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Prologue

Hidden Histories

On a December evening in 1891, a well-dressed crowd of capitalists, intellectuals, and political elites ducked out of the cold into the Democratic Club on
New York City’s Fifth Avenue. They carried dinner invitations from Walter S.
Logan, a Wall Street lawyer known in local business circles as a promoter of western investment. Some had attended a similar banquet that July, on Long Island,
at which Logan had toasted the expansion of capital into the valleys and mining districts of Arizona. Now, stripping oﬀ their coats and scarves, they prepared
once again to dream of distant sun-baked lands blessed by nature.1
Westward expansion was on the minds of many Americans in the 1890s. In
1893, masses gathered at the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago to watch
Buﬀalo Bill Cody reenact the epic of frontier expansion, while scholars convened
nearby to hear Frederick Jackson Turner deliver a vision of U.S. history based on
the same plot. The ‘‘peculiarity of American institutions,’’ Turner argued, had
been forged in ‘‘crossing a continent’’ and ‘‘winning a wilderness.’’ Turner’s frontier thesis, like Buﬀalo Bill’s Wild West, painted a portrait of a vanished world:
a continent crossed, a wilderness won. And yet for Walter S. Logan, gazing west
from Wall Street, there was still work to be done. After his guests had cleared
their plates, he raised his glass. ‘‘Capital has been ﬂowing to her from every part
of the world,’’ he proclaimed; ‘‘her mines, her forests, and her ﬁelds are producing in abundance, and she is the favorite of all lands for the investor.’’ 2
Logan’s guests were dreaming of expansion, but not of the kind that Turner
had in mind in 1893. If the historian had attended Logan’s banquet, he might
have been surprised to ﬁnd his fellow guests looking not to the western United
States, but rather south across the border to Mexico. Logan’s rhetoric had
changed little from his eﬀorts to promote Arizona, but everything else was different. The room was brilliantly festooned with the reds, whites, and greens of
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Figure 1. Map of Arizona–Sonora Borderlands

the Mexican ﬂag, and the English pheasant and Blue Point oysters were served
together with mole de guajolote and frijoles a la veracruzana. Turner might have
been struck, moreover, at the ease with which Logan’s guests shifted their attention south. They may have agreed with Turner about the peculiarities of the U.S.
frontier, but, looking west, they also saw something more: a landscape of extraction that ﬂowed across national borders.3
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Figure 2. Map of copper borderlands.

This might have made perfect sense to Turner. Through the dim lights and
cigar smoke, he might have recognized his buckskin heroes on a new frontier.
Yet these men were anything but frontiersmen, and not everyone was looking
west. After draining his glass, Logan turned to his special guest, Minister Matías
Romero of Mexico. Romero had served as a diplomat to the United States since
the 1860s, but Logan’s guests knew him best as an advisor to President Porﬁrio
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Díaz, a statesman whose views on economic development were similar to their
own. Romero and Díaz felt the networks that linked Wall Street to the western
United States might facilitate Mexico’s own entry into the modern age. Romero
had come to New York to forge ties between ‘‘Sister Republics,’’ and he saw the
borderlands as fertile terrain for economic connections. ‘‘Nature has made us
neighbors,’’ he said as he raised his own glass; ‘‘there is no reason, therefore, why
we should not trade largely and to our mutual advantage.’’ 4
The idea of Mexico and the United States as neighbors by nature no doubt
struck a chord with many of the guests, for boosters such as Logan often applied
the doctrine of natural advantages—the idea that nature favored some places
over others for economic development—in the promotion of western lands. Yet
it resonated in a special way for Logan. The New York lawyer was involved in resource extraction schemes on both sides of the border, from the silver mines of
Chihuahua to the river valleys of Arizona and Sonora. And he would soon embark on his most famous venture yet. In 1899 he helped an entrepreneur named
William Cornell Greene create a copper mining company at Cananea, Sonora,
across the line from the rich copper district of Bisbee, Arizona. If nature had made
the United States and Mexico neighbors, nowhere was it more apparent than in
the hidden ﬁelds of red metal that tied Cananea to its sister mining towns in
southeastern Arizona.5
More important, Cananea was one of those places where booster dreams came
true. For whatever nature had to do with it, the industrial transformation of the
natural world at Cananea joined the United States and Mexico together more
intimately than Romero and Logan could have imagined in 1891. By the twentieth century, as a result of the electriﬁcation of modern America, copper attracted
more capital to Arizona and Sonora than any other industry. Fueled by Logan’s
Wall Street connections and by railroad, banking, and corporate networks that
stretched into nearby Arizona, Cananea grew overnight from a village of nine
hundred into a city of twenty thousand. Together with Bisbee and the nearby
copper towns of Nacozari, Sonora, and Douglas, Arizona, Cananea remade a
formerly isolated region at the ragged edges of states and markets into an industrial crossroads fed by circuits of capital, labor, and transnational collaboration
that extended deep into both nations.
Few of those at the Democratic Club in 1891 could have conceived of the
scale of development in this region. It was hard enough to imagine the world of
copper mining, which would demand concentrations of technology and labor
far beyond those required in nineteenth-century precious metal mining. But it
was even harder to imagine this in the borderlands. Outsiders in 1891 saw Arizona and Sonora as frontiers, places beyond the pale. Railroads had arrived, and
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Apaches, long considered a chief obstacle to entry into the modern era, had been
deported by 1886. Arizona and Sonora appeared ripe for incorporation, but mining, ranching, and agricultural development remained modest. It was not until
the early 1900s—as Gilded Age corporations and the Porﬁrian state gained power
on their respective sides of the line—that people saw the industrial reorganization of the borderlands as anything but a fragile dream.
What is most surprising is not how hard it was to predict this world in 1891, but
how hard it is to remember it today. This is partly due to the power of national
history: Mexicans and Americans usually take the border for granted when they
think of the past. U.S. history includes Mexican history only before 1848 and
1854, the years that treaties turned the Mexican North into the U.S. West. U.S.
history after 1854 includes Mexicans only after they cross the border. Similarly,
Mexican history concerns itself with the United States only when it aﬀects historical events in Mexico. This creates misunderstandings. One recent misunderstanding is that globalization and free trade are changing America such that the
United States and Mexico will soon look nothing like they did in the past. ‘‘Delineated by a steel wall or a warning, the border always separated and rarely joined
Mexico and the United States,’’ proposes the journalist Anthony DePalma. With
the passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and other
trade accords, he writes, we are ‘‘creating a new history.’’ 6
Most Americans have forgotten transnational histories not only because they
have trusted maps of the nation, but also because they have succumbed to the
siren song of the state. Like their precursors they still see the borderlands as land
that time forgot, places where renegades and bandits have given way to new barbarians: mercenary narcotraﬁcantes, immigrant desperados, and camouﬂaged
vigilantes. As one recent writer puts it, the borderlands remain ensnared in their
‘‘wild west past.’’ 7 In this state-centered view, citizens are the legitimate bearers
of history, and enemies of the state haunt the frontiers of the body politic like
forces of nature, taunting the narrative logic of the nation. The historical borderlands are thus as unstable as they are divided. In a world ruled by nations, states,
and their master tales, transnational history is by its very nature ephemeral, frequently hidden, and, at the very least, hard to pin down.
As a border native, I was drawn to this terra incognita. What began as a search
for a lost history—a Wall Street banquet, a shadowy world rooted in copper—
raised new questions. For instance, why did residents of my home state of Arizona, who celebrated their state’s Spanish past and thought about current Mexican aﬀairs, know so little about their common history with Mexico? As I dug
into archives on both sides of the border, I learned that things were not always
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this way. In the early twentieth century, Arizonans viewed their neighbors to the
south as siblings in an interlocking family history of sorts, a history that began
with shared struggles on the ‘‘wild’’ frontier and pointed toward a shared modern
future. National borders seemed to exert less power over the stories that people
told about themselves, and this fascinated me.
This broader vision was particularly evident in the copper cities of Cananea,
Nacozari, Bisbee, and Douglas, anchors of a historical landscape that the geographer D. W. Meinig has dubbed the ‘‘copper borderlands.’’ 8 One cannot study
an early twentieth-century map of this region without seeing connections: railroad lines, like strands of a spider’s web, converge on, indeed, almost overwhelm,
the line between nations. I wondered about these linkages. How had copper
communities transformed space on both sides of the border as they consumed
ore, coke, timber, water, crops, livestock, and human labor—and how had these
local relationships reshaped U.S.–Mexico relations? How had the borderlands
sustained transnational circuits of migration, extraction, and human exchange,
even as they divided peoples and places? And what, in the end, had become of
this landscape? If a frontier had become a modern crossroads between nations,
why did divisions and frontier rhetoric still haunt the borderlands? It was as if an
entire world, a vast web of human pathways, had vanished.
What follows is a history of this lost world, which became by the early twentieth century one of the most industrialized and urban places in the U.S.–Mexico
borderlands. People dreamed about this landscape in ways that may seem remarkably familiar today, in an age of globalization and NAFTA. They expected
economic development to knit Mexico and the United States together and carry
them as progressive partners into a modern future. This is the history of what
actually happened. Corporations, states, and regional entrepreneurs hoped to
domesticate and modernize a fugitive landscape—what they saw as a wild and
barbaric frontier—but it continually slipped out of their control. Their reorganization of the borderlands remained tenuous, uneven, and incomplete. Over the
short term they often made impressive gains, but in the long run, their dreams
were dashed and their stories were forgotten.
By recapturing this past, I hope to suggest new ways of moving U.S. and Mexican history onto a larger American stage. I also want to give dreamers today a
sense of the contingency and messiness of transnational relations. If present and
past dreams of integration and globalization have one thing in common, it is the
notion that market forces and enlightened development will bring our planet
under greater human control. Prophets of free trade see the world wrapped in a
carefully woven cocoon of economic systems, business practices, and diplomatic
alliances. With rational management, they propose, ideas, things, and people
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will migrate across borders to the greater global good. Yet looking back, we ﬁnd
two things that these dreamers have lost: memory and humility. History reminds
us that eﬀorts to control the world, especially in a transnational context, have
rarely turned out as planned.9
To grasp these lessons, one must rethink borderlands history. The borderlands
have seen many intellectual travelers, guided by a variety of compass bearings.
Spanish borderlands history has told us a great deal about Spain’s legacy in what
is now the United States, while Chicana/o historians have examined the later
history of Mexicans who either crossed a border or had a border cross them.
Although they take the United States as their standard point of reference, Chicana/o historians have increasingly looked at migration, labor, and identity in a
transnational context. Historians of the U.S. West have studied the U.S.–Mexico
borderlands within a larger U.S. regional context, and Mexicanists have taken a
similar regional perspective on northern Mexico. Historians of Native America,
African America, and Asian America have likewise integrated the borderlands
into their own histories of race, ethnicity, and postcolonialism.10
The result is a patchwork of histories with considerable overlap and conspicuous divides. The most visible boundary splits U.S. and Mexican history in two,
but a similar line divides colonial and national borderlands. A reader interested
in the Pimería Alta—a region that reached from Magdalena, Sonora, to Tucson,
Arizona—can track its history through Mexican Independence in 1821 but loses
the trail after 1854, when the northern half of this region was annexed to the
United States. The social networks that supported the Pimería Alta persist, but
they vanish from oﬃcial maps and narratives: one has to follow their shadows
through distinct U.S. and Mexican histories. This is largely a problem of scholarly perspective. Most Spanish borderland historians ﬁnd the national era as foreign as Mexico is to a U.S. historian, whereas few modernists peer back into the
colonial past far enough to see the borderlands as anything but divided.
To address these blind spots and develop the untapped potential of borderlands history, historians need to reclaim the center of the ﬁeld. We need to start
with the border itself and include spaces on both sides as our unit of analysis.
Only then can we explore what Michiel Baud and Willem Van Schendel call
the ‘‘paradoxical character’’ of borderlands, the fact that they both divide and
connect.11 Nation-centered histories can explain how Mexican villagers became
workers in the United States or how U.S. corporations transformed the Mexican
countryside, but they cannot say how these stories are interwoven. They cannot
tell why capital and workers move between nations or why national distinctions
still matter in the wake of these migrations. They cannot even tell what the nation
means to many of its citizens. Border people cannot forget nations, but nation-

