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Letter from the Filmmaker

to the United States as laborers in the early 1900s, around the same time that
Armando’s grandparents began crossing over from Mexico. Like the Penas, my
family also endured displacement by U.S. government fiat. For us, it was being
rounded up and incarcerated in Japanese American internment camps during
World War II.

Although Armando was obsessed with his family's past, he always seemed
reluctant to venture too deeply into the truth. Much was left unspoken in his

family.

| urged him to look for Pedro, but he would dismiss the idea, saying, "Why
bother? | never knew him; he doesn’t mean anything to me.” Yet, there were his
notes and chronologies, the incessant search through literature and history for

illumination of his own story.

When his mother, Rosa, died, the past and present collided for Armando and
his brothers. In the aftermath of her death, there were years of estrangement
and arrests, births and regrets. All the while, the brothers could not bring
themselves to find a place for Rosa’s ashes, and she was left in limbo at our
house, amidst the Post-it® notes and questions. Ironically the brothers had
chosen an urn in the likeness of a book, as if any answers to their family’s story

rested, and would be buried, with her.

When our son, Gabe, was born, Armando was faced with becoming a father
himself, and his family’s unfinished business resurfaced. He contacted his
brother Carlos and asked him to help bring Rosa’s ashes back home to Texas.
They decided to use the journey to try to reunite with the other brothers and,
perhaps for Armando, to answer some of the questions that had haunted him.
My filmmaking partner, Evangeline Griego, and | asked if we could film them
on their journey. Gabe came along, of course, joined by our extended
filmmaking family, Jonathan Schell and Sara Chin. As it happened, while we
filmed, the tide was turning once more against Mexican immigrants, just as
during the Operation Wetback days when Pedro disappeared. Everywhere, we
were reminded of the fragility of family ties when separated by the vagaries of

borders and citizenship.

We called the film Calavera Highway [Skeleton Highway) because of the ever-

Evangeline Griego with
Director of Photography Jonathan Schell

Photo courtesy of the filmmaker

present sense of ruins and ghosts and public and private histories along the way. But like the traditional calaveras embodied in Jose

Gaudalupe Posada’s work, the ghosts are full of life and humor and, as always, travel with us.

Renee Tajima-Peia,

Filmmaker, Calavera Highway
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Introduction

Calavera Highway, a feature-length (83-minute) documentary,
is a sweeping story of seven Mexican American men grappling
with the meaning of masculinity, fatherhood and a legacy of
rootless beginnings. When brothers Armando and Carlos Pena
set off to carry their mother’s ashes to the place in south Texas
where they were raised, their road trip turns into a quest for
answers about a strangely veiled past. As they reunite with five
other brothers, the two men try to piece together their family’s
shattered history. Why was their mother cast out by her family?
What happened to their father, who disappeared during
Operation Wetback, the notorious 1954 U.S. deportation

program?

© American Documentary, Inc.

Armando and Carlos Pena.
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As an outreach tool, the film takes viewers on a multilayered
journey that explores the multigenerational experience of
American-born descendants of immigrants and illustrates the
extremely wide range of possible responses to adversity. Its
poignant portraits provide an excellent springboard for rich
discussions of family relationships, male identity, psychology,

culture, history and public policy.
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Background Information

Mexican Americans in the United States

According to a 2005 U.S. Census Bureau report, more than 25
million U.S. residents are of Mexican origin — approximately 9
percent of the national population and about 61 percent of the
total Hispanic population of the United States. About 10 million
people of Mexican descent reside in California and roughly 7
million in Texas — constituting nearly a third of the population

of those two states.

Families of Mexican American heritage arrived in the United
States in a variety of ways. Approximately 78,000 were residents
of disputed territory in California and New Mexico when, after
years of ongoing disputes, control of the areas was finally won
by the United States in the Mexican American War. Rather than
move to the Mexican side of the border, thousands chose to stay
and become U.S. citizens. A similar pattern occurred when

Texas declared independence from Mexico.

In the last half of the 19th century, relatively few people
immigrated from Mexico to the United States. However,
numbers increased in the early 20th century due to the
combination of political instability in Mexico and increased

demand for farm labor in the United States.

Between 1900 and 1930, at least half a million Mexicans
migrated to the United States, (because the Border Patrol was
not created until 1924, exact numbers are difficult to confirm).
This immigrant population was split between those who
intended to work for a few years and then return home and
those who intended to stay and bring additional family
members to join them. Both groups sent a significant portion of
their wages to family members back in Mexico, a pattern that

continues for many Mexican immigrants today.

During the Great Depression, many Mexican immigrants
returned to Mexico, either because they could not find work or
because they were caught up in U.S. government enforcement
of the Repatriation Program. When demand for workers
increased during World War I, Mexicans again returned to the
United States. Millions crossed the borders in the latter part of
the 20th century as part of an ongoing pattern that includes
spikes in immigration (often in response to official incentives),

followed by crackdowns on undocumented workers.
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Grandparents Juan and Eulalia Loera with sibling.
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Sources:
“Facts for Features,” U.S. Census Bureau [April 20, 2005),

www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/releases/archives/

facts_for_features_special_editions/004707.html;

“Mexican Americans,” Allan Englekirk and Marguerite Marin,

www.everyculture.com/multi/Le-Pa/Mexican-Americans.html.



