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			CHAPTER ONE

			HERO STREET, U.S.A.

			On the brilliant, crisp morning of Memorial Day, 1968, a crowd gathered at the foot of Billy Goat Hill. They shuffled expectantly, craning to see the Los Amigos Marching Band parade into view in their dazzling orange satin shirts and flat-brimmed bolero hats. The sun glinted off line after line of bobbing horns as the band strutted up the street. Cameras flashed and children clapped. Then smiles flickered through the crowd like the twinkling of stars, as they recognized the song the band played and the words echoed in the onlookers’ minds. 

			It was a deliciously ironic choice of music for the event. But, on this day, for this crowd, few songs could have been better than “America” from West Side Story. The story of misunderstood and shunned Hispanics trying to make their way in America was one they knew too well.

			As the notes faded away and the band stomped to a halt, Joe Terronez stepped forward. He read out eight names. Then, a small huddle of dignitaries unveiled the new red, white, and blue street sign marking the corner of Second Street and First Avenue. It read, “Hero Street, U.S.A.”

			The spectators applauded wildly. Tears—sad, proud, and bittersweet—streaked the cheeks of men and women alike. It was a moment more than a decade in the making. All the fighting and all the frustration had finally paid off. They had won.

			Terronez smiled.

			The mass of people included friends and relatives of the eight men Terronez had named, journalists, and a U.S. congressman, Thomas Railsback of Illinois.

			“I am proud to represent this neighborhood whose families generously gave the best they had to this country,” Railsback told the crowd. “I question whether any group in this country has done more.”

			In fact, no other place had. It was barely a block-and-a-half long, a rocky earthen trail pockmarked with potholes, but that tiny street in that tiny railroad town had earned its new designation with the blood and tears of its residents. The Department of Defense examined the records and determined that the families of Second Street in Silvis, Illinois, had sent more of their children to serve in World War II and Korea than residents of any other similarly sized stretch in the country.

			Despite that distinction and its lofty new name, the street remained an unpaved strip of dirt that turned to mud when it rained.

			This was where the families had been forced to live—in abandoned railroad boxcars, away from the rest of the city’s white residents—simply because their parents were Mexican. They had no electricity, no running water. They used outhouses even in the deep of winter. Snow blew through the cracks in the boxcar walls, and the kids had to punch through the ice in their washbowls to clean up in the morning. The children worked in the fields, topping onions, before they were even old enough for school, and they lied about their age to get jobs on the railroad when they got to junior high. The other schoolkids called them “dirty Mexicans.”

			Still, when war threatened the country they now called home, the men had stepped up to defend it.

			One family sent seven; another, six. In all, the twenty-two families who lived on that one street sent fifty-seven of their children to fight. Eight died.

			And not just anyplace.

			Somehow, out of the thousands of battlefields where they could have fought, the eight had ended up at key turning points of both conflicts, engaging in crucial battles and participating in new, pivotal ways of waging war.

			Death found them in many ways, and many places—in a distant jungle, a frozen forest, and trapped in the flaming wreckage of a bomber blown from the sky. One died going over a fence during the greatest paratrooper assault in history; another, in the biggest battle of World War II; yet another, riddled with bullets in an audacious act of heroism during a decisive onslaught a world, and a war, away.

			Frank Sandoval toiled in the leech-infested jungles of what is now Myanmar, carving the Burma Road that served as a lifeline for America’s Chinese allies and helping to push the Japanese back across the Pacific. The effort was part of what is now known as the forgotten front, the China-Burma-India Theater. It was a wild battle zone with its own rules—employing a mercenary air force and cutthroat natives—and gave rise to the stealthy commando tactics of Merrill’s Marauders, the unit that gave birth to today’s Rangers.

			Tony Pompa wielded a double-barreled .50-caliber machine gun in the tail of a B-24, in the thin, dangerous corridor between flak and fighters in the sky over Italy. He was part of the newly evolving air war, where long-range bombers played a vital and devastating role in crippling Germany’s war machine, against huge odds. Half the gunners died. In all, the Americans lost more than 18,000 combat planes and 79,000 men on missions aimed at destroying Nazi fuel depots and weapons factories. Willie Sandoval and Peter Masias were among the first U.S. paratroopers to jump into combat. Willie fought over the jagged, frozens mountains of Italy, got pinned down in the months-long horror of Anzio Beach, and jumped into Holland as part of the greatest airborne assault in history. Peter arrived on the most frigid Christmas Eve to hit Europe in more than one hundred years, brought in to rescue the decimated and panicked forces being crushed by a Panzer blitzkrieg, and died in the final airborne assault of the war.

			Claro Soliz and Frank’s big brother Joe joined the battle in Normandy, captured Saint-Lô, and fought through the fields of France and Belgium on the road to Berlin. Claro died fighting in the bitter cold of the Battle of the Bulge—Hitler’s desperate last-ditch effort to halt the relentless Allied advance, the biggest engagement of the war. Joe made it to just a few miles from Hitler’s bunker, and just a few days from Germany’s surrender.

			Peace returned to Hero Street, and so did the survivors. The men who continued to wear their uniforms found themselves in a peacetime military with duties far removed from the horrors of war, close to home or as occupation forces in Germany or Japan.

			Then came another war, against a different enemy. Joe Gomez and Johnny Muños went to Korea to face freezing cold and hordes of Chinese, and to fight and die during the brutal, massive onslaught of the Spring Offensive, the largest single battle of the war. A half-million Chinese and North Korean forces sprang suddenly from hiding, screaming and blowing battle horns as they swarmed the United Nations forces. Eighty thousand died or were wounded. The mortar-and-rocket exchange was so fierce it left the battlefield barren for months.

			Joe earned a Silver Star for his actions, delivered posthumously to his widow and baby daughter.

			They hadn’t set out to be heroes. They hadn’t even gone looking for a fight. Not that they wouldn’t. There had been plenty of that growing up. They had balled their fists lots of times and gone wading into a melee with wide grins, ready to defend their friend, their girl, or their pride. Or just for fun. Almost all had taken a turn in the boxing ring at one time or another. Two had done well enough that there had been suggestions of professional possibilities. Willie’s gloves had taken him to Chicago, for the regional Golden Gloves competition. Joe Gomez, known as “Cheppe” to his friends, came at his opponents hunched and hard to hit. He had more grit than style, but he seemed perpetually ready for a chance to duke it out, in or out of the ring.

			This time, though, the fight came looking for them.

			War came to Second Street the way it did to the rest of the nation—in a sudden, shocking jolt. The Japanese planes diving out of the bright, blue Sunday morning sky at Pearl Harbor struck into the hearts of Americans across the country. People stared at their radios, stunned into silence as the news poured simultaneously into living rooms in every corner of the land, and a collective shudder of shock swept the nation. It was as if a massive earthquake had hit the country all at once, and all Americans knew that the ground they walked on would never be the same again. A similar feeling was unknown until the terrorist attacks on 9/11.

			Then, as outrage replaced horror, the men began lining up at recruiting centers. Claro Soliz grabbed his brother Maugie and headed for the station in Moline. Others may not have been in as big a rush, but as the call-up letters arrived in the mail, the men of Second Street stood up to do their duty.

			When Korea came, they did it again. It was an unpopular conflict that few in the country backed, but they did what they had to do.

			In these wars, everyone played a part—whether they felt wanted or not. To the Mexican-American families of Second Street, the fight wasn’t about black or brown or white; it was about red, white, and blue. Men across the nation came together to stand against common enemies and to stand for common ideals.

			Second Street, though, sent more. And suffered more—extraordinarily so, compared to the rest of the nation. Overall, just 2 percent of the American troops died fighting in World War II and Korea. Second Street lost 14 percent—seven times the national average.

			Still, considering the places they fought, it seems astonishing that more didn’t die.

			Louis Ramirez fought the Japanese in the horrifyingly vicious battle for Guadalcanal. Lost in the jungle alone as thousands of Imperial Army defenders flooded onto the island, uncertain even of what day it was, he made a promise to God. If he could get home and get married, he would name his first child for the saint’s day on which he was found. He came home permanently tortured by visions of what he had seen and forever reluctant to talk about what happened, but he kept his promise. He named his firstborn Martina, for St. Martin’s Day.

			Tony Pompa’s cousin Luz Segura, known on the street as “Slugger,” chased the Nazis across northern France and into the bitter cold of Belgium as part of an artillery crew—always within just a few miles of Joe Sandoval. They went through the hedgerow country and the death traps known as the “Valleys of Death”; across the land of the Walloons and into the Ruhr pocket, where resolute and unyielding SS troops resisted to the death; and they cowered in the snow-covered hills of the Ardennes as Nazi V-2s roared down on them. Luz saw men around him die and others try to kill him. But, amazingly, he came home unscathed, unbowed and ready to move on. He met the woman he would share his life with the week after he got home, and spent the next five decades adoring her.

			Claro Soliz’s nephew Frank faced suicidal kamikaze pilots hurling their aircraft at his ship off the shore of Okinawa, but lived to crack a warm beer the day the Japanese surrendered.

			Phil Garza joined the Marines and followed his buddy Johnny Muños to Korea. He fought across the freezing mountains, wracked by fever and flu. He came home and married Willie Sandoval’s little sister.

			Manny Herrera. Tom Gomez. Bennie Montez. Tony Cedillo. Louis Belman.

			The list goes on.

			In all, the men of Second Street fought in jungles and in forests, on mountaintops and plains, in the air and on the sea. They carried their guns in blazing heat and blistering cold, in places where it never rained and places where it never seemed to stop.

			Yet, despite all they had given and all they had done, when the surviving veterans of Second Street came home, they found that things hadn’t changed that much. The street still wasn’t paved. Most of the houses still lacked indoor plumbing. And the battle-weary veterans from Second Street weren’t allowed to join the local VFW because of their Mexican heritage. They weren’t “white enough.”

			That made Joe Terronez mad.

			Terronez had grown up looking up to the Hero Street Eight. They were the older boys whose sheer gumption earned them a place playing side by side with the white kids on the McKinley School basketball court, even if they were too poor to afford their own sneakers. They played in shoes discarded by their wealthier teammates. Terronez trotted along beside them as they walked over the hill to school, and ducked as they pelted one another with green apples plucked from the orchard along the way. On Sunday mornings he bowed his head with them and watched as they traded furtive glances with the dark-eyed girls in the pews at the Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church. And he knew that if a bigger kid from any of the other streets threatened a boy on their block, one of the older Second Streeters would come running to deliver justice.

			So when Terronez saw the veterans turned away from the VFW, he decided it was his turn to stand up for them.

			It would take a different kind of fight. One the Mexican-Americans were new to.

			When Terronez began, it was the late 1950s. Times were tense. A divide remained between America’s lighter and darker skinned citizens. They may have fought side by side in Korea—at least that much had changed since World War II—but back home integration was a long way off. The seeds of the Civil Rights Movement had begun to grow, but prejudice, discrimination, and, too often, violence marked relations between the races. Restaurants posted signs that read, “No Mexicans, Niggers or Dogs Allowed.” Lynchings were common—for Mexicans as well as blacks.

			Segregation followed them even into death: Mexican-Americans were banned from many white cemeteries.

			But change was in the air. Terronez knew that blacks were using peaceful protests and boycotting businesses to force change. But as a budding young activist in Silvis, he paid particular attention to the NAACP’s voter registration drives. Boycotts could accomplish some change, he realized, but ballots could do a lot more, and fast.

			So Terronez and a friend went to work. They started paying the cost of citizen-application photographs for any Mexican-born Silvis resident. Then, with the photos in hand, they would shuttle the applicants over the bridge to the Rock Island courthouse where they could be sworn in. As soon as the ceremony ended, Terronez and his pal showed the newly minted United States citizens how to register to vote.

			Then he ran for city council. It took a couple of tries, but in 1963 the Mexican-Americans in Silvis helped give Joe Terronez the votes he needed to win.

			As the lone Latino voice on the council, he found it hard to get much done. But Terronez had a mission. Soon after he was elected, he made a motion to have Second Street renamed “Hero Street, U.S.A.” and to turn Billy Goat Hill into a park honoring the eight who died.

			The other aldermen on the council practically jeered as they rejected the plan. Boys from all over Silvis went to fight and die, they said angrily, not just Second Street. Joe agreed. But, he insisted, he doubted that any other street anywhere had sent as many. And he set out to prove it.

			He wrote letters to Congress, the Senate, and the Pentagon. Finally, the Department of Defense’s director of military equal opportunity determined that what Terronez suspected was indeed true. Second Street had sent more.

			To Joe, the significance was obvious.

			“When you are willing to fight—even die—for your country, who can say, ‘It’s my flag more than yours’?” he asked. “Those boys could have said, ‘I’m going back to Mexico so I don’t have to risk my life.’ Instead, fifty-seven put their lives on the line for the United States, and eight of them died.”

			Their experience was like that of so many other immigrants who had come before, and who would come after. They fought in the wars, and they fought for acceptance. They represented what was happening across the country, where new arrivals from every race and ethnicity—Japanese, Italian, German, Jewish, Black, Hispanic, and more—came out to fight for the country they called their own. They were ready to defend it, and to make it a better place for all.

			The story of Hero Street, Terronez knew, was a truly American tale of sacrifice, segregation, and the determination to succeed, set against the backdrop of a country struggling through some of its greatest trials—the throes of the Great Depression, the death of one of its greatest presidents, the dawn of the nuclear age, the fear and mistrust of the Cold War and the Red Scare, and the wrenching birth of the Civil Rights Movement—and, of course, two wars that defined the country in distinctive ways.

			So, on that Memorial Day morning in 1968, Joe Terronez deserved to be proud. Renaming the street meant more than just changing its name. It was recognition of a truly American story—that began with the Mexican Revolution.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“LA YARDA”

			The gunmen had waited three months for this moment. The nine of them had even pointed their guns down at the passing car ten days before, but held their fire as children from a nearby school spilled out into the street around the black soft-top vehicle and its illustrious passenger.

			This morning, though, there were no children. It was shortly after 8 A.M. Pancho Villa said good-bye to one of his many mistresses and slipped behind the wheel of his 1919 Dodge Brothers roadster. In the passenger seat beside him sat his trusted and loyal comrade, Miguel Trillo. With them rode Villa’s personal secretary and three bodyguards.

			The scant entourage was an exception. Villa customarily traveled with fifty of his “Dorados,” the “Golden Ones,” the faithful remnants of his revolutionary army who lived under his patronage on his sprawling 25,000-acre ranch, with some of his many children and at least one of his multiple wives.

			As Villa drove the clattering vehicle down the dusty street from Manuela Casas’s house, to return to his hacienda, one of the assassins waited by the road. He took off his hat with his left hand. That meant the “Centaur of the North” sat behind the wheel. Using his right hand would have signaled that Villa rode in the passenger seat.

			The other eight killers waited in ambush in rooms 7 and 9 of the hotel facing the intersection. As Villa’s car rolled into view, someone shouted “Viva Villa!”

			It was just the opposite: The gunmen opened fire, showering the car with bullets.

			One of the first shattered the windshield and tore into Villa. The Centaur let go of the wheel and reached for his gun. The car veered and smashed into a tree. The shots kept coming—forty by some estimates, more than a hundred by others. Nine of them hit Villa.

			Behind him, his secretary died almost instantly. So did at least one of his bodyguards. Another fell, mortally wounded, to die a day later. The third collapsed nearby, bleeding. As the assassins poured into the street to finish the job, that bodyguard raised his gun and fired, killing one of the attackers.

			In a matter of minutes, the street fell quiet. Trillo’s corpse dangled backward over the passenger side door, his lifeless eyes staring out toward the street. Villa, the legendary bandido and revolutionary war hero, slumped in the driver’s seat, dead. He was forty-five years old.

			It was July 20, 1923. The Mexican Revolution, by most official accounts, had ended three years before. But the people knew better.

			The revolt began in 1910, during Mexico’s Wild West period, when lawlessness ruled the backcountry, and hunger and poverty were the only things there were plenty of. The revolution’s original goal of ousting the aging dictator Porfirio Díaz was achieved within just a few months, but the fighting continued for a decade more, as the victors and their armies turned on one another.

			The death toll: as many as one of every eight Mexicans. And, even after the revolution was declared ended, the killing continued.

			At its start, Francisco “Pancho” Villa was better known as a bandit chieftain, brutal but beloved for his benevolence—Mexico’s “Robin Hood.” Born Doroteo Arango, he killed a man who raped his younger sister and went into hiding when he was sixteen. He took as his alias the name of a bandit leader who had mentored him.

			Between 1900 and 1909 Villa became a celebrated figure to the Mexican people as he raided ranches, robbed banks, and skillfully evaded the dictator Díaz’s imperious and cruel Rurales. Then, in 1910, he heeded Francisco Madero’s cry for revolution and quickly mustered an army of thousands to depose Díaz. During the back-and-forth division and betrayals between the four revolutionary commanders, Villa cemented his reputation as a folk hero, divvying up the land holdings and property of the rich to give to the poor and to the widows and children of his men killed in battle.

			He also secured his standing as a charismatic and exceptional military commander, credited with opening the path to Mexico City and bringing Díaz’s downfall. His skill on horseback earned him his nickname: “El Centauro del Norte.” A renowned womanizer, he boasted a string of conquests off the battlefield, as well. He had twenty-three or more wives—each of whom he insisted on marrying to preserve their “honor”—and dozens of children.

			The beginning of Villa’s end came in 1915, in a series of four engagements—and four defeats for him—collectively known as the Battle of Celaya, in the Mexican state of Guanajuato. The worst for Villa came in the battle that took place at the city of Celaya. He pitted his army against the forces of his former revolutionary ally Álvaro Obregón, sending wave after wave of cavalry against Obregón’s defenses. Villa’s foe, however, had studied the trench fighting tactics of the world war then embroiling Europe, and he applied them with devastating effectiveness against Villa’s heavy charges. Nearly 4,000 of Villa’s men died, along with close to 1,000 horses. Another 6,000 men were captured, including 120 officers Obregón ordered summarily executed.

			Villa never fully recovered. His power and influence fading, the Centaur surrendered in 1920. The government granted him 500,000 gold pesos and his sprawling Hacienda Canutillo, and he retired with a general’s salary.

			Obregón, however, never forgot. He bore a permanent reminder of his battle with Villa: A grenade had blown his right arm off at the elbow during the fighting at Trinidad and Santa Ana del Conde. The pain, he wrote in his memoirs, “was so prolonged and agonizing” that “I pulled a pistol from my belt and fired into my left temple hoping to consummate the job that the shrapnel had not finished.”1

			Lucky for him, an aide had cleaned his pistol the night before and failed to replace the bullets. A soldier wrestled the gun away, and Obregón lived on to become president in 1920, after leading an army against his predecessor.

			Two years later, historians believe Villa sealed his fate when he gave an interview to El Universal, one of Mexico’s largest newspapers. He said he supported an Obregón foe for president. Then he went further. “I am a real soldier,” Villa said. “And I can mobilize 40,000 soldiers in 40 minutes.”

			In truth, his fate may have already been decided. No one knows for sure who ordered Villa’s assassination, but suspicions surround Obregón. Once captured, none of the gunmen served more than a few months in prison for the killing, and several were commissioned into the army after their release.

			The battles in which Villa and Obregón confronted each other may be the best known, but they were just a few of many confrontations that ravaged the central state of Guanajuato. The region had a bloody history nearly four centuries long by the time of the Battle of Celaya.

			The first of the Spanish conquistadors arrived there in 1522, subjugating the indigenous people and killing any who objected. Seven years later, the explorer Nuño de Guzmán descended on Guanajuato in a murderous rampage, pillaging even communities already conquered.

			Spanish settlements spread quickly after the discovery of silver mines in the area. They gave birth within a matter of decades to the cities of San Miguel, Guanajuato, León, and Celaya, where Villa and Obregón would have their fateful encounter.

			It also was the birthplace of Mexico’s independence movement, where the revolt against Spanish rule began in 1810 with Father Miguel Hidalgo’s “Cry of Dolores.” A hundred years later, the revolution against Porfirio Díaz enveloped Guanajuato and sparked an exodus of able-bodied men and, later, their families, drawn by the promise of peace and plenty of work to a place they called “El Norte.”

			So many died or left that Guanajuato’s population dropped from 1,081,651 in the 1910 census to a twentieth-century low of 860,364 by 1921.

			It wasn’t all because of the revolution. Fortuitously, as men fled the revolution, American industry came calling. With World War I taking so many of America’s able-bodied, the expanding railroads faced a manpower shortage. The answer, of course: Mexicans.

			The railroad companies advertised in newspapers and on radio, offering jobs that paid anywhere from $1 to $2 a day plus transportation. Word spread. So did the Mexicans. For many, jobs in Texas, New Mexico, and California served as mere stopovers, as companies lured them into the Pacific Northwest and the Midwest. Worker camps became settlements, and grew into communities as the men summoned their girlfriends and wives.

			During the first decade of the twentieth century, nearly fifty thousand immigrants crossed the border from Mexico. That was the official count, anyway. According to government calculations, Mexican immigration made up just .6 percent of the total immigration to the United States during those years. However, as one observer noted, Mexicans accounted for a full sixth of the section hands and extra gangs on the railroads in the Western division.

			During the decade of the Mexican Revolution (1910 to 1920), the U.S. government reported, twice as many Mexicans entered the United States as in the decade before.

			The totals were very likely far short of the reality.

			Mexican emigration figures showed an astronomically higher flood of refugees fleeing the turmoil and scarcity of their homeland. In 1911 and 1912 alone Mexico tallied some 135,125 emigrants, most of them single males, crossing into the United States.

			Plus, the U.S. government’s reports seemed to contradict themselves. While the official account listed roughly one hundred thousand Mexican immigrants arriving between 1910 and 1920, border authorities reported as many as one thousand people a day streaming through the station at El Paso, Texas, alone. On a single day in 1914, the Labor Department advised that “approximately 8,000 panic-stricken aliens, mainly of the Mexican race, entered the United States in Eagle Pass, Texas, within a few hours” fleeing government troops “who were reported about to attack the town of Piedras Negras.”2

			The revolution provided the push. U.S. companies offered a powerful pull.

			“Each week five or six trains are run from Laredo,” according to a 1916 Los Angeles Times news story, “carrying Mexicans who have been employed by labor agents, and similar shipments are being made from other border points.” The demand, concluded the Times, “is so great they are employed as fast as they cross the Rio Grande.”3

			A group from Guanajuato found work in a quintessentially American spot: in the Heartland, on the Mississippi, a few miles from where Ronald Reagan was born. The place was called Silvis, Illinois. It was home to a massive railroad and it was colder than anything they had ever known. Hours were long and wages were low, but there was peace, and possibilities.

			The railroad itself had rolled into the area fifty years before the first known Mexican arrived. The first train, the “Rocket,” chugged to a stop before an expectant crowd in the neighboring town of Rock Island on February 22, 1854. It was the very first to reach the Mississippi River. For more than two years, it would go no farther. Until the first rail bridge over the river opened, passengers wishing to continue west had to be offloaded and ferried across to the waiting tracks on the other side.

			The trains opened a new chapter in American history and brought a burst of life for the cluster of settlements set on the Mississippi River now known as the Quad-Cities. Stations popped up on both sides of the Mississippi, and the network of tracks spread like tendrils, connecting the country with a vital means of—for the times, at least—“rapid” transit. People and supplies roared from place to place in a matter of hours or days, traversing distances that had taken weeks or even months of travel prior to the locomotives.

			The Quad-Cities became an important hub in the nationwide transportation system, and in 1902, the Rock Island Railroad company built what was then the largest locomotive repair shop in the world. For its site, the company chose a nine-hundred-acre tract on the banks of the Mississippi just west of the railroad’s original stopping place, in the small community called Silvis.

			The railroad yards brought steady jobs and, soon enough, Mexican men to fill them. One of them was Joseph and Frank Sandoval’s father, Eduviges. He crossed the border in 1917 and found work immediately.

			“Those people were waiting at the border to offer jobs,” another of Eduviges’s sons, Tanilo, recalled, overlooking the railroad tracks that provided his father’s livelihood.

			Some came with their wives and young children, despite the difficulty of the journey. It was nearly a thousand miles just to reach the border. They had to skirt the snow-covered peaks of Mexico’s Sierra Madre Oriental mountain range, thread through the hostile Chihuahua desert, and, finally, cross the Rio Grande. Some paid with their lives; others with the lives of their children. Eduviges and his young wife, Angelina, buried an infant son in the hard dirt somewhere near El Paso before continuing on to Silvis.

			Another, unrelated family of Sandovals came shortly after. Carmen and Jose (or Joseph, as he came to be known in the United States) hailed from Guanajuato, as well, but the two sets of Sandovals of Silvis were like Smiths in a hundred other U.S. towns who share names, but no blood ties. Willie would be their second U.S.-born child, part of a clan that would eventually include eight boys and three girls.

			Others came alone. Then, once settled, they sent for their girlfriends and wives in Mexico to begin families in this new place of opportunity and relative abundance.

			But the newcomers found something else in the new land, as well: prejudice. They weren’t allowed to live with the town’s whites. They weren’t allowed to sit in the pews at the “white” Catholic church; they had to stand in the back. And, truth be told, even the “opportunities” were limited because of where they hailed from and the darker tone of their skin.

			“The only place a Mexican could get a job was at the foundry or the railroad,” said Willie’s younger brother Al . So they crowded together and slept in the tiny, two-room houses and empty boxcars the railroad gave them. It didn’t matter how big the family was; homes were one-size-fits-all. They had no electricity or indoor plumbing. Water that sat in washbasins through the night would freeze, and the boys who would later be remembered as heroes had to break through the ice to clean their faces before school.

			By 1915, some forty Mexican families made their homes in the railroad yards beside the tracks, a place they came to call “La Yarda.”

			A single potbellied stove provided the only heat for each of the immigrants’ homes, and the children had a well-choreographed routine for scavenging fuel to feed it. They scrounged for discarded railroad ties to chop into firewood, or they waited for slow-moving trains to cross through the railroad yards, clambered aboard, and scurried to the coal wagon behind the steam engine. As the train continued to roll through, they stepped out onto the heap and kicked the lumps off to others trotting along beside the tracks. The tricky part was keeping their balance on the shifting pile as they toed the pieces over the side. The kids on the ground quickly gathered up the chunks and scampered home with their armfuls, knowing that what they carried meant the difference between a warm night’s sleep and one spent shivering in the teeth-chattering cold.

			The Mexican men were given some of the most backbreaking and dangerous duties. They took jobs as linemen or “gandy dancers” on the railroad section gangs, using long metal bars to pry the tracks back into alignment or breaking out rotted crossties and hauling new 250-pound ones into their place, then sledgehammering in the spikes to hold the tracks steady. They made 35 cents an hour.

			Sundays they rested. They went to church. And they played in La Yarda’s community brass band.

			The birth of “La Corporación Musical Mexicana de Hidalgo,” as it was originally known, came thanks to two brothers from Zacatecas, Mexico. David and Manuel Macias both studied music as children, under the guidance of Catholic priests in their hometown. Manuel went on to play cornet in a military band unit, but fled to the United States in the midst of the Mexican Revolution. David was already there, working for a mining company in Bettendorf, Iowa, across the Mississippi from Silvis.

			The Macias brothers made their way to the growing community of railroad workers in 1918. They found a welcoming, tight-knit, and increasingly restless group. The families there largely remained within the confines of their settlement beside the tracks and had little form of entertainment.

			The two brothers offered to teach the men to play and read music, and the band soon swelled to more than fifty members—many, if not most, of whom had never held a musical instrument before. What they lacked in experience they made up for in enthusiasm, gathering regularly in the Silvis railroad yards to practice with their cornets and clarinets, tubas and trombones.

			“My dad always played in the band. They all played in the band,” Rufina Sandoval, Willie’s kid sister, said. “Every Sunday, he’d be there with his clarinet. My uncle played trumpet.”

			They gave their first concert in 1921, followed by Sunday afternoon appearances in neighboring towns and, at least once, in Chicago.

			Over time, the band changed its name, replacing “Hidalgo” with “Banda de Silvis, Illinois,” and added a concert orchestra, a choral group, and a dance band. It also moved into its very own practice hall, made of two boxcars donated by the rail line, put together to form one large room.The building soon became more than a place for music. The Mexicans may have been banned from the “white” Catholic church in East Moline, but they hadn’t abandoned their religion. Priests from nearby parishes visited the Mexicans to celebrate mass and hear confessions. The practice hall became the Mexicans’ place of worship. To make it more churchlike, they added a peak. They dedicated it on Easter Sunday, 1927, and named it for Mexico’s patron saint: Our Lady of Guadalupe. There they held their christenings and communions, weddings and wakes.

			Life in the yards was hard, but good. The families shared friendships and, when needed, food. They worked together, sang together, played together, and prayed together.

			But the peace they had found was short-lived. The war was still a long way off, but the Mexicans were under attack.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			CLOUDS AT HOME, STORMS ON THE HORIZON

			Barely a month after the families in the Silvis railyard dedicated their church, the Spirit of St. Louis lifted off from Roosevelt Field, Long Island. Its pilot, twenty-five-year-old Charles Lindbergh, landed in Paris thirty-three-and-a-half hours later, on May 21, 1927. It was the first solo nonstop transatlantic flight, and it earned Lindbergh the largest ticker tape parade in New York City’s history.

			The very same month, the 15 millionth Ford Model T rolled off the assembly line. It was the very last one Ford made. Ford waited until December to introduce its replacement. The new car was twice as powerful, 30 percent faster, and loaded with “modern” safety and comfort features. It even had windshield wipers. Standard. Ford dubbed it the Model A, signaling an all new automobile, and a new automotive era.

			The flight and the Ford both fit the spirit of the times. The closing years of the Roaring Twenties seemed filled with possibility and promise. Men and machines stretched the limits of the attainable, setting new records and reshaping the world to fit their design.

			In that same year, construction began on Mount Rushmore, the Holland Tunnel opened, and Babe Ruth hit sixty home runs, a record that stood for more than three decades. It was the year of the first “talkie,” The Jazz Singer, and Al Jolson couldn’t have been more prophetic when he said, “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”

			The next year, Amelia Earhart became the first woman to fly across the Atlantic, Alexander Fleming discovered penicillin, and a cartoon character named Mickey Mouse was born.

			Great things indeed were happening, and the spread of the railroads played a crucial part in helping to fuel the nation’s prosperity. But the days of affluence and good times, of flappers and bootleggers, the Charleston and Al Capone, were coming to an end.

			As the decade waned, the Mexicans in the Silvis yards could feel the increasing tension. A surge of bigotry had swept across the country. It gave birth to a renewed and emboldened Ku Klux Klan, with a membership that swelled from a few thousand in 1920 to an estimated 3 million just five years later. In a show of force in August 1925, forty thousand Klansmen paraded down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Washington Monument.

			This new, postwar KKK proclaimed itself staunchly pro-American, protecting the white Protestant way of life from the threat of blacks, Catholics, Jews, and immigrants, including the Mexicans.

			Signs reading “No Niggers, Mexicans or Dogs” dotted the windows and doors of businesses across a xenophobic swath of the South, Southwest, and Midwest. Mexicans and Mexican-Americans faced the same types of discrimination and segregation as blacks. They could be forced to use “colored” water fountains or restrooms and refused service in Anglo restaurants or hotels—and, as the Mexicans in Silvis knew, not be allowed to live among “whites.”

			The intolerance grew in intensity and fierceness, sparking various acts of brutality. As the Southern Poverty Law Center described it: “Violence first flared in a rampage of whippings, tar-and-feathers raids and the particularly gruesome use of acid to brand the letters ‘KKK’ on the foreheads of blacks, Jews and others they considered anti-American.”1

			Then it went further. Lynchings and shootings proliferated. As the SPLC reported, “many communities were firmly in the grasp of the Klan’s terror. The victims were usually blacks, Jews, Catholics, Mexicans and various immigrants,” but they could also include anyone Klansmen “considered ‘immoral’ or ‘traitors’ to the white race.”2

			A New York Times editorial in 1922 protested that “the killing of Mexicans without provocation is so common as to pass almost unnoticed.”3

			No one described that level of violence in Silvis, but the people of the neighboring towns often seemed almost eager to show their open contempt for the Mexicans. Even their children got in on the act, taunting and hurling slurs at the kids from the rail yards.

			“They called us ‘dirty Mexicans,’” Mary Garza, Willie Sandoval’s little sister, remembered bitterly.

			And there was no mistaking the meaning of the crosses set afire in the night at the top of Billy Goat Hill.

			The discrimination grew worse as the days of abundance disappeared and the nation slid into the Great Depression.

			The day it began went largely unnoticed in the rail yards. Black Tuesday, October 29, meant little more to the folks there than that four days remained before El Día de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead, known to most non-Mexican Christians as All Souls’ Day. The stock market’s collapse had as much significance to the families in La Yarda as did the stratospheric height the Dow Jones had reached just weeks before, on September 3. The Mexicans working for the railroad had no fortunes to lose on plummeting stocks. They had no fortunes at all.

			But they had something that, as the depression deepened and more and more businesses closed and workers were turned out onto the streets, became even more valuable. They had jobs.

			“By 1928, Mexicans represented 43 percent of track and maintenance workers on sixteen major railroads in the Chicago and Northwestern Indiana region and were working on the railroads in the string of cities from Toledo to Saginaw, with smaller numbers farther east.”4 And, as primitive as they may have been, they had homes, while others were losing theirs.

			Silvis, with almost four hundred Mexican residents, had the largest colonia in the Quad-Cities area, “a veritable Mexican town of its own.”5 

			Within six months, 4 million were out of work; by 1931, 13.5 million.

			And things grew increasingly desperate.

			“On March 19, 1930, 1,100 men waiting in a bread line in New York mobbed two trucks headed for a nearby hotel and made off with their deliveries of breads and rolls.6 

			In 1930 more than one thousand banks closed. In 1931, twenty thousand people committed suicide. By the spring of 1932, in Chicago, “a group of fifty desperate men were seen in the back of a restaurant fighting over a barrel of garbage.”7

			As their frustrations grew, the people in the surrounding communities aimed at least some of their anger at the Mexicans. They complained that the residents of La Yarda, living as they were on railroad company property, paid no municipal property taxes. They demanded that the Rock Island Railroad evict them.

			The railroad relented. The Mexicans were forced out of the yards, but they still weren’t allowed to live among the town’s whites. So they found a wooded spot between a creek and the foot of a sprawling hill away from the others, at the distant edge of town. They cleared the trees by hand and, with the railroad’s blessing, hauled their boxcars to the new location, setting them along a dirt path that came to be known as Second Street.

			There was no electricity or plumbing, and even after the city’s other streets were paved, theirs remained a rutted patch that froze in the winter and turned to mud when it rained.

			But it was home. And for the armies of kids looking for fun and adventure, it was practically paradise. They dug caves as hideouts in the hill and splashed in the cold spring runoff that coursed through the creek. Its official name was Honey Creek, but the kids called it simply “the ditch.”

			“Hell, we could go nude down there when we were kids and nobody would see us,” Frank and Joe Sandoval’s younger brother Tanilo said. “We used to damn it up and we’d go swimming. . . . It would probably be about chest high when we were kids. We thought it was deep.”

			In the winter, the trickle that ran through the creek would ice up. The kids strapped clamp-on skates on their shoes, and their swimming hole became their rink.

			There were always more than enough playmates. There were ten children in Tanilo’s family alone, six boys and four girls. The other Sandovals, Willie’s family, counted eleven. Even the smallest of the Mexican families included two or three. And often enough, two or even three families crowded together in one of the narrow boxcars—aunts and uncles, in-laws, cousins and kids.

			The stretch between the apple orchards at the top of the hill and the creek became their home, their stomping ground, their playground, and their window on the world of nature. “We learned about dragonflies. We learned about frogs. We learned about toads. We learned about minnows. We learned about tadpoles. In the spring, we’d go up sometimes and find baby owls,” Tanilo said.

			Tanilo’s brother Frank gained a reputation as the best maker of slingshots, even if he wasn’t any better than any of the other kids at using them.

			“He’d go out in the woods and pick the perfect crotch, and then he’d go and stick it in my mom’s oven to temper it. We used to use it for birds. But I never saw anybody kill a hell of a lot of birds with it,” Tanilo said.

			They had better luck chasing down wild rabbits with clubs, to bring home for some extra food to put on the table.

			The kids played variations of games that all kids play, and made up some of their own. They played King of the Hill, marbles, and “Mexican Tag.” They slid down the hill on makeshift sleds. And, when the fruits were in season, they plucked crabapples off the trees scattered on the hill and pelted one another in crabapple wars that no one really won, using garbage can lids for shields.

			One of their inventions was a game they called “Hoy.” They cut about three inches from an old broomstick and tapered the ends. That was the hoy. Another fifteen inches or so of a broom or mop handle became the bat. The object was to whack the hoy as far as they could. They got three tries. Distance was measured in bat lengths. They had to say, “Hoy!” as they batted, or they were out. If one of the kids in the field caught the hoy, they were out. If the fielders didn’t catch it, they still had one final chance to win. If one of them could throw the hoy and hit the bat as it lay on the ground in front of “home plate,” the batter was out.

			When the winds picked up, one of the fathers, a handyman named Luis Montes, made kites of bamboo for the kids. He painted them red, white, and green for the colors of the Mexican flag, and added a special touch that made them truly unique. “He’d stretch a strip of sheepskin over them,” Tanilo said, with a wistful smile. “When they got up in the air, they would buzz.”

			The kids gave almost everyone a nickname; there was Cheppe, Charlie Chan, Rufus, Yatch, and Lunch. Pete Masias’s brother Ray got dubbed BB because of his running skills. Somebody said, “You’re faster than a bullet!” Ray grinned and shrugged it off. “No,” he said, “not a bullet. A BB maybe.”

			It stuck.

			Not everyone from the rail yards moved straight to Second Street. The other Sandoval clan, Willie’s family, bought a house just a few blocks west of Honey Creek, in East Moline. They may have been allowed to buy close to the whites, but they were quickly reminded that they weren’t welcome.

			“There were two or three of us who went to St. Mary’s [Catholic Church],” Willie’s sister Rufina said. “And that priest told us not to come back. I’ll never forget that.”

			By 1932, at the height of the depression, 25 percent of the workforce was unemployed. Add to it the effects of the great drought that was turning the nation’s midsection into a barren dust bowl, and there seemed no place to escape the misery. Crops withered. “Black blizzards,” giant, choking dust storms that buried fields and houses, blew across the Great Plains with increasing frequency and intensity. In 1932, there were fourteen. In 1933, thirty-eight. Farmers, like those made famous in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, lashed the last of their belongings to their weather-beaten cars and trucks and joined the migrant hordes seeking work wherever it could be found.

			Like the death of a thousand cuts, the railroads felt the effect of every faltering and failing farm and business. Slackening demand for goods brought weakening need for the brawny means of transporting supplies.

			Soon enough, like desperate survivors on a leaky life raft, the railroad began pushing the weakest overboard. Willie’s father, Joseph, lost his job on the Rock Island Line. Soon after, that branch of the family lost their house. They moved in with relatives, and Joseph worked some with the WPA. Things looked up when he landed a job at the Moline Ironworks. But when the plant closed down, their prospects turned bleak again. To feed his kids, Joseph did what he had to. He loaded the family into their black Buick and headed for the fields. Everyone, from oldest to youngest, worked.

			Willie’s brother Al was only five or six years old, but he went, too, catching up on his sleep on the floor in the backseat as the car bounced along, headed west.

			“We went to the sugar beets in the spring,” his brother Oscar said, “and we didn’t come back until the fall.”

			Even little Al learned to use the specially shaped machete with the hook on the front for stabbing the beets and yanking them up from the soil. Then they’d lop off the leafy tops and toss the bulb on a nearby truck.

			The farmers paid them $25 an acre. “The first year I think we did seventy acres,” Ruben, the oldest of Willie’s brothers, recalled.

			When they finished harvesting the beets, they turned north to Minnesota, to top onions and pick potatoes.

			“We worked from sunup to sundown. The farmer would give us gunnysacks, and we’d fill them up with hay, and that was our bed,” his sister Rufina said. “We lived in the horse stalls.”

			Often enough, dinner depended on what the boys could catch—pheasants or pigeons their mother cooked.

			Their lives as migrant laborers paid off, though. They sweated, scrimped, and saved day after day, across acre after acre. Within a couple of seasons, they had enough money to afford a place of their own on Second Street.

			“My dad bought that house for nine hundred dollars,” Rufina said. “The birds would fly in and out, but we didn’t care.”

			Their new home had two bedrooms upstairs, plus a front room and a kitchen. The eight boys slept in the basement, on folding cots spread over the dirt floor. In the winter, snow drifted in through the cracks in the walls.

			“We’d get newspapers and stuff it in the cracks to insulate the house a little bit,” Al said. It didn’t help much. “I’d wake up and there’d be a pile of snow on the bed.”

			With no electricity, they lit the house with kerosene lamps. They had a hand-crank pump in the yard for water and an outhouse in back. No one wanted to make that trek in the dark on a winter night, and not just because of the cold.

			“That was worse than Missouri mud,” Ruben remembered. “You’d walk, you’d pick up half an acre of mud.”

			At Halloween, the outhouses became a favorite target for pranksters. The boys snuck through the dark and tipped them over, into the creek.

			“That wasn’t very nice,” said Joe Ramirez, one of Joe Sandoval’s buddies. “It was a hell of a job to get those toilets back in place.”

			The potbelly stove in the kitchen had a dual purpose. In addition to cooking their meals on it, they used it to heat their home. As Rufina put it, “We were like Ma and Pa Kettle.”

			The chore of chopping the wood to keep the stove going fell to Al and his brother Charlie. One day they played instead of doing their duty. When their father got home from his night shift, there was no wood for the stove. He made the boys get up and get chopping. “We had to go out at midnight and chop wood,” Al said.

			Another time, Al tried to get creative with the fire.

			“The potbelly stove went out, but the ashes were still there. So I threw in a lot of coal and it wouldn’t light,” he said. “So I got kerosene, a pretty good containerful, and threw the kerosene in there. And I was looking in there, and all of a sudden, boom! They were walking down the street, Slugger and Willie, and they saw all that smoke come out of the chimney like an atom bomb, and they ran to see what was going on.”

			They found Al in the kitchen, still blinking in shock.

			“I looked like Al Jolson,” he said.

			Their little cousin, Bea, wasn’t as lucky. When she was about five, she headed into the kitchen when no one was looking. She opened the potbelly stove and threw some things in to burn. The flames licked out and caught the front of her dress.

			Terrified, she ran shrieking outside, not realizing that her panicked dash was fanning the flames and burning her stomach. Luckily, Willie was coming up the street and saw her.

			“She ran out of the house and her clothes were on fire,” Al recalled. “He grabbed her and threw her in the snow and put the fire out.”

			Willie would’ve been about fifteen at the time, but he already had a reputation as a quiet, religious, and hardworking boy with a strong sense of justice. And woe be to him who got him angry.

			“Don’t get him mad,” Ruben said. “He didn’t care about the world.”

			“That’s why he was a good fighter,” said Al. “He had those killer instincts.”

			Willie first stepped into the ring when he was about fourteen, the first in his family to discover the invigorating appeal of Bert Visconi’s gym. Soon he had his brother Ruben, his best friend Slugger, and Pete Masias down at the gym with him. It wasn’t long before it seemed that almost all the boys on Second Street eagerly awaited the school bell’s ring so they could race to the gym at the police station and put on the gloves again.

			“All the kids were fighting,” Al said. “That’s what kept us off the street, though. I’d go to school, but first I’d go running five miles in the morning before school. Harry would take us down a country road down there. Then we’d go to school, and after school we’d go down to the gym and work out till about nine o’clock at night. Time we got home, you’re too tired to do anything else. Didn’t have any trouble with us.”

			Some liked it more than others. Some got really good. Some found out the hard way that it wasn’t really their thing. A few got good enough to be competitive. Among them, Ruben, Willie, and Al. All three, at one time or other, worked their way up through the eliminations to fight in the prestigious Chicago Golden Gloves Tournament.

			None, though, wanted it as badly as Willie. He dreamt of someday going pro, and he dedicated himself to making it a reality. When he wasn’t in school, doing chores or working, he trained. The folks on Second Street and far beyond got used to hearing the trudge of his shoes on the gravel at all hours of the day and night, and to seeing him in his familiar gray sweatpants running, always running, to build up his lungs and burn off the fat. His goal: to slip through the ropes ready and lean at 126 pounds.

			Willie had a hard-chiseled chest and an easy, cockeyed grin. He had a steady gaze and quick hands. Most important he had those fundamental traits every true boxer needs—the courage and ability to take his hits, and the determination and sturdiness to dish them out, and make them count.

			Still, he could win bout after bout, but winning the respect of the whites who watched him fight seemed forever beyond his reach. Even when he beat one of the area’s best, the write-up in the local sports section focused more on the Anglo boy’s prowess and surprising loss than on Willie and his win.

			“Young Billy Russell,” it read, “who scaled to the top of Quad cities flyweights with amazing speed, fell off his high perch when he dropped a close decision to Willie Sandoval.”

			The “close” decision, the article went on to note, was actually a unanimous one, with all three judges calling the win for Willie.

			The crowd still booed.

			It
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