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Introduction 

In coming to the United States to work, many Mexican migrants have the goal of 

returning someday with more than they left with. Often, the goal is to buy a plot of land and 

build a house. For those that migrate from Mexico, the United States plays a large part in their 

dream of what their future will look like. Their experience in the United States, whether positive 

or negative, will shape their future, the future of their family, and the future of their town. Many 

migrants to the United States come from the southern and western states of Mexico, such as 

Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Michoacán. These states are particularly affected by the migration 

phenomenon as sixty percent of those who migrate from Mexico come from these three states.1 

Richard Rodriguez describes the way nonmigrant Mexicans feel about migrants as this: 

“For decades, Mexico hated it when Mexican Americans would return "home" with dollars, and 

with children who no longer spoke Spanish. Everything Mexicans hated about themselves--their 

victimization by a foreign culture, the loss of self-possession--Mexico saw in us.”2 This quote 

was prompted by Mexico’s president, President Vicente Fox, who in his first few weeks of office 

in 2000, made a public apology to the migrant population from Mexico, claiming that “the times 

are gone when Mexico viewed the emigrant and the emigrant's children with resentment."3 

Obviously, the migrant population effects Mexico in many different ways, in what they bring 

back from their travels. First and foremost, they bring back money; money for themselves, 

money to spend and consume at a level higher than they could have before they left. This 

elevates their social and economic status. They also bring back American culture and English, 

                                                           
1 Gustavo López, Presentation: Presentación del programa de investigación sobre migraciones en el Colmich, 
Colegio de Michoacán, Zamora, Michoacán, Mexico. 11/19/2003.  
2 Richard Rodriguez, “Prodigal Father: Mexico's Change Of Heart Towards Mexican Americans,” Jinn Magazine, 
Dec. 6, 2001, affiliated with Pacific News Service, http://www.pacificnews.org/jinn/stories/6.24/001206-
prodigal.html. 
3 Rodriguez, http://www.pacificnews.org/jinn/stories/6.24/001206-prodigal.html. 



whether they speak it or their children speak it. These changes, these deviations from what they 

were before they left, effect the towns they return to.    

 

Michoacán 

In Michoacán, communities have been effected by returning migrant workers in both 

positive and negative ways. The case study of the town of Santiago Tangamandapio focuses 

around the time of the Bracero program, from 1942 to 1964. In these years, the town changed 

drastically from the return of migrant workers. Overall, the change was viewed by the people of 

the town as positive, but there was some resistance to the cultural changes brought about by the 

influx of United States values and the vacuum created by a sudden loss of male presence. 4 

 The most negative response to the return of the migrants came from the religious leaders 

in Santiago. Catholicism had a centuries-long history of predominance in the area. The young 

men who returned brought back movements of atheism, Protestantism and Evangelicalism, really 

covering a broad spectrum of religious beliefs other than the Catholic Church, and challenging 

their ideological monopoly.5 The tradition of machismo, where men perceive themselves as 

superior, was also challenged by women who, being left behind, were forced to become the 

major decision-makers in the family, and often take on a job and the role of breadwinner. 

Husbands returning to these newly empowered women were often forced to reconcile their 

traditional ideas of family and gender structure with the new reality their absence had created.6  

 Migrants also took on new roles economically. Some of the very successful migrants, 

upon their return, would illegally rent out ejidos, create their own labor force, and using 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
4 Angelica Navarro Ochoa. “Migracion y Transformaciones de Vida en Santiago Tangamandapio, Michoacan.” In 
Tzintzun, Revista de Estudios Historicos. (Morelia, Michoacan, Mexico, 2001), 65. 
5 Ochoa, 64. 
6 Ochoa, 64-65. 



mechanical and agricultural technology they had learned about in the United States, increase 

their wealth even further while modernizing agricultural processes of Santiago. This also was 

received with mixed results. Some viewed these changes as, of course, illegal and therefore 

interfering with the government’s land reform plan, and others perceived it as competition. But 

many also saw this as a path for advancement, and as source of employment.7 This new class of 

successful migrants also created a new political agenda that they wanted fulfilled. Many wealthy 

migrants took up positions of leadership in the town, creating friction as a new political force. 

For the most part, these new politician/migrants were seen as a modernizing force and looked 

upon favorably. 8  

 Socially, the migrants who had returned were divided. There were those who had been 

successful, and those who had failed. Those who were successful, besides the positions they 

assumed in the community as described above, were received as bearers and providers of modern 

technology like plumbing, electricity, purified drinking water, telephone and postal services. 

Some even financed the construction of new schools. Most of the successful migrants, however, 

built new, more modern houses for their families, further elevating their status. Those who failed 

or were unable to migrate resented those who had been successful.9 This has been described as la 

envidia, and is examined in more detail, and in a more modern setting, by Ruben Martinez in a 

study of Cherán, Michoacán, in the book Crossing Over.  

 The window into Cherán that Martinez gives us is a much more personal one. We see the 

triumphs and tribulations of individuals as they return from el norte. While the little mountain 

town of Cherán has developed positively from the influx of United States dollars, the most 

prevalent example is family housing. It is evident that the first thing the people of Cherán do 

                                                           
7 Ochoa, 61. 
8 Ochoa, 62. 
9 Ochoa, 59. 



when they have enough money is build or improve their house, usually by adding a second floor, 

getting a satellite dish, or other modern luxuries like indoor plumbing, even if it does not work 

yet.10 According to Martinez, what the Cheranes appreciate most about the migrant workers from 

the town is that they are connected to the outside world. In the isolated Purhépecha highlands, 

“were it not for the migrants, Cherán would be forever trapped in the past. To move is to live. To 

move is to head towards the future. Working in the States not only elevates Cherán’s economic 

status, but also connects it, culturally, to the whirlwind of globalization.”11  

Despite these positive consequences of migrants returning to Cherán, it appears there are 

more negative consequences. This is the point where la envidia, or envy, enters the picture. 

Many different tensions are created by the returning migrants, not only between those who stay 

and those who go, but as in Santiago, those who come back as success stories, and those who 

continue to struggle. La envidia is a growing hatred between the haves and the have-nots in these 

small Mexican communities, between the migrants who have succeeded, and those who failed or 

never migrated. When Martinez relates a situation in the local bar between Wense Cortez, a dark 

skinned Indian man who migrates illegally and came back to Mexico in the “latest urban 

American fashion…(a) hip-hop uniform”12 and a group of norteños, or legal migrant workers 

who get jobs in big cities and wear a more preppy style of clothing. They also happen to be 

lighter skinned. These young men “project an attitude that nonmigrant Cheranes have come to 

loathe, a kind of yuppielike arrogance and largesse.”13 Although the altercation remains non-

physical, it betrays many seething tensions between the two groups. The norteños have probably 

had more schooling, have had better luck in general, and have lighter skin, something Wense 

considers a major advantage. Wense can barely feed his tiny family, does not have a house of his 

                                                           
10 Ruben Martinez. Crossing Over. (New York: Picador USA, 2001) 29-30. 
11 Martinez, 46. 
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own, and receives none of the prestige associated with migrating and bringing back American 

dollars to support his family with. These differences in skin color, economic and social standing 

re-stratify the small society of Cherán, and create a general anxiety that would not be there but 

for migration.   

 

Peribán, Michoacán 

A majority of the migrants from the state of Michoacán come from the northern and 

western part of the state, which is where we stayed for a month, and where we concentrated our 

research. We conducted much of our research in the municipality of Peribán, in the town of 

Peribán de Ramos and some of the outlying communities. We gathered our information through 

observation, participant observation, conversation with the local people about their town, 

unstructured or informal interviews and formal recorded interviews with community leaders, 

politicians, male and female migrants, housewives, school children, teenagers, anyone we could 

find. Unwittingly, we created a collective pool of information within our group from each 

individual talking to many different people in Peribán and then sharing what he or she had 

learned about with the group. We discovered that Peribán is unique in several ways when it 

comes to the migration phenomenon. In a country that is 78% mestizo, or mixed Spanish and 

Native American heritage, 18% indigena or Native American, and 4% ranchero, or of more 

European descent and usually landowning, Peribán is overwhelmingly ranchero14.   

Peribán has also experienced many developmental changes and economic growth in the 

past 60 years, after the explosion of the volcano Paricutín in 1943. At first, many people were 
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14 Gail Mummert, Presentation: Dilemas Familiares en Contextos de Migración. Colegio de Michoacán, Zamora, 
Michoacán, Mexico. 11/19/2003. 



forced to migrate to the states, and the United States government made it easier for people from 

Michoacán to do so, because of the eruption.15  

 

The soil composition changed because of the ash, which resulted in the change in the 

main locally grown crop from sugar cane to avocados. Once the avocado orchards matured, and 

because the distinctive climate and relatively high altitude are conducive to growing good 

avocados, the avocado business in Peribán became very profitable. The town has grown since 

then, out past its previous boundaries, the roads have been paved, and there are many more 

schools.  

Because of this prosperity, many migrant families supplement their income both with 

remesas, or remittances sent back from the United States, and with money from the avocado 

orchards which they might own or work at. When compared to towns like Cherán, where the 

woodworking industry that existed previously is almost extinct, and a majority of the people are 
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completely dependent on remittances16 only one third of households in Peribán are completely 

dependent on remesas. 7.1% of the total population of Peribán, some 20,000 people receive 

remesas in one form or another. The average amount is $187 dollars a month.17  

There are many cases where the migrant workers leave and do not return at all whether it 

was their original intention to return or not. In the small mountainside community of Paraztaco, 

in the municipality of Peribán, the young men who leave tend to never return, finding a new life 

in the United States, or eventually moving their families out of Paraztaco, sometimes never to be 

heard from again. Paraztaco is very small, with perhaps 200 inhabitants. Fifteen years ago, they 

achieved running water, and three years ago it became potable running water. Electricity came 

about five years ago, and they only just paved the road through town last November.18  

 

  

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Casimiro Leco, Presentation: “Migración Purhépecha a las montañas de Carolina.” Colegio de Michoacán, 
Zamora, Michoacán, Mexico. 11/19/2003. 
17 Gustavo López, Presentation.  
18 Maria Guadalupe Sanchez Caballero, Encargada de Orden in Paraztaco, Interview conducted 11/18/03 on the 
soccer field at the school in Paraztaco. 15. 



 

In an early-evening discussion we organized with about twenty-five residents of 

Paraztaco where we sat in the school house and discussed migration and the United States, we 

found that the men there had been drinking since early afternoon and were very willing to talk 

about their experiences. The men who do come back tend to be bitter towards their experience in 

the United States. They are very aware that their people are doing the most difficult jobs for the 

lowest pay, and that there is little hope for advancement. They talked about racism and getting in 

fights. They complained that it was difficult to send money home when there was rent to pay and 



food to buy. The women present then cut in and made it clear that they run the town while the 

men are away, and they do just fine.      

 

María Guadalupe Sanchez Caballero is the encargadora de orden of Paraztaco, literally 

the keeper of order, more conveniently the mayor, and the only female community leader in the 

whole municipality of Peribán. She said that although in a few cases where parts of her family 

specifically had returned and built houses in Paraztaco, migration seems to just drain Paraztaco 

of its young people. They leave to go to the United States because there is so little for them in 

Paraztaco, and then if they do come back, they tend to move down into Peribán de Ramos, the 

largest town in the municipality.19   
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 However, in San Francisco Peribán, a community much larger than Paraztaco, to the 

north of Peribán de Ramos, migration is making the community thrive. Money that is sent back 

has been used specifically to remodel the magnificent church (below and to the left).  

The plaque below, which is posted to the right of the 

main doors, is dedicated to the people who sent the 

money back.  

The plaque is inscribed with the message: “Proof of the 

time we forged the history of the towns, we matured and 

came closer to our destiny. To the absent children of the 

town of San Francisco Peribán, Mich. Residents of the USA perennial gratitude for your generous 

cooperation with the parish projects and especially for the tower clock that will mark for us the end of 

our suffering and work. San Francisco Peribán Mich, 3rd of October, town and parish Luis Guerra 

Vargas.”  

 Other works that these “absent children” have assisted are a regulation size soccer field, a 

public basketball court, and their current project, still under construction, is a large concrete 



rodeo ring. The rodeo had been occupied for a few days by the traveling circus, Circo Klayvire.20 

This collective effort to send money back, also know as “hometown associations” is not unheard 

of in many towns in Mexico, and is examined in the documentary “The Sixth Section” where a 

group of migrant workers calling them “grupo unión” living in Newburgh, NY send money back 

to their home town to build a baseball field, buy an ambulance for the local clinic, and to finance 

other projects for their little town.21 However, it seems like the first thing that is done with 

money earned, and what seems to be the reason many Mexicans migrate pa’l otro lado, is to 

someday save up enough to buy land and build a house.  

Construction 

 Most of the construction to be found 

in Peribán is brick and cement structures. 

Both red clay and traditional handmade adobe 

bricks are used. Wood construction can be 

found more in the outlying mountain towns 

like Paraztaco and Los Desmontes, and in 

Purépecha communities. Below is a picture of 

a house in Los Desmontes, a community of 

twenty-seven people, at an altitude of over 

5,000 feet. 
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The front of a traditional building or home in the town of Peribán de Ramos was usually 

painted two reasonably complimentary colors, usually browns, pinks, oranges and reds, the 

darker color from the ground to four to five feet up the wall, then the lighter color or white the 

rest of the way up to the eaves of the roof. Sometimes the two colors were broken up by a simple 

geometric floral pattern. The following picture was taken close to the center of town, along the 

street 20 de Noviembre. Almost all the houses are traditionally built, and there is very little new 

construction. This is true throughout the town of Peribán; the closer to the plaza, the less new 

construction.  

 

 

 

  

 



Further up the same street, there is a 

drastic change from little to no 

construction to the entire street 

either under construction or recently 

completed. The situation is similar 

in all directions, the further you get 

from the center of town. It is clear 

that Peribán is expanding. This is a 

picture of the same road, two blocks 

farther from the center of town.  

 

 

 The roofs of Peribán, if they 

were not done in the classic style of 

terra cotta tiles, are flat, sometimes 

finished with gardens or patios, 

sometimes bare. Often, a one or two story house with a flat top would have thin iron bars 

sticking up out of the walls on the roof, indicating the possibility of adding another floor.  



 

There are many other indications that a house may be under construction in Peribán. There 

would be stockpiled materials lying around on the roof, in what will eventually be a garage or a 

living room; piles of bricks, sacks of cement, and occasionally wheelbarrows or buckets lying 

around to mix mortar and cement. The red brick or adobe walls of a house are usually encased in 

a layer of stucco to be painted, so the presence of a bare, unfinished wall could indicate 

construction.  

According to the Pedro Lemur Paz, secretary of Urbanismo, or urbanization, at the 

presidencia municipal, or county government office, a structure under construction with no roof 

does not require a licencia de construcción, or a building permit. In the last few years, 

applications for building permits have increased, and he expects that the number for this year 

will be very similar to last year. Last year, in 2002, there were fifty-two permits issued, and as of 

early November 2003, 41 had been issued. 



 Lemur Paz also told us that he had seen the most construction in the northeastern part of 

town, around the high school, but that some of it was not neccesarily construction being financed 

from remittances or money saved in the United States. Aguateros, or the people who had made 

their fortunes from the avocado business, often construct new houses also. The price of 

avocadoes, he said, often affects the amount of construction in the town; at a better the price, 

more building is initiated or continued. There are significant and noticeable differences between 

houses constructed from avocado money and those constructed by migrants. The house of an 

aguatero is usually much more extravagant, and built all at once in a shorter amount of time. So 

a large structure that is completely under construction is less likely to be the house of a migrant 

worker. Usually, migrant houses are partially inhabited through construction, and are built 

gradually, often taking multiple trips back and forth to the states to make money, come back and 

build a little, buy land, buy materials, and work until the money runs out.22  Another 

characteristic of the houses of aguateros is the style in which they are built. The newer houses 

are reminiscent of a Miami beach house, two or more floors, painted a pastel color, balconies, 

exterior staircases, roof gardens and other amenities that show wealth.  

 

                                                           
22 Ingeniero Pedro Lemur Paz, Secretaria de Urbanismo, informal interview, Presidencia Municipal, Peribán de 
Ramos, Michoacán.  



(Photo taken by Michael Henry) 

The most chic and popular addition to a house in Peribán most recently is to build a 

cupola on top. This is really a sign of wealth, since the room within the cupola usually serves no 

purpose. If one wants to appear extremely wealthy, they can build several on the same roof.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Photo taken by 

Michael Henry)  

A 



migrant house is usually smaller, more modest. They are usually built off of a smaller existing 

house, or the family of the migrant worker goes to live with other family members while the 

house is built. They are rarely completely under construction. The house below, the first floor is 

inhabited while the second floor is being built. 

 

 



Successes and Failures 

There are many stories to be told in Peribán about migrants who return from the United 

States to live once again in the place where they were born. Their experiences are varied: some 

have come back wealthy, some have come back poorer than when they started. Some came back 

decades ago, and we met a few that were literally walking in the door, scruffy and weary from 

driving for three days. For clarification, both of the men whose stories will follow speak often in 

a combination of English and Spanish. Their stories by no means cover every aspect of the lives 

of migrant workers or their families, or even more specfically those that come back to live in 

Peribán. They have had very different experiences both in the United States and back here, but 

their differences illustrate the variety of stories the people Peribán have to offer. 

 

Rogelio Pedraza 

 

Rogelio Pedraza was born in 1938, in Peribán. When he was five years old, his father 

passed away and the volcano Paricutín erupted. He went to the United States for the first time 



when he was 18, in 1956, to Chicago as part of the Bracero program. There he began working for 

the Western Electric Company, moving up in the company as he learned more English, but the 

job was not permanent, like most of the jobs he held in the United States. He went back and forth 

between Peribán and the United States until he was confined to a wheelchair because nerve 

damage from a work injury, which happened in the late eighties. He married a girl from 

Apatzingan in 1960, and eventually brought her and their two young children to the United 

States to live. The rest of their seven children were born in the United States, in Chicago and Los 

Angeles. Currently, all of his children live in the United States, as does his wife, some in 

Phoenix, Arizona, some in Chicago, and one in Ohio.    

Rogelio admits to never having been a good father or husband. A member of Alcoholics 

Anonimos, he is very repentant for the way he lived his life. Most of the stories he told us took 

place when he was in a bar, drunk or hungover. Whenever he earned a little money, he spent it 

on drinking, whether he was in the United States or in Mexico. He claims that his life was “Toda 

mi vida fue puro errór. Pure mistakes. My life, puros errores.”23    

He has many regrets in his life, alcoholism being one, and others being that he had such a 

negative outlook on so many things, like buying a house, learning English well, and doing other 

things that in hindsight would have served him well. “I had my paycheck Friday y el lunes o 

martes andaba bebiendo con los amigos prestado, ( and Monday or Tuesday I would go drinking 

with my buddies, spending) oh I spent all my check. All my money, why don’t you let me have 

some money, borrow me some money, and I will pay you next paycheck. Y va a pasando va a 

continuando eso continuando. La persona se sierva en un círculo. En un círculo, y no puede 

salir de allí. (And this will happen, this will continue, this continuing. The person puts 

themselves in a circle. In a circle, and they cannot leave it)” 
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One of his few strokes of luck in his life was his application for citizenship in the United 

States. Although he did not want to because he thought he did not need it, his daughter 

convinced him to apply. “Yo no quería hacer mi ciudadano americano, I don’t want to apply for 

my citizenship there in the United States. Y me dijo mi hija dijo ‘aplique papá aplique para su 

ciudadanía’ (My daughter told me ‘Apply, Dad, apply for your citizenship’). Aplique, me dieron 

un citizenship, de los EEUU, a mi ciudadanía, (I applied, they gave me my U.S. Citizenship) y a 

corto tiempo poquito hacía poquito tiempo, ya no pude caminar estaba yo en la cama (And a 

short while later, I couldn’t walk, I was stuck in bed) laying down on the bed. Muy mal. Ya fue 

una doctora y como dos o tres trabajadoras sociales, social workers, y me dice la doctora, (Very 

bad. Then a doctor and two or three social workers came and the doctor asked me) Rogelio, are 

you a citizen? Of the US? Oh yes, I had my certificado my certificate, conmigo. Todavía se 

tomaban tiempo están investigando para darme ayuda (They took the time to look for ways to 

get me help). Yo tuve ayuda, el gobierno pagaba mi caregiver. (I got help, the government paid 

for my caregiver.”24 Although he has his U.S. Citizenship, he has always wanted to return to 

Mexico, mostly, he says, because he does not like the cold.  

Today, Rogelio is 65 years old, and lives in his sisters house, who he does not get along 

with. He goes out to the plaza daily to talk to people and sit. Sometimes his caretaker, Berta, 

takes him to Los Reyes to the market every they have there every Tuesday. Only one of his 

children ever really visits him, Ema, named after her mother, one of a set of twins, his youngest 

children. She visits him in Mexico almost every year, and when he needs things, like a new 

wheelchair, or a visit to the dentist, she goes around to her brothers and sisters and collects the 

money to help him.  

                                                           
24 Rogelio Pedraza, 34-35. 



“Le digo yo… ‘[Ema] I need some money for my teeth, arreglarme los dientes. Y 

necesito otra silla, electrica, la otra ya no sirve. (And I need another chair, this one doesn’t work 

right.’ ‘Ok, Dad ok. I’m going to tell the other brothers que y ellos cooperan juntan el dinero. Y 

me lo mandan. (They get the money together and send to to me) Yo me porté mal con ellos me 

porté mal pero ahora necesito ayuda a ellos. (I wasn’t very good with them, I wasn’t very good, 

and now I need their help.) Son buenos, buenos hijos, I got good kids. Buenos hijos.”25   

In many ways, he used our tape-recorded interview to try to reach out to whoever would 

watch it, repeatedly warning those that were watching to be careful of drugs and alcohol, saying 

over and over “quizás quien me vaya a escuchar allá en estados unidos adonde sea, les sirva. 

(Maybe whoever is going to hear me there in the United States or wherever, this will help 

them.)”26 He also repeated things like “El borracho es muy intelligente para destruirse a si 

mismo. (The drunk is very intelligent about ways to destroy himself)”27 I believe it comforted 

him knowing that someone could learn from his example.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
25 Rogelio Pedraza, 28. 
26 Rogelio Pedraza, 29.  
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Gabriel Mejía 

 

 
Gabriel Mejía was born in Peribán de Ramos in 1960, one of thirteen children. He spent 

eighteen years altogether in the states, in Washington and California, going on his first trip in 

1976, at the age of 16. His children were born there, he married there, he owned a house, learned 

English, and had a steady job with a contractor on a construction crew. However, he split from 

his wife, allowed her to have custody of the two teenage girls, and come back to Mexico to start 

all over. He saved up what he could from living in the United States- it was not easy because he 

had been supporting a family- and used the money he had to buy land to plant orchards, to give 

to his mothers and siblings, and to build a house.  

As the eldest in the family, he inherited land from both sides of his family, and altogether 

has about 20 acres of mature avocado orchards. He has been back in the states for almost three 

years now, and although previously he had employed people to pick avocados directly, more 

recently he has made a deal with a packing company or empaque to bring in their own workers to 

pick the avocados, using their own trucks and labor. Although it means he makes less money, it 



saves him time and effort, and he gets to boss the workers around occasionally, making sure they 

are not breaking branches or stealing avocados. He also gets paid the same whether the fruit is 

good or bad, no matter what size, and no matter if it is bruised or not. Working this way also 

leaves him time for the house he is building on the lot right next to his mothers house, which he 

grew up in.  

Gabriel bought the land for the house with money he saved in the states, and has been 

financing the most of the materials from his avocado orchards. The house is large and when 

finished, will be incredibly extravagant compared to his childhood, in his parent’s single-room 

house, with his thirteen brothers and sisters. The reason the house is completely under 

construction is that he is able to live next door with his mother to save money. The house itself to 

say the least, is a complete departure from what he had as a child, and he is fully aware and very 

proud of this. It is a full two stories; the top story has a balcony out onto the calle Reforma, two 

living rooms, an open kitchen, a garden patio area, and a garage. As Peribán is on a hill, this 

second floor of his house, and his driveway, will be on the same level as the calle Corrigedora, 

while his front door is on calle Reforma. On one of our visits he gave us a tour, and explained 

about building the house.  



 

The walls and ceilings are all in place, and are in the process of being finished and 

covered with cement. On the roof, reached by climbing a handmade ladder, there is a water tank  

and a hand made cross, wrapped in silver and gold Christmas tinsel.  



 

A few iron bars protrude out of the cement and bricks, yet to be clipped. He says he 

hopes to turn the roof into a little garden patio, because the view is so nice. Descending the 

ladder to the second floor, he introduced us to several of the workers. He employs several of his 

friends, one of whom is a contractor, who brings in the rest of the labor on the house. We saw 

one man laying the tile in the upstairs bathroom, who Gabriel referred to as ‘el Maestro’ (the 

teacher) while the other men were mixing cement and spackling it onto the brick walls.  

 

The work that gets done is sporadic, a few things here and there, and when there is no 

money, nothing gets done. However, with his income from the orchards he has been able to raise 

the house from nothing to where it is right now in eight months, and he expects to be finished in 

about a year. He drew up the plans for the house by himself, using what knowledge he has from 



working construction in the states, and from looking at magazines. He takes pride in little details, 

such as the round skylight above the first floor kitchen that opens up as a grated hole in the 

second floor patio, the balcony, the fireplace, and what he saved for last to show us, the 

downstairs bathroom, the first room to be completely finished, already tiled, with an enormous 

jacuzzi bathtub.  

The first question that came to mind upon seeing this beautiful house being built was, 

who is going to live here?  Gabriel smiled and said, “Just me for now.”28 Gabriel has always 

wanted to come home to Peribán to live. “Dicen que no hay mas mejor que donde naciste, 

porque tus costumbres de niñez, tus amigos, tu familia, están, casi todos están juntos.29 (They 

say that there is nothing better than where you were born, because your childhood ways, your 

friends, and your family are there, almost of them all are together.)” Of course, his family is not 

here. The family he left behind in the United States, his ex-wife and their children. He realizes 

that his daughters will probably never come to Mexico to live permanently; they were both born 

in the United States. As for his ex-wife, this is how he explained what happened between them: 

“Well I decide to come back here because you know I was having problems with my 

ex… and you know I say ‘I’m gonna tell you, I don’t want to stay working here always for 

people. You know I got, the more hard I work, they always have to bitch me. For some 

reasons… And when I ask for the raise, he get mad. So you know what, I got already, I bought 

something [there, in Mexico] and I think if I would have worked hard over there [Mexico], and I 

can buy more, and I can have something for living, not to be rich, but for living ok’ and that’s 

                                                           
28 Gabriel Mejía Salcedo, informal interview and tour of house under construction, 11/08/2003. 
29 Gabriel Mejía Salcedo interview, conducted by Sarah Hiller and Shana VanValkenburg, 11/18/2003, Gabriel’s 
mothers house, Calle Reforma, Peribán de Ramos, Mich. Mexico. 6. 



what I decided and I say ‘You wanna stay here? I’m going back.’ And she say, ‘Well, you go 

back.’ And I say, ‘Ok.’”30  

So he moved back to Mexico and started over. He’s come a long way from careful 

planning and hard work.  Gabriel put his plans for the future like this: 

“My hopes for the future is one day… I hope it won’t be too long, I want to find me a 

lady that she loves me and form a family, and I got somewhere for living already, I’m working 

on my own, I go one or two times to the sea for vacation [every year], and I think that I don’t 

need to go to work over there [in the U.S. again].”31  

I believe before Gabriel finds a wife he will have the rest of his family living in his new 

house. As one of thirteen, and Gabriel being the oldest, there are always brothers and sisters, 

nephews, nieces and cousins who need a little help. And Gabriel has always been one to help. 

The only part he has a problem with is living next to his mother. He acknowledges that she needs 

a little help and that he’s happy to help her however he can. However, he knows that he will once 

again be in the position of an unruly teenager once the house is finished, because the back doors 

are practically connected. He spoke in English for the last half of our interview because his 

mother was in the room. 

“I don’t even really want to build here because she always has to, you know how the 

mothers are… (jokingly towards his mother, who speaks no english) I need to stay away from 

you, I can do nothing, not even have fun, not even have some friends or whatever… you start 

screaming.”32  

He has also taken on the responsibility as the oldest son of helping other members of his 

family get to the United States. He takes many risks, buying expensive plane tickets, sometimes 

                                                           
30 Gabriel Mejía Salcedo, 15.  
31 Gabriel Mejía Salcedo, 14. 
32 Gabriel Mejía Salcedo, 28-29. 



never getting paid back, picking people up once they cross, getting people sponsors in the United 

States. Because he has been successful, he feels obligated to help his family. He has bought land 

in Peribán that his mother has distributed among her children. He would like to help his sister, 

Carmela, whose husband died very recently.   

Gabriel is an example of a migrant who has more or less succeeded. Although he has 

been through a divorce and his daughters live far away, he is happy being with the family and 

friends he has in Peribán. He feels accomplished and proud to own land, especially productive 

and lucrative avocado orchards. The house he is building for himself is something he feels he has 

earned and sees as the key to his future happiness.  

 

 
Conclusion 

 There is no way to generalize about the experiences that migrants from Mexico have in 

their travels to the United States, or if and when they return to Mexico. Those that do return, as 

migration from Mexico to the United States continues to grow, are beginning to compromise a 

significant portion of the population. If at any given time as many as 10% of Mexico’s 

population is in the United States, the effect that those migrants will have if and when they return 

will be undeniable. Whether they come back with a new truck with a United States license plate, 

blasting rap out of their expensive sound system, bringing back their children who speak no 

Spanish, or come back to build a new house for themselves or their family, or come back poorer 

than when they left, addicted to drugs or alcohol, their presence will be felt all over Mexico, 

particularly in the southern and western states.  

 In Peribán, as in other towns in Michoacán, there are positive and negative effects of 

migration to the United States. Some towns suffer, like Paraztaco, as migration drains their 

population and their resources. Others prosper, like San Francisco, Peribán, which has a 



“hometown association” to sponsor public works within the town. Peribán de Ramos continues 

to grow past its boundaries with new construction coming from the combination of aguatero 

money and migrants returning to build their dream houses. The title of this paper, “Coming 

Home: American Dreams in Mexican Hearts,” reflects the traditional United States ideal of 

making something of yourself through sacrifice and hard work, while playing on the idea that 

“American” does not necessarily mean from the United States. 

 During our brief stay in Peribán de Ramos, we heard the stories of many people from 

many different backgrounds. These stories illustrated the heterogeneity of the migrant 

experience. I incorporated just a few of these stories, because to have tried to tell them all would 

have been impossible, as would have trying to generalize and create a prototype for the most 

accurate representation of a typical migrant journey. Hopefully, the material presented in this 

project, along with all the research we have done as a group, will help the people who access it 

better understand the Mexican migration phenomenon and the experience of those who make the 

journey.  
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