. After three days under the care of a doctor, Nicolas Ybarra succumbed to what was diagnosed as “cerebral syphilis.” On the death certificate, Ybarra was curiously listed as single. In the box asking “Was disease contracted in Arizona?” the attending physician wrote, in cursive, “probably not.” In the box marked “Place of Burial or Removal,” the physician wrote, “Mex Cemetery.”

The Mexican cemetery was a few miles west of town. It was technically the Catholic cemetery, but almost all the Catholics in Morenci were Mexican. The cemetery is still there, on a hillside above the open-pit mine that exists where Old Morenci used to. Most of the grave markers are gone, and much of it is overrun with wild grass.

“At the time of the cemetery’s inception, Morenci did not have a hearse or an official undertaker,” wrote Al Fernandez, a newspaper columnist who lived in Morenci at the time. “Churches kept records of the deceased parishioners of their faiths, but no records were kept of the people that were buried in the cemetery. No one supervised or were in charge of it or of its maintenance, or that even had authority to enforce symmetry rules. All of this was left to the families or friends of the departed to select the location of their choice, and to dig their own graves.”

If you were lucky enough to die on the job, which Ybarra was not, the mining company you worked for might send you up the hill to the cemetery by train. Otherwise, the coffin would be carried up the slope by wagon. But trains and wagons could travel only so far: the final stretch would have to be trekked on foot, up a harsh incline. The Mexican cemetery was a hard place to dig graves. It was a long walk if you were carrying a pine box with a body in it. It would also have been a long walk for a young widow carrying a one-year-old girl to her father’s funeral.

Abrana had journeyed a thousand miles through a country being torn apart by war, while pregnant, to start a new life with Nicolas Ybarra. She gave birth to their baby in a new land where business was conducted in a language she could not speak. She watched as her husband toiled away in a hot smelter. Then she watched as the syphilis he had contracted somewhere along the way spread to his brain and killed him. And now, almost immediately, she and her daughter were alone in America.

Abrana had almost certainly met Manuel Aréchiga before Nicolas Ybarra was buried in the Mexican cemetery in Morenci. She and Manuel came from the same town in Zacatecas. They lived in the same town in Arizona. At some point between Ybarra’s death in 1918 and the census of 1920, Abrana and Manuel entered into a partnership that would last the rest of their lives, that would produce a large extended family, that would land them in newspapers and history books, and that would eventually land them in side-by-side burial plots in Resurrection Cemetery in Monterey Park, California.
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IT’S ONLY A FEW HUNDRED MILES FROM MORENCI TO DOUGLAS. That’s either a great distance or a small one. They were on opposite ends of the same tiny pocket of America. Douglas was a small city, and the Wilkinsons’ version of Douglas—white and well-to-do—was even smaller. The family social life was limited almost entirely to fellow Methodists—and, if not Methodists, fellow Christians at the very least.

During his childhood in Douglas, Frank was insulated not only from drinking, dancing, and card playing but also from the simmering and sometimes violent labor struggles that were ongoing around the nearby copper mines; insulated from the infamous Bisbee deportation, which saw thousands of union members arrested and sent off on a train to the middle of New Mexico without food and water; insulated from the harder lives of the Mexican kids he would sometimes see on his walks to and from school. But Frank’s life was not devoid of adventure, or at least the kind of adventure that came with being part of a family of temperance advocates.

On a YMCA camping trip he was nearly caught in a wildfire in the Chiricahua range. A negligent camp counselor had left Frank and some other boys to their own devices as flames appeared in a mountain pass. It was just a brush fire, but Frank and his friends climbed a rock face, scrambled over sharp manzanita branches to avoid a large and unfriendly rattlesnake, and ran through an abandoned mine shaft, the entire time thinking that a wall of flames was at their back. Finally, before darkness fell, they found the light of a mountain cabin.

When federal prohibition was enacted in 1920, a family friend named Clarence Housel was appointed as the region’s special agent in charge of enforcing the new law. Arizona had been a dry state since its inception in 1912, but suddenly Housel was tasked with seeking out bootleggers and moonshiners. For a bureaucrat accustomed to examining dry goods and applying tariffs, this was exciting work. To men like Housel and Dr. Wilkinson, it was also God’s work.

“If the sewer sink in the post office building wobbles or squirms from its corner this afternoon it will not be its fault” went one story in the Bisbee Daily Review. “Announcement was made this morning by Deputy Customs Collector C. A. Housel that at 3 o’clock this afternoon approximately 50 gallons of confiscated liquor will be dumped into the sewer. The precious stuff is a mixture of beer, mescal and whisky. Housel will officiate at the ceremony.”

Once, Housel invited Frank and his father along to bust a whiskey still in Willcox, a town a couple hundred miles north of Douglas. Frank recalled driving out over dirt roads with his father and Housel. The still was located in an old farmhouse, out in the middle of nowhere. Arrests were made. Booze was confiscated. For Frank it was all a great adventure. For his father it was something more: the fulfillment of his own vision for America.

One morning the Wilkinson family drove out of town to a church meeting. It was a long day and late night of fellowship, and it was a long, dark drive home to Douglas. It was dark when Dr. Wilkinson pulled the car up over a hill and dark on the way down, when the car suddenly smashed into an ore train that had been crawling along the tracks with its lights off. There was noise: screams, wheels spinning, bones breaking, the train screeching to a halt. Then there was silence. Frank, who had been asleep in the front seat, was flung through the canvas roof of the car and into the wheels of the train. He woke up covered in grease. He was still a little boy. He was fine. Little boys can take almost anything. It was dark when the family realized that Frank’s mother, Ada, was not fine. She had broken her pelvis. It was dark when they sent her off to the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. It was dark for the four years she wore a concrete cast over her entire body, from her shoulders to her knees. It was dark when the Wilkinsons decided that despite the good schools and public parks and water-filtration system, Douglas, Arizona, was not equipped to deal with problems like hers. In 1925 the family set out for Los Angeles.
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BY 1920, MANUEL AND ABRANA WERE LIVING AT THE SAME ADDRESS in Morenci, along with Manuel’s mother, his sister, and about a dozen other people. They got married, and on June 25, 1921, their first daughter was born. Her name was Aurora, but the people who knew her best would call her Lola. A year later, their son Juan would be born. But that would happen in their new hometown: Los Angeles, California.

Sometime between the birth of Lola and the birth of Juan, Abrana and Manuel made the trek west to California. After World War I, the demand for copper shrank, and the entire industry in Arizona crashed. Prices plummeted. Smelters shut down. Mines were closed. Jobs evaporated. Abrana and Manuel got out in 1922. Within a few years, the copper mines themselves would be radically different. During the depression, Phelps Dodge destroyed the entire ecosystem of shafts and tunnels under the town of Morenci and replaced it with a massive open-pit mine.

The open mine would grow and grow and grow. In the 1960s it grew to the point that Old Morenci, the place where Abrana and Manuel had lived, was dismantled to make way for its expansion. The copper buried under Morenci was worth more than the community itself. The mine is still growing. Where the town once stood there’s just a vast man-made canyon filled with churning gravel and trucks driving busily back and forth. Rocks going up and down on never-ending conveyor belts. There are three pits
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