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To Sonia Bowe-Gutman



The onetime darling of Seventh Avenue, Isaac Mizrahi, was hired last year by Target to bring style to shoppers in forty-seven states. Critics were nearly unanimous in their celebration of Mr. Mizrahi’s belted suede jacket and all-American turtlenecks, praising particularly his ability to accomplish so much at an affordable price.

Few stopped to inquire how it was possible to attain Mizrahi chic for as little as $9.99. Mr. Mizrahi’s clothes are manufactured at factories around the world, said Lena Klofstad, a Target spokeswoman, who declined to name specific countries. “We have standards for all our vendors and a compliance area that takes care to enforce them,” she explained, “so Isaac is freed up to focus on what he enjoys, the design.” When asked if he knew where his bargain styles were being manufactured, under what circumstances and by whom, Mr. Mizrahi pleaded ignorance. “I don’t know,” he said. “And I don’t want to know.”

—“I Came, I Bought and I Helped,” The New York Times, November 18, 2003

Homo homini lupus.
 Man is a wolf to man.
 —Latin proverb



Introduction

A few years ago, I was co-editing a project called Gig: Americans Talk About Their Jobs. The book consisted of interviews with people talking about their work, which of course led to discussions about their worries, marriages, sex, Jesus, Satan, and every other subject that interconnects as people pursue a living. To find many of the book’s subjects, I drove thousands of miles, meeting hundreds of people all over America. In North Carolina, while looking for a guy who worked in a chicken-processing plant, I met some labor activists. They happened to tell me about a community group that had uncovered a slavery ring in the orange groves of southern Florida. Like most people who hear about the subject for the first time, I thought it sounded…interesting.

At that time, the case was still under investigation by the FBI. Like many investigations, it might have gone nowhere. But an indictment followed: The United States of America v. Ramiro Ramos, Juan Ramos, and José Ramos. The three men would eventually be charged not with labor abuse or nonpayment of wages but with holding people in involuntary servitude—slavery. The same kind of slavery supposedly outlawed 140 years ago by Abraham Lincoln and the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment.

Over the two years it took to write about the case for The New Yorker, I spent a lot of time thinking and hearing about others like it. At first, I was outraged. Then I moved past outrage and began to reflect more calmly on the meaning of slavery in a country that (a) long ago outlawed it, and (b) spends an awful lot of energy talking about freedom. After all, it was one thing for people to treat one another wretchedly in screwed-up Third World countries. But what about us, in the land of the free?

The biggest surprise for most people who read my story was that slavery still existed in America. For others, it was the prevalence of such incidents; the Ramos case was just one of six successful forced labor prosecutions to come out of South Florida in recent years and dozens of cases that surface each year nationwide.

For me, the biggest shock was grasping the immense indifference it takes for a supposedly free country to allow even a single such case to happen. Ramiro Ramos, it would emerge, had long been known to his workers by the nickname “El Diablo,” the Devil. And despite years of evidence, news accounts, and audible murmurings that easily could—and should—have aroused suspicion of rampant labor abuse, this employer, with his ludicrous, cartoon-villain name, remained a welcome player in the network of growers, cooperatives, holding companies, subsidiaries, and corporations responsible for bringing orange juice to my table (including Tropicana, Minute Maid, Taco Bell, Wendy’s, Burger King, McDonald’s, Kroger, Wal-Mart, and virtually every other large retail food vendor in America).

What did it mean that none of them thought it was weird to be working with a guy named El Diablo? And what did it mean that I was drinking someone else’s misery for breakfast?

         

Free people benefit from slave labor. Not just big corporations, but “regular people”—like you and me. We buy Granny Smiths picked by slaves in New York and Washington State. We buy paper from trees planted by workers in Georgia and Alabama who don’t get paid or barely get paid. We buy car parts made of steel fired with charcoal made by slaves in Brazil. We buy binders, cell phone chips, and leather purses manufactured by slaves in China, and shirts from Wal-Mart made by slaves in Burma. Our war in Iraq is conducted to an enormous extent not by Americans, but by foreign migrant workers hired by American companies, several of which have recently been accused of slavery. Our reconstruction efforts in Mississippi and Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina have generated numerous claims of forced labor from the immigrants doing the work.

As the sci-fi writer and sometime futurist Bruce Sterling has written, “People have a marvelous facility for ignoring other people’s pain.” And he’s right. It’s not a left-versus-right thing or a rich-versus-poor thing. It’s a human thing. Man has always been a wolf to man. The subject of this book, therefore, lies beyond something as simple as “rich people exploiting poor people” or “big, evil corporations taking over the world.” It’s a life force, a tension that dwells in all people. The simple desire to get ahead in life can become a monstrous impulse when fertilized by the right circumstances. Moreover, I would argue, this impulse lurks in a million invisible ways in even the nicest people.

This book is about three recent instances of slavery in the United States. In the first chapter, we’ll spend some time with El Diablo and his world, learning about how he was able to harvest oranges in broad daylight using Mexican workers who didn’t get paid and who couldn’t leave his control. The story is one of corporate and legal chicanery at its baldest. In the following chapter, set in Tulsa, we will see many of the same forces at work, but explore how they play out in the minds of all involved—a psychic biopsy of slavery’s guts. Finally, in the last section of the book, we visit Saipan, an island in the U.S. Commonwealth of the Northern Marianos Island where slavery cases pop up with alarming frequency and a society is dependent, much as the United States was for so long, upon the abuse and exploitation of foreigners.

Beyond these cases, however, my real focus is what is now called “globalization.” I want to make it absolutely clear that everything in this book is a simple and patent metaphor for the dark potential of this phenomenon. By studying how free and powerful people respond to unfree and less powerful people, my intention is to meditate a bit about the meaning and potential hazards of our current enthusiasm for globalization.

For years, Americans who read or watch the news have been treated to a barrage of stories charting the decline of American manufacturing, the rise of China’s economy, and the harsh conditions in which Chinese workers toil. An even longer-running, if slightly less insistent, series of stories has detailed the decline of American wages since 1968 and the widening gap between rich and poor.

Most readers have heard about this, and by the time this book is printed the statistics will have changed a bit, but as of this writing, 20 percent of Americans have a zero or negative net worth. Since 1970, the bottom 40 percent of American households lost an astounding 80 percent of their wealth. Currently, the top one percent of American households has gathered more wealth than the entire bottom 95 percent, and the richest 300,000 Americans pulled in as much income as the poorest 150 million. This is not wacko Internet stuff; these numbers are gleaned from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau.

The same trend of growing inequality is spreading all over the world. According to statistics from the World Bank, the number of people living on less than two dollars a day has risen by almost 50 percent since 1980, to 2.8 billion. In fifty-nine countries, average income is lower today than twenty years ago. The gap between the richest fifth of the world’s population and the poorest fifth has doubled in the last fifty years. The top fifth has 80 percent of the world’s income. The poorest fifth has one percent.

There are different ways of connecting the dots between these combined trends, some more alarming than others. But it doesn’t take a Bolshevik to look at this basic picture and wonder, Umm, what happens if these trends simply…continue?

In the 1920s (the last time the wealth gap in the United States was as wide as it is today), Supreme Court justice Louis D. Brandeis proclaimed, “We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.” The quote resonated with me as I wrote about El Diablo and thought about the enormous transfer of wealth taking place around the world, from poor countries and poor people to richer ones. What would a decline in democracy as predicted by someone like Brandeis look like?

According to the doctrine of free trade in an era of globalization, American workers now compete with foreigners. As we move into a world of decreased trade restrictions, our incomes will perhaps fall—and then fall and fall some more—until all workers around the planet earn similar pay for similar work. If the nostrums of free trade hold fast, the price of everything we buy will go down in equal measure, and everything will be fine. We’ll live just as we do today, but without having to feel guilty about those poor foreigners in sweatshops who increasingly seem to manufacture all our stuff. If all people are equal, as Americans profess to believe, it should be considered a positive goal if all the average Joes, Wangs, Nguyens, and Carmelitas around the world one day become equally paid and equally regarded. But what if it’s not so simple? What if the “race to the bottom”—as the current loss of American jobs and the global pursuit of ever-cheaper sources of labor has come to be known—radically reshapes our world, and instead of freedom delivers us into a future of barbarism and tyranny?

It may seem like a paranoid thing to wonder. But the fact remains that since human beings have become civilized, we’ve spent far more time doing things El Diablo’s way than, say, living in free, relatively egalitarian democracies. The number of human beings throughout history who have been born into lives that could accurately be described as “free” is nothing but the merest fraction of human experience. Certainly, then, the permanence of our currently free condition should not be taken for granted.

         

In the United States, most modern slavery involves the coercion of recent or trafficked immigrants. Such cases are incredibly hard to detect, because much of the time the perpetrators don’t rely on chains, guns, or even the use of force. All they require is some method of coercion: threats of beating, deportation, death, or, perhaps most effective, harm to the victim’s family back home should he or she ever speak up. These cases occur in out-of-the-way places that are, to quote one activist I met, beyond most Americans’ “cognitive map.” They’re hidden down country roads and in culturally remote immigrant communities, where law enforcement is lax and modern ideas of “human rights” are sketchy. The victims of modern servitude often come from countries where legal authorities are corrupt and unhelpful, if not outright threats. These victims are usually either unable or unlikely to flag down a stranger, cop, native-born American, official, reporter, or social worker to protest their conditions or to ask for help.

Modern slavery cases tend to follow a limited number of patterns. Sexual trafficking rings turn up every year, with women—from Russia, Mexico, Honduras—smuggled under false pretenses into the United States and sexually exploited for profit. Domestic workers—nannies, maids, cooks, anyone who works in a home—are frequently coerced into working for free, threatened with violence, sexually abused, and held against their will for years. Then there are the out-and-out weirdos, the only category of modern slavery that does not rely almost exclusively on immigrant victims. This group includes the husband-and-wife owners of a group home for the mentally ill in Kansas, convicted in 2005 of enslaving their charges, forcing them to work naked on the compound farm and perform sex acts on video as “therapy.” Other examples might include the psychos who kidnap women and keep them chained up for years because they “love” them.

The focus of this book is what I somewhat ineptly call “labor slavery” within the contemporary United States. The term is my attempt to differentiate from all other forms the enslavement of workers making ordinary goods intended for consumption by the general public. In Los Angeles in 1995, in what became known as the El Monte case, seventy-two Thai women were found held in a squalid garment factory. Some had been enslaved as long as seventeen years. In Oklahoma, the owner of a welding factory was recently accused of defrauding and abusing fifty-four East Indians, forcing them to live inside a cavernous factory under threat while feeding them paltry rations of food they found disgusting. And then there are the agricultural cases, with El Diablos popping up not just in Florida but in Maine, New York, Washington, Georgia, North Carolina—virtually everywhere food is grown. Each of these cases would be examples of labor slavery.

I don’t suggest that the work performed by other victims of slavery is not also labor, or that one form of forced labor is more abusive than any other. But I wish to separate those varieties as cases that, sadly, very well might always take place on the fringes of even the most just society, akin to drug abuse or domestic violence. Given the moral and legal habits of the United States, and for that matter the habits of virtually every First and Second World country on earth, it’s hard for me to imagine that the beneficiaries of these forms of slavery could ever pose as “legitimate” enterprises. It’s far easier for me to imagine the American (or European or Japanese) public ignoring or accepting Mizrahi casual wear fabricated under conditions of slavery or rampant labor abuse—because that’s what we already do.

         

It’s important to realize that from the vantage point of today’s world, for most of human history the idea of freedom, as we know it, didn’t exist. As Harvard slavery historian Orlando Patterson notes, in ancient societies, “man had no moral view that would make him see something wrong in the fact that some men were masters while others were slaves.” Another of slavery’s most eminent scholars, Cambridge’s M. I. Finley, weighed in after a lifetime of scholarship with the same conclusion. It was simply impossible for most people in most societies to have any idea that slavery was wrong, or that there was a different and more just way to arrange society.

Then along came the Enlightenment, in which the idea was put forth that “all men are created equal.” And yet, even after that, the founding of America took place upon a bedrock of slave labor. Was it because the American colonists woke up one morning and said, “Gee, let’s enslave millions of Africans! And let’s talk a whole bunch about freedom just to really rub it in?”

I very much doubt that many free citizens of the American colonies had any objective view or collective understanding of what was happening to their society. To read Winthrop D. Jordan’s excellent White Over Black: American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550–1812 is to learn how pernicious, subtle, and sneaky a thing slavery really is. In the same way that it took a million small victories and understandings, transformations and laws, to carve out the more-or-less modern world, the imposition of slavery upon the colonies was a piecemeal, gradual process requiring a million ignorances and lazinesses.

It is helpful to think of slavery in the modern world as something like a resistant disease, refusing to die off, constantly metamorphosing into new guises. During World War II, even before the Nazis came along, Stalin sent millions of Russians to forced industrial labor camps. As Hitler marched millions of Jews to their deaths in concentration camps (where forced labor was a central fact of life, prior to death by exhaustion or the gas chamber), the Nazis also enslaved seven million gentile workers from conquered territories, millions of whom also perished from overwork, malnutrition, brutality, and disease. After the war, China imprisoned millions of citizens to labor in “re-education camps.”

Today, an estimated 27 million people are enslaved around the world. Brazilians and Peruvians are lured to the Amazon rainforest and forced to burn wood into charcoal and mine for gold. “Political prisoners” are held in North Korea and China and forced to atone for their crimes with unpaid labor. In Nepal, Pakistan, and India, millions of bonded workers toil for entire lifetimes—weaving rugs, making bricks, and working on farms—perpetually indebted to their employers and unfree to leave their employ. In Mauritania, an estimated ninety thousand harratines keep house, raise children, and tend livestock. In Thailand and Eastern Europe, tens of thousands of girls are sold by their families each year into sex slavery. In the desert hinterlands of wealthy Persian Gulf states, thousands of boys are imported from Bangladesh, Pakistan, and India and sold as camel jockeys.

If slavery is a disease and the disease still exists among us, what, one might wonder, is the cure? It’s hard to say, and probably silly to reduce any solution to one tactic or another. But one thing I’ve come to believe regarding slavery and all of its attached and related subjects (freedom, globalization, democracy, and inequality, for example) is that it depends far less upon economics and far more upon how we think and view other people than anything else.

It’s a more demonstrable assertion than one might think. In 1944, for example, 21 percent of white Americans answered yes to the question “Do you feel that Negroes in the United States have just as good a chance as white people to get any kind of job?” Twenty-four years later, 97 percent responded to the same question with a yes. The United States still suffers from racial and economic inequality. But it’s impossible not to correlate the shift in attitude with actual economic reality; the period from World War II to the 1960s was one of marked economic advancement for black Americans. It was as if a great swath of society said at once, “Let us be equal,” a magic wand was waved, and voilà, a large swath of society suddenly became a lot more equal.

A more recent example would be the following: in 1970, 79 percent of American college freshmen said their primary goal in life was to develop a meaningful philosophy of life. In 2005, 75 percent said their primary objective was to be financially very well off. It is a mind-blowing shift of perspective—and, I would hazard, an amazing indicator of how uncool it became among American college students to think of other people.

The current period of rising inequality in the United States began in 1974. Prior to that, working-class wages were rising and society was becoming more equal. So one question to ask is whether college-aged Americans got selfish. Did that selfishness and lack of regard for others result in social or legal changes that caused greater inequality? Or did the inequality come first? Maybe the world started to become a less fair place and, as a result, college-aged Americans and the rest of us have simply gotten more fearful about our lot in life.

I don’t know. But I do suspect that as tedious and politically correct as it sometimes seems, the obsession with “human rights” and the just, equal application of them to all human beings is the one thing that staves off a mass societal regression from “civilization” to a world of bloodshed and mayhem. Because a world where in theory everybody is a somebody is a radically different place from a world divided into somebodies and nobodies. As you will see in this book, even a garden-variety case of forced labor—call it “extreme nobodyism”—opens up a dark, dark can of worms indeed.

         

I have always walked around with the notion that people in the world today must somehow be more valuable than people in ancient times. No one told me this; it was just an assumption I always made, imagining modern people as free and productive, sensitive and thoughtful, and so on, while ancient people were enslaved, miserable, ignorant, and short-lived. Writing this book gave me occasion to do some research to see, albeit somewhat unscientifically, if I was even remotely correct. What I learned was that if money were the sole arbiter of our worth or place in the world, most of us would still be enslaved.

In Greece in Homer’s day, the ninth century B.C., an average-looking slave woman was worth four oxen. A highly attractive one was worth twenty. Around 200–300 A.D. in Roman Palestine, a healthy young farm slave was worth one healthy young cow. Across the empire, in Rome itself, a slave trained in medicine was worth fifty cows. In early medieval Ireland, a female slave was worth as many as sixty-four cows. In Iceland, she’d only trade for eight. Five hundred years later, in West Africa, slaves were exchanged for three to six cows. Slaves purchased by Europeans on the African coast went for eighteen English pounds apiece in 1740. In 1794, they could be bought in the United States for $500 apiece. In 1825, their price had tripled, to $1,500. The average slave in the American South in 1850 would be fetching the equivalent of $40,000 in today’s money.

Fast-forward. There are now seven billion human beings glutting the market. A slave in Mauritania is worth about one camel. An eight-year-old camel jockey in the Middle East goes for a mere $300. In Mali, a young adult male laborer can be purchased for only $40. In Thailand, a young, HIV-free girl suitable for prostitution can be purchased for $1,000. In the American South, an illegal Mexican farmworker can be bought for as little as $600—more or less the cost of an old pony.
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On April 20, 1997, at around 10 P.M., the Highlands County, Florida, Sheriff’s Office received a 911 call; something strange had happened out in the migrant-worker ghetto near Highlands Boulevard. The “neighborhood,” a mishmash of rotting trailer homes and plywood shacks, was hidden outside the town of Lake Placid, a mile or two back from the main road. By day, the place was forbidding and cheerless, silent, its forlorn dwellings perched awry, in seeming danger of oozing into the swamp. By night, it was downright menacing, humid and thick with mosquitoes.

When the sheriff’s officers arrived, they found an empty van parked beside a lonely, narrow lane. The doors were closed, the lights were still on, and a few feet away, in the steamy hiss of night, a man lay facedown in a pool of blood. He had been shot once in the back of the head, execution-style. Beyond his body stood a pay phone, mounted on a pole.

The 911 caller had offered a description of a truck the sheriff’s officers recognized as belonging to a local labor contractor named Ramiro Ramos. At 1:30 A.M., officers were dispatched to Ramos’s house.

It’s unclear how much the officers knew about the relationship between Ramos and his employees. Migrant farmworkers—nearly all undocumented Mexican and Central Americans, in this case—usually arrive in this country with little comprehension of English or of American culture. Since they frequently come with little money and few connections, the contractor, or crew boss, as he’s often called, often provides food, housing, and transportation to and from work. As a result, many farmworkers labor under the near-total control of their employers. Whether the sheriff’s officers were or weren’t clued in to the fraught implications of this dynamic, they would undoubtedly have gained insight into Ramos’s temperament if they’d known the nickname for him used by his crew of seven hundred orange pickers. They called him “El Diablo.”

At Ramos’s house, police found a truck fitting the caller’s description. When a quick search of the vehicle yielded a .45-caliber bullet, police decided to bring in Ramos, his son, and a cousin for questioning. Interrogated at the station house, Ramos admitted that the night before, he had gone driving around the dirt roads outside town, collecting rent from his workers and looking, he said, “for one of his people.” But when the police asked him if his search had any connection with the shooting, he said he didn’t know anything about it. According to the sheriff’s report, Ramos at this point became “upset” and said he wished to leave. He and his relatives were released.

The deputies went into the night, looking for migrant workers who might be willing to offer additional testimony. Witness by witness, a story began to take shape. The dead chofer, or van driver, was a Guatemalan named Ariosto Roblero. The van had belonged to a servicio de transporte, a sort of informal bus company used by migrants. The van and its passengers had been heading from South Florida, where orange season was ending, to North Carolina, where cucumber season was getting under way. Everything seemed fine until they hit the migrant ghetto outside Lake Placid. Roblero had stopped to to make a pickup. And then, as the van waited, a car and a pickup truck raced up, screeched to a halt behind and in front of it, and blocked it off. An unknown number of men jumped out, yanked the chofer from his seat, and shot him. The other driver and the terrified passengers scattered into the night.

With each new detail, an increasingly disturbing picture of Ramos’s operation began to emerge. El Diablo, it seemed, had been lending money to his workers, then overcharging them for substandard “barracks-style” housing, gouging them with miscellaneous fees, and encouraging them to shop at a high-priced grocery store, conveniently owned by his wife. By the time El Diablo had deducted for this, that, and the other thing, workers said, they were barely breaking even.

Worse, they were trapped. El Diablo’s labor camp was in a tiny, isolated country town. He and his family, a network of cousins and in-laws, many of whom also worked as labor contractors, patrolled the area in their massive Ford F-250 pickup trucks, communicating with one another through Nextel walkie-talkie phones. For foreigners unfamiliar with the area, escape was almost unthinkable. But just to make matters crystal clear, El Diablo told his workers that anyone indebted caught trying to run away would be killed.

The previous night’s murder, the witnesses alleged, had taken place when an indebted employee had left. The murder was meant to send a signal to local workers and to chofers thinking about aiding their departure from El Diablo’s territory.

If the case sounds like a slam dunk, what happened next was, unfortunately, all too common in cases involving undocumented workers. After spilling most of the beans off the record, all the informants but one declined to name Ramos or his accomplices as the perpetrators, or even to offer their own names. One of the passengers in the murder victim’s van told detectives that he couldn’t remember a single thing about the incident. He managed not to see the color, the model, or the make of either assailant’s vehicle, nor did he see who shot whom, or whether, in fact, anyone had even been shot. He only said that he was leaving for Mexico the next day, never to return.

Another witness acknowledged seeing the murder but, according to the sheriff’s report, refused to name the shooter, stating his belief that “if he told, he would be killed by the Ramos family.” The Ramoses knew where his family lived in Mexico, he said; if they didn’t kill him personally, they would kill one of his relatives. He, too, was leaving town and wouldn’t tell where he could be reached.

The sheriff’s office was stumped. There wasn’t much they could do without firmer testimony. However, they contacted federal authorities, and a few weeks later, at dawn on May 1, 1997, local law enforcement agents, backed by the Border Patrol and the U.S. Department of Labor, returned to Ramiro Ramos’s house armed with a search warrant. The house and office yielded an arsenal of weapons not generally considered essential to labor management, including a Savage 7-millimeter rifle, a Marlin .22 rifle, an AK-47, a semiautomatic rifle, a Browning 9-millimeter semiautomatic pistol, and a Remington 700 7-millimeter Magnum rifle. The agents arrested Ramos and charged him with immigration violations.

One would think, perhaps, that authorities would have enough evidence to halt a clearly and alarmingly exploitive situation. Here were seven hundred workers on U.S. soil working under threat of death, for low pay or possibly no money at all.

Five days later, Ramos was released on $20,000 bail. The labor charges were dropped. Weapons charges were never brought. Business went on as usual. And the murder of Ariosto Roblero remains, to this day, “unsolved.”

         

The collective image of the South Florida interior is usually conjured by a single word: swamp. Beyond a smattering of self-described “crackers” and a few thousand American Indians sweating it out on sleepy reservations, the area has traditionally been reluctantly populated. The reasons for this are easy enough to understand: the landscape is unremittingly flat; summer temperatures are stultifying. Even in winter, the air hangs heavy, dank, and still—except, of course, during the frequent thunderstorms and devastating hurricanes for which the area is known.

“I’ve got swampland in Florida I’d like to sell you” has long been a way of teasing a person for being gullible. The joke refers to the Florida land boom of the 1920s, which began when the increasing popularity of bona fide boomtowns like Miami and Palm Beach caused parcels elsewhere in the state to be gobbled up, usually sight unseen, by speculation-crazed northerners. Tracts billed as “oceanfront” were often situated dozens of miles away from open water or roads and chopped into ridiculous proportions, most famously by a Mr. Charles Ponzi, to as many as twenty-three lots per acre. The fact that few buyers had ever dreamt of actually moving to the “Riviera of America” didn’t deter Florida land prices from rising as much as 1,000 percent annually—that is, until the fall of 1926, when the famous Miami hurricane battered the area, crashing the market and causing the overpriced deeds to become as worthless as the muck they represented.

In the last eighty years or so, the area has been tamed, drained, canaled, paved, built upon, planted over, covered with ethylene plastic, injected with pesticides and fertilizers, and thereby induced into yielding a more predictably handsome return on investment. The steamy lowlands have become an outdoor food factory, a hydroponic stew of gook and chemicals capable of producing year-round. Florida now churns out more fruits and vegetables than any state but California, reaping an average of about $7 billion per year.

Almost anything can be grown on Florida’s 44,000 farms: some 280 different crops, including tobacco, potatoes, peanuts, escarole, pecans, okra, peppers, cucumbers, snap peas, radishes, sweet corn, and even normally cold-weather-loving blueberries. But the principal commodities are juice oranges (1.2 billion gallons from 103 million trees), tomatoes(1.5 billion pounds a year), and sugarcane (about a half billion dollars a year).

Some forty miles inland from Fort Myers Beach and Sanibel Island is the town of Immokalee. A few towns down from Lake Placid, it sits at the bottom of a cluster of remote agricultural outposts dotting the South Florida interior. Three stoplights long, Immokalee (which rhymes with broccoli and means “my home” in Seminole) is bordered on the south by the Big Cypress Swamp and surrounded on all other sides by citrus groves and tomato fields. Outside town, there are pretty-enough sights to be seen: stands of cypress, southern pine draped with Spanish moss, canals lined with cattails, and wading pink flamingoes. Inside the town limits, however, the place looks more like a work camp or factory than an American community.

Municipal authorities in Immokalee bother little with public services; for several days when I was there in 2002, a visitor turning onto Main Street would pass a decapitated black dog, left to rot on the median strip across from a new-looking Walgreens. In 2001, a county sheriff’s deputy was sentenced to fourteen years in prison for dealing crack and shaking down local drug dealers.

The town’s official population is about twenty thousand, but during the growing season, between November and May, it increases to nearly twice that. The year-to-year population reflects the current wave of migrants and the detritus of previous ones: forty years ago, the town consisted largely of poor whites, African Americans, and Puerto Ricans. In the 1980s, Haitians arrived. A little later, the Mexicans and Guatemalans trickled in. Today, some Haitians, whites, and African Americans remain, but the bulk of the population consists of Mexican and Central American migrants.

The arduousness of farm labor has been well documented. The average migrant has a life expectancy of just forty-nine years. Twenty thousand farmworkers require medical treatment for acute pesticide poisoning each year; at least that many more cases go unreported. Nationally, 50 percent of migrants—up from 12 percent in 1990—are without legal work papers. Their median annual income is somewhere around $7,500.

Florida farmworkers have it even worse. No one knows for sure how many there are. The most reliable guess is about three hundred thousand. An estimated 80 percent of them have no work papers, and at last count, in 1998, their average yearly pay was an estimated $6,574. Adjusted for inflation, these income levels have fallen by as much as 60 percent in the last twenty years.

According to the Florida Tomato Committee, during the 2005–2006 growing season, Florida farmers were paid $10.27 per twenty-five-pound box of tomatoes. The migrants who pick the tomatoes, however, are paid an average of 45 cents per bucket, a rate that has remained unchanged for thirty years.

To earn $50 in a day, an Immokalee picker must harvest two tons of tomatoes, or 125 buckets. Each bucket weighs about thirty-two pounds. Once a worker has picked enough tomatoes to fill it—about fifty, depending on the size—he must then hoist the bucket onto his shoulder and walk/run across soft, spongy, lumpy soil to the dumpeador, an overseer who checks each bucket for ripeness. The worker then raises his bucket, dumps its contents into a central bin, and runs back to the tomato plant, anywhere from a few yards to a hundred yards away.

Orange and grapefruit picking pay slightly better, but the hours are longer. To get to the fruit, pickers must climb twelve-to eighteen-foot-high ladders, shakily propped on soggy soil against shifty boughs, then reach deep into thorny branches, thrusting both hands among pesticide-coated leaves before twisting the fruit from its stem and rapidly stuffing it into a shoulder-slung moral, or pick sack. A full sack weighs about a hundred pounds; it takes ten sacks—about two thousand oranges—to fill a baño, a bin the size of a large wading pool. Each bin earns the worker a ficha, or token, redeemable for about seven dollars. An average worker in a typical field under decent conditions can fill six, seven, maybe eight bins a day. After a rain, though, or in an aging field with overgrown trees, the same picker might work an entire day and fill only three bins.

Most Americans have by now heard about the dangers of illegal migration. For starters, there are the perils of crossing the border, which include running out of food and water and dying in the desert heat. Between 1995 and 2004, more than 3,000 Mexicans died while trying to enter the United States. According to the U.S. Border Patrol, the death rate is rising; in a recent twelve-month period, a record 460 migrants died crossing the border.

Moreover, gangs and police on the Mexican side of the border prey on migrants, knowing that they are seldom armed and frequently carrying cash. (The term used by coyotes, the notorious professionals who guide or smuggle migrants across the border, to describe their clients is pollos—chickens, vulnerable and ripe for plucking.) On the American side of the border, migrants lucky enough to survive the crossing face armed Border Patrol guards, canines, choppers, and, most recently, self-styled vigilante groups like the Arizona-based Minuteman Project, which, since April 2005, has chartered at least twenty chapters across the country.

Although farmwork has never been a lark, it’s possible to find fairly recent accounts of farmworkers who were happy with their profession. In Daniel Rothenberg’s With These Hands, published in 2000, numerous farmworkers in the United States recount their experiences. One, a former Vietnam veteran named Gino Mancini, recalled:


If somebody asks me what I do for a living, I say, “I’m a fruit tramp.” To me, fruit tramp is not an insult. I’m proud of what I do. I pick fruit. I migrate. Once, I cut out an article that listed two hundred and fifty jobs, from the most prestigious to the least prestigious. The last job, number two hundred and fifty, was migrant worker. Bottom of the list. It actually made me feel good. I chose this lifestyle and I like it. Look at what a lot of other people do—advertising and shit like that. What does that do for the world? At least I’m helping to feed somebody. I mean, it might not be much, but I’m not destroying anything. A lot of stuff I see just seems mindless to me. Just think of the jobs people have—“I’m a public relations officer” “I’m a consultant”—What do they really do? Mostly nothing.

I do physical labor. It’s honest. I’m not especially proud, but I work hard. I make an honest living. I don’t know what farmwork is about to everybody else, but to me it’s good hard work. You know, we’re all different. Everybody’s an individual….

I couldn’t handle a year-round job with maybe three weeks’ vacation a year. I like to move around, to live day to day. That’s the way I’ve always lived. That’s the only way I know. To me, farmwork is about freedom.


A farmworker named Henry Dover mused:


Farmwork is kind of beautiful. It’s peaceful. In the city, there’s a whole lot of killing and shooting going on. Out here, you can breathe nice clean air. You can hear the birds. You can look up and see the sky. You’re not cramped. Whenever I look up at the sky, I’ll be thinking about God. That’s what makes me happy, just seeing the plants, seeing how they change color, seeing the flowers. You can see all of God’s nature out there.


Today’s farmworkers are almost entirely foreign-born. For the vast majority of them, farmwork isn’t a lifestyle choice or a preference. It’s a matter of survival. Due to overpopulation, and declining commodity prices, largely brought on by free-trade agreements and First World subsidies to farmers, they can no longer afford to live on their own land in their own countries.

The migrants streaming to South Florida these days from the highlands of southern Mexico and Guatemala speak dozens of Mayan or other indigenous languages, such as Quiché, Zapotecan, Mam, Kanjobal, Tzotzil, Nahuatl, and Mixtec. For many of them, even Spanish—never mind English—is a foreign language, and communication among groups can be difficult.

In the postpastoral fields of modern, industrialized agriculture, such quaint notions as worker solidarity are unrealistic. As a former Immokalee tomato picker named Francisca Cortes told me, every morning is like a free-for-all: when the bus pulls off the highway and into the day’s tomato field, workers scramble and elbow one another out of the way in a dog-eat-dog race for the most advantageous positions in the field. A row that faces the sun more directly will have riper fruit, making for easier, faster picking than a row in the shade. A row closer to the collection bin cuts the length of the heavy slog back and forth with a full bucket. Each gradient of productivity is worth another quarter, another dollar. Under these circumstances, Francisca said with a shrug, “it’s just a bunch of men and some women. You’re with strangers. You don’t know them. You’re not there to say ‘What’s your name? How are you? How long have you been here?’ There just isn’t any time for that.”

         

In many parts of the Southeast, like the migrant ghetto where Ariosto Roblero was murdered, agricultural workers are quartered in trailer camps miles from town; Immokalee’s “pickers,” as citrus and tomato workers are often called, live in plain sight, densely concentrated between First and Ninth streets, close to the South Third Street pickup spot. Those who don’t live there are forced either to walk a great distance twice a day or to pay extra for a ride to work. As a result, rents near the parking lot are high. The town’s largest landlord, a family named Blocker, owns several hundred old shacks and mobile homes, many rusting and mildew-stained, which can rent for upward of two hundred dollars a week, a square-footage rate approaching Manhattan’s. (Heat and phone service are not provided.) It isn’t unusual for twelve workers to share a trailer.

Between four-thirty and five o’clock every morning, a convoy of crudely painted red and blue school buses arrives at a parking lot on South Third Street, a block from Main Street, to carry workers to the fields. In the afternoon, the buses return and the sidewalks fill with weary men in muddy white rubber boots. In the evening, some stay home to wash their few items of clothing or cook dinner; others run errands on bicycles with the handles turned up, wearing tucked-in Western shirts, baseball caps or cowboy hats, and Reebok knockoffs. Those with time left on their phone cards line up in parking lots and on street corners before seemingly innumerable pay phones (a staple of migrant towns) to call Chiapas, Oaxaca, or Huehuetenango, the mountain towns of home.

About 40 percent of South Florida’s laborers are new each season, and they are often unsure of their rights (or the idea of rights in general). Most of these migrants come from small towns, where everyone knows one another. While farmwork back home pays little, they say, mistreatment of workers is rare. As one immigrant from southern Mexico explained, “Back in my village, it was so small, we really didn’t have situations where a boss or a farmer didn’t pay a worker. They had to walk the same streets as the workers. If they didn’t pay, word would get out. It ended up being, you know, not like the law here, but the law of cojones”—or balls. “If you didn’t pay, you were going to get your cojones cut off.”

It’s hard to imagine immigrant farmworkers in the United States cutting their bosses’ balls off. In fact, in most circumstances it’s difficult to imagine them getting up the nerve to complain about anything.

There are many reasons why immigrant workers in the United States are reluctant to discuss bad, dangerous, and abusive situations with their employers, much less with bolillos, or whites. Fear of losing their jobs and being labeled troublemakers is only one. Another reason, of course, is that immigrant workers live in constant fear of being seized by la Migra—the Immigration and Naturalization Service—and deported. Unscrupulous labor contractors use this implicit threat of exposure to keep workers in line. Workers often borrow money to travel north from loan sharks back home at interest rates as high as 25 percent per month. If they are deported, the loan is foreclosed. Frequently, homes are put up as collateral, so deportation can be a financial calamity for an entire family.

All of this helps explain why South Florida has rapidly become one of the most exploitive labor environments in the country, earning the designation by a former prosecutor with the Justice Department of “ground zero for modern slavery.”

Nothing drives home the reality of migrant farmwork in South Florida as well as something told to me by Michael Baron, an agent with the U.S. Border Patrol who knows the area well. “You know,” he said, “these workers are so vulnerable. They’re housed miles from civilization, with no telephones or cars. Whatever they’re told they’re gonna do, they’re gonna do. They’re controllable. There’s no escape. If you do escape, what are you gonna do? Run seventeen miles to the nearest town? When you don’t even know where it is? And, if you have a brother or a cousin in the group, are you gonna leave them behind? You gonna escape with seventeen people? You’re gonna make tracks like a herd of elephants. They’ll find you. And heaven help you when they do.”

         

Adan García Orozco is a stocky man, about five feet two, with ruddy, copper-brown skin, a mustache, and the broad features and round, soft eyes of Central American indigenous people. His hair is lightly gelled and buzz cut down the sides, and when I met him, he wore what appeared to be snakeskin cowboy boots, and looked much younger than his thirty-eight years. (I have changed his name, as well as the names of his family and friends.)

García Orozco gets along in Spanish, but his first language is Mixe, a Mayan language spoken by the Mixe Indians of southern Mexico. Initially, he appears to be studiously reserved. When he loosens up, however, he’s a pretty funny guy. When asked, for instance, if he had ever owned any land, he almost laughed. “I don’t even own the dirt under my fingernails!” He paused, bemused. “Who in the world has land?”

García Orozco lived with his wife, Concepción, and their six children in a one-room house on the Yucatán Peninsula. The town is small, like most in the area—about ten or fifteen blocks square, home to perhaps five hundred people—and surrounded by cleared pastureland. It’s fair to describe it as sleepy, the kind of place where kids bathe one another outside the house in rainwater buckets and hairy black pigs saunter down the street with billy goat escorts.

Inland from the beaches and the verdant coastal plain, the Yucatán forms a low, flat plateau with shallow soils and hardscrabble limestone outcroppings. Most of the terrain is chopped into small, rocky fincas or ranchos, which raise a little bit—but never a lot—of corn, beans, cattle, oranges, mangos, bananas, and coconuts.

Like many poor areas of the world, the Yucatán is a place where most people seem to spend their time waiting. They wait in hamlets with plaintive names like Centenario or Justicia Social, and towns near crumbling temples with names recalling the area’s Mayan past, like Xbonil, Xpujil, Hecelchakan, and Dzibilchaltun. They wait in houses without windows. They wait in yards of dirt, meticulously swept, beneath trees without leaves and trees abloom with fiery orange flowers. They wait by the road, on bikes, for cars, for taxis, and of course, they wait for jobs.

García Orozco began to work when he was nine years old as a farmhand, performing such tasks as clearing brush for local ranchers or harvesting sugarcane. When work was available, it paid about five or six dollars a day. However, as he explained, “Not to criticize my country, but where I come from, there aren’t any jobs. And when there are, you work two, three days sometimes. Maybe sometimes fifteen or twenty. But other times there’s none, and you have to go around looking for it, wherever it is. You don’t want to leave your hometown, but if there’s a chance there may be work somewhere else, well, you have to leave. But you end up coming out the same anyway. Because even if you earn a little more in the city, or in whatever town you go to, you have to pay for rent, you have to pay for food. You can’t get by, and once again, you end up going home with nothing.”

García Orozco felt increasingly unable to provide for his growing family. “People use the term ‘provide for’ just to refer to a plate of beans and salsa and some tortillas,” he said. But it wasn’t nearly enough. “I think for a family you’ve got to have milk. Right?” Besides, he said, one of his kids was sick, and the medicine was costing a fortune.

García Orozco’s house is a mishmash of salvaged boards slapped and lashed together, with wide, irregular gaps and a corrugated roof. The yard is a beleaguered mess of tattered banana trees, an orange tree, and a junk pile, which serves as bathroom and outhouse.

When I visited them, Adan and Concepción told me they wage a continual battle to make improvements, but bricks were expensive, and it was hard to make headway. What bothered them the most were the pools of water that surrounded the house, six inches deep during the rainy season.

Inside the house I found two beds, a tangle of hammocks, five white plastic chairs, an enormous boom box with a bright neon digital display, and six—or maybe it was eight—kids, dusty, barefoot, sprawled, politely trying not to giggle: Nestor, the oldest at fifteen, then Alejandro, Enríque, Gabriela, Cruz, and Yesenia, an adorable girl of three too shy to say hi. Two of the older boys were plopped on the floor, playing soccer on a PlayStation. The current match pitted the United States against Germany. As the boys competed, madly clicking and twitching their remote controls, teasing each other, Concepción whispered to me that one of their neighbors had actually had the gall to try to charge kids to use their PlayStation. Did I want any tacos?

The door to the house remained open. Sunlight streamed in. I noticed a large hen carefully set atop one of the beds. Was it usual for the chickens to share the family beds? I asked. One of the kids explained that the hen had nearly expired while laying an egg earlier that day. Hours later, her breast was still heaving violently with each breath, as if she was struggling to get enough oxygen. Every few seconds she jerked her neck around as if expecting a rear attack, her beak frozen open in what looked like a surreal grimace of terror.

The game ended, and Enríque rose and strutted, boasting with mock grandeur, “I am the champion.” The boys then unplugged a cord from the back of the TV and took turns shocking each other with it, alternately laughing and howling.

One of the howlers was Alejandro, the sick one. He suffered from leukemia. As a result of the chemotherapy he was receiving, he’d lost most of his hair and so wore a kerchief over his head. He also had a ten-inch scar running up his belly. Oddly, he looked vigorous and healthy.

But Concepción told me anxiously that Ale’s cancer sucked up all the family’s money. Every six months or so the two of them had to trek to Mérida, three-plus hours away, for a new round of treatment. She wasn’t sure it was even worth it. Of the twenty kids from all over southern Mexico who originally enrolled in the hospital’s special program, only three were still alive. “When we’re in Mérida,” she said, shaking her head, “we’re begging food and medicine. The government doesn’t help.” She seemed resigned, as though the cancer was more of a hassle than a tragedy.

         

Given the sporadic, itinerant possibilities before him, García Orozco decided to leave his home in Mexico to look for work in the United States. In February 2001 he set out with two friends whose circumstances were equally meager. One of them, eighteen-year-old Rafael Solis Hernández, lived in his mother’s house with his wife and baby. The other, Mario Sánchez, like García Orozco a father to six children, lived in a house built of cardboard. At forty-three, he had difficulty recalling his birthday. Shrugging at the very idea, he said, “It’s never been celebrated, so I don’t even concern myself with it.”

To travel north, García Orozco borrowed 2,500 pesos (about $250) from a man he worked for sometimes and Hernández borrowed money from his mother. Sánchez brought what money remained from a crop of peppers he’d managed to grow the year before.

Concepción understood why her husband had to leave, but now, as a result, she seemed to spend half her time worrying about him. Concepción, who stands about five feet tall, speaks with a verbal tic that seems to pop up in one form or another in every language I’ve ever heard, punctuating nearly every phrase with “I tell you” or “I tell him.”

“I tell him,” she told me, “I say, ‘You better be careful up there,’ I tell him. I say, ‘We just want to see you,’ I tell him. ‘We need the money for the baby,’ I tell him. I feel bad. He’s up there all alone, without his family. I tell him, I tell him, ‘What are we going to do? You have to be careful.’ I tell him, ‘You better watch it!’

“I tell him,” she said, “‘You better be careful, because you’re the only hope we have,’ I tell him. ‘It’s already a hard life here. It’s a hard life we have here. I’m all alone with the kids,’ I tell him. I tell you. I tell him, ‘It’s awful that you’re in this position.’”

         

García Orozco, Sánchez, and Hernández crossed the border with a large group in early March 2001, in the care of a coyote, or smuggler. Like half of all illegal migrants entering the United States, they found themselves in Arizona. Their money had run out. The coyote introduced them to a man they nicknamed El Chaparro (Shorty). El Chaparro was a raítero, a driver who finds workers and gives them a ride, or raíte, to waiting jobs. He gave them—along with a group of about thirty others—permission to sleep in an abandoned trailer home. After about a week, he came back and offered to drive them to Florida, where there would be work picking oranges. García Orozco and his friends had no idea what or where Florida was, or what picking oranges was like. The issue of wages was never raised, nor were the terms of the raíte. The men said yes.

The three men, along with about a dozen and a half more, were packed into El Chaparro’s rickety van and a sedan, and off they went. The trip lasted three days. El Chaparro stopped once for an hour or two to sleep, but passengers were forbidden to get out, even to relieve themselves. For that purpose, a jug was passed around. When asked whether they ate during this time, García Orozco shrugged and answered, “We didn’t have money.”

On March 13, more than three weeks after leaving home, the men reached their destination: Lake Placid, Florida. The van and car stopped in front of a Mexican grocery store. The passengers were ordered to stay put while El Chaparro got out and talked to two labor contractors.

One of them was Ramiro Ramos—the man known as El Diablo. The other was his brother, Juan, aka Nino.

Both brothers are short and solidly built, but they couldn’t have had more different demeanors. Ramiro’s goes a long way toward explaining his nickname. He has close-cropped, graying hair, an impassive manner, and bloodshot eyes. Nino, with his blowsy, windswept hair and perpetual smirk, looks like a good-times kind of guy. (As an acquaintance later aptly put it, “Juan always looks like he’s coming from a party!”)

The Ramoses were born in Guanajuato, Mexico. They had come to the United States as orange pickers in the early eighties. By the end of the decade, they had worked their way up the ladder to become contractors. Ramiro had married a Mexican American named Alicia Barajas, whose family ran several labor-contracting operations. According to Michael Baron of the Border Patrol, “You have to be careful with the Barajases. Their name comes up a lot in law enforcement.”

Together with their cousins and in-laws, Ramiro and Juan Ramos employed thousands of migrant workers, from South Florida to North Carolina. Records from one of their companies, R & A Harvesting, indicate that between 2000 and 2002 Ramiro and Juan alone employed several hundred workers.

García Orozco recalls that when he and his friends first met the new bosses, “Señor Nino asked if we had someone to pay El Chaparro for our ride.” Nino smugly shoved a phone in his face, knowing, of course, that the new arrivals had no one to call. Then Nino said, “Well, okay, we’ll pay for you.” The workers saw him write out a check to El Chaparro. They had no idea how much the check was for, but the Ramoses told them that they had shelled out a thousand dollars for each of them.

There was no contract. Nino simply warned the new recruits, “You’re gonna have to pay us back. And the work is very hard. If I pay for you, and you leave, we’re gonna beat the fuck out of you.” According to García Orozco, “He didn’t say it like he was joking.” From that point on, seeking another job was clearly not an option. As García Orozco explained, “I couldn’t have gone elsewhere. I owed the money to them. If I refused, what was I going to do?”

El Diablo took the new arrivals to their lodgings, a former bar known as La Piñita, which had been converted into a filthy, crowded barracks where workers slept six to a room, on stained bare mattresses on the floor. While passing a neighboring room with an open door, Hernández, a soccer fan, spied a small television set in one room and asked if he could arrange to have a set for his room as well. El Diablo’s answer pulled him up short: “If you keep up with this kind of attitude, I’ll pump you full of lead.”

García Orozco, Hernández, and Sánchez spent the next month picking oranges eight to twelve hours a day, six and sometimes seven days a week. Every Friday after work, Nino or El Diablo would pull up to the groves or in front of La Guadalupana (owned by El Diablo’s wife) in a pickup truck, holding a checkbook and a large sack of money. After writing each worker a check, the brothers took back the check, charged the workers a
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