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Como va uno a rendirse? A
gue seguir buscandole, por
donde sea.

How can we give up? We
have to keep finding a way,
wherever we can.

JOSE AGUILAR

TRUCK DRIVER

WORKED AT NATIONAL FOR 12 YRS
QUIT TO HELP WIFE IN HER
BUSINESS THEN STARTED HIS OWN
TRUCKING COMPANY

CURRENTLY HAS 3 SEMIS AND

3 EMPLOYEES



“No se echen para atras,
luchen por sus suefos. Nada
es facil, y el que persevere
alcanza. Los derrotas nos
hacen mas fuertes. Lo mas
duro que batallamos, mas lo
disfrutamos y valordramos. La
ciudadania que tenemos no la
hemos ganado a pulso.”

“Don’t give up, fight for your
dreams. Nothing is easy, and
the one who perseveres
attains. The defeats make you
stronger. The harder we
struggle, the more we enjoy
and value it. The citizenship
we have, we have won earned
through hard work.”

OCTAVIANO & RITA NIEBLAS
FAMILY OWNED CAR DEALERSHIP

EL TULE, CHIHUAHUA, MEXICO
LIBERAL KS RESIDENTS FOR 25YRS
STARTED BUSINESS TO BE WITH AND
WORK WITH THEIR CHILDREN



“Empecé a trabajar a los 9
anos. Ha trabajado de
todo—ninera, mesera, trabaje
en tiendas, fui troquera por 3
anos, y en la planta por 10
anos. Mi meta era aprender
ingles y agarrar mi GED. Mi
suefo era ser agente de
bienes raices... Esta si es La
Tierra de Los Suenos, pero si
no trabajas duro, se quedaran
siendo solo suehos.”

“l began working at 9 years
old. | have worked in
everything—as a nanny,
waitress, in grocery stores, |
was a trucker for 3 years and
worked at the plant for 10
years. My goal was to learn
English and get my GED. My
dream was to be a real estate
agent... This is the Land of
Dreams, but if you don’t work
hard, they will keep on being
only dreams.”

MARIA ONTIVEROS

REAL ESTATE AGENT
CUAUHTEMOC, CHHUAHUA, MX
ABANDONED AT AGE 9

MARRIED AT 15, DIVORCED BY 23
RAISED 2 CHILDREN ON HER OWN
IN LIBERAL SINCE 1984




“Trabajaba para una compania,
y me ascendieron de puesto.
Me iba muy bien, pero mi
corazon queria tener mi propio
negocio. Alguien una ves me
dijo, es mejor ser la cabeza de
un ratén, que el rabo de un
ledon.”

“l was working for a company, |
got promoted and was doing
very well, But my heart was
really wanting to have my own
business. And someone once
told me; it is better to be the
head of a mouse, than the tail
of a lion.”

MARIO & ALMA LOREDO
IRMA'S CAFE OWNERS

MCALLEN, TX & COAHUILA, MX
WORKED IN SAN ANTONIO, TX
BEFORE MOVING TO LIBERAL, KS TO
START A FAMILY RESTAURANT IN
EARLY 2008




Llegue a Liberal, KS y trabaje en la
Matanza, National Beef, por 2
anos. Ese trabajo no lo vi como un
futuro. Después fui a Arizona y
trabaje en la construccion.
Aprendi, y 3 anos después
regrese a Liberal. En ese tiempo
no habia mucho trabajo y por
medio de eso, empece a trabajar
por mi cuenta.

| came to Liberal, KS and worked
at the slaughterhouse, National
Beef, for 2 yrs. | didn’t see a future
in that job. Afterwards, | went to
Arizona and worked in
construction. | learned, and 3 yrs
later | returned to Liberal. There
weren't a lot of jobs at the time,
and due to that, | began to work
for myself.

JOSE ORTUNO

CIUDAD DE MEXICO, MEXICO
CONSTRUCTOR

SELF EMPLOYED FOR 10 YEARS
CURRENTLY HAS 10 EMPLOYEES
PICTURED WITH THE FIRST HOME HE BUILT



Yo siempre pensé, esta no va ser
mi vida. Yo no quiero estar en un
tralbajo tan pesado ni trabajando
por alguien mas. No savia como lo
iba ser, pero yo queria ser algo de
mi vida y darle lo mejor que yo
podia a mis hijos—sola.

| always knew, this was not going
to be my life. | didn't want to be
doing such heavy work nor
working for someone else. | didn’t
know how | was going to do it,
but | wanted to make something
of my life and give my children
the best | could—on my own.

EVA FELIX

GUANAJUATO, MEXICO

OWNER OF EXPRESSIONS SALON FOR 13YRS
SELF EMPLOYED SINCE 23

EMPLOYS 5 OTHERS

MARRIED AT 17 TO ESCAPE A STRICT
HOUSEHOLD, AFTER DIVORCING, SHE
ATTENDED COSMETOLOGY SCHOOL TO
SUPPORT HER 2 CHILDREN




Trabajo desde los 10 afos—pizcaba
en los files. Cuidaba a mi hermana de
5 anos y me la llevaba a los files.
Tenia 19 cuando llegue a Liberal en el
'93. Empecé en la National. Dure 2
horas en el piso, me dio revoltura en
el estomago v sali llorando. Fui a la
High School pero como ya tenia 2
hijos, me corrieron... Después, luche
para sacar mi licencia de seguranza,
secretaria, interprete y preparacion
de impuestos.

| have worked since | was 10 yrs
old—I used to work the fields. | took
care of my 5 yr old sister and would
take her to the fields with me. | was
19 when | arrived in Liberal. | started
working at National. | lasted 2 hours
on the floor, became nauseous and
ran out crying. | went to High School,
but since | had 2 kids, they kicked me
out... Afterwards, | struggled but got
my insurance, secretary, interpreter,
and tax prepartor license.

NANCY MORENO

JUAREZ, CHIHUAHUA, MEXICO

INDEPENDENT TAX PREPERATOR FOR 11 YRS
BIMBO BREAD DISTRIBUTOR FOR 13 YRS

HER MOTHER HID THE FACT THAT SHE WAS A
NATURALIZED U.S. CITIZEN UNTIL SHE FOUND
0UT BY ACCIDENT AT AGE 35



Decidi que tenia que empezar un
negocio. Poco a poqguito, con
mucho esfuerzo fue creciendo. La
idea era tener una tienda de
dulces y fiestas Mexicanas... mi
negocio de convirtid de una
pinata a un vestido de novia.
100% de mis clientes son Latinos.
Si no hubiera tanto Latino en
Liberal, no tendria negocio.

| decided that | needed to start a
business. Little by little, with a lot
of effort, it grew. The idea was to
have a candy and Mexican party
store... my business transformed
from one pinata to a wedding
gown. 100% of my clients are
Latino. If there were not so many
Latinos in Liberal, | wouldn’t have
a business.

MARIA AGUILAR

SPECIAL EVENTS STORE OWNER

2 STORE LOCATIONS IN LIBERAL

OFFERS EVENT DECORATING, CATERING AND
FORMAL WEAR, EMPLOYS 7 OTHERS
PICTURED IN THE ORIGINAL CORNER OF HER
STORE, “WHERE IT ALL BEGAN"



Trabajar en las norias no es dificil,
pero peligroso si. E visto muchos
compaferos fallecer, por caerse
de la torre o hasta en el camino al
trabajo. Pero lo mas duro es estar
lejos de mi familia, abecés hasta
meses.... Mi compania sabe que el
inmigrante trabaja muy duro—es
la vida de nosotros, trabajar y
trabajar.

Working on the rigs is not
difficult, but it is dangerous. | have
seen many friends die, falling of
the derrick or even driving to
work. The hardest part for me is
being far away from my family,
sometimes for months... My
company knows that the
immigrant works very
hard—that’s our life, working and
working.

RAMON RUIZ

RIG MANAGER (TOOLPUSHER) FOR 26 YRS
RUNS OWN REAL ESTATE RENTAL BUSINESS
WHEN OIL FIELD CRASHED IN 2015, HE
BOUGHT A SEMI AND BEGAN TRUCK DRIVING



EXPLORING THE CONDITIONS THAT HAVE LED TO A RISE IN MEXICAN
IMMIGRATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN LIBERAL, KS

Zaira Nohely Ruiz
Chapman Center for Rural Studies, Spring 2016

This paper seeks to explore the socioeconomic conditions among Mexican immigrants and
emphasize the factors that have bred the rise of immigrant entrepreneurship—despite the

political and economic systems being against their favor. It will do so via interviews and
photographs.



How is it that a group of illegal, politically undesirable, and socially unsolicited
people—with a history of adversity—rise to become an economic engine to the most
powerful country in the world, the United States? Hispanics have become the largest
minority group in the country—the following chart illustrates the remarkable rise since the
1800s.1 Their impact on our communities and nationwide is indisputable; immigrants
contribute to the United States’ economy and have shaped the American social landscape.
However, recent political rhetoric seeks to degrade immigrants—particularly Mexican
immigrants—and strongly underscores negative stereotypes and connotation. It is
important to recognize and understand the role Mexican immigrants play in our society. |
plan to examine the complex role of immigrants, society, and economics through the lens of
a community—Liberal, KS— in which these factors have become particularly indivisible
and emphasize the factors that have bred the rise of immigrant entrepreneurship. So |
propose the following: we should be aware of these immigrant’s stories, struggles, and
triumphs in order to know them as people—not simply as a “Mexican immigrant worker.”
Then we can begin to understand their significance and impact in our communities.

Kansas is a state that has experienced a strong influx of Mexican immigrants,
specifically in the southwest. This steady increase dating back to the 1980s is largely due to
the meat processing plants in Dodge City, Garden City, and Liberal—which require massive

amounts of cheap labor.2 Since then, the Hispanic communities have settled and become an

1. Jie Zong and Jeanne Batalova, “Mexican Immigrants in the United States,” Migration Policy
Institute, March 17, 2016, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/mexican-immigrants-united-
states/.

2. Janet E. Benson, “Garden City: Meatpacking and Immigration to the High Plains,” Changing
Face, July 1996, https://migration.ucdavis.edu/cf/more.php?id=157.



integral part of the area, to the point of creating minority-majority towns. While there is
much immigration and economics research done in southwestern Kansas, there is still a
need to recognize the individual identities as real people in these communities. I attempted
to do this by interviewing nine Mexican immigrants who have worked in popular industries
and are now business owners in Liberal, KS, and photographing them in a way that reflects
broader immigrant sentiments—simultaneously putting a face to “the Mexican immigrant
laborer.” These interviews placed the individual in a context that emphasizes the many

facets there are to this growing immigrant social issue.
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Figure 1. Chart showing the remarkable rise of the Hispanic population in the United
States since the 1800s. SOURCE: Migration Policy Institute,
http://migrationpolicy.org/programs/data-hub.



These interviews revealed a few common trends among the selected immigrants—
prior unfavorable conditions in Mexico, a feeling of uncomfortable or painful displacement
once in the U.S,, and the desire to supersede their current living standard—regardless of
age, gender, or class.

Some conditions were a little more “unfavorable” than others. Many were part of an
agricultural family who earned a living by working in the fields. Some lived and worked in
more urban areas, taking up a variety of jobs. And one was abandoned and homeless.
However, for the most part, they could all agree on the difficulty to attain a better standard
of living. The need to improve varied from individual to individual. Jose Ortufio,® who
graduated high school and worked in restaurants, could not find a promising job in his
native Mexico City. For Ramon Ruiz,# it was his turn to head north and join his six siblings,
who after a childhood of growing up motherless and struggling to feed one another decided
there was no better option. These immigrants did not leave Mexico for lack of a desire to
work, they left because they had a desire to work and Mexico could not provide the means.

In fact, when asked if they would have stayed in Mexico had they found work
equivalent to that of the U.S., most of the interviewees said yes—especially towards the
beginning of their journey in the United States. After all, it is el pais de uno—one’s own

country. For most, simply getting into the U.S. was a struggle on its own. For example,

3. Jose Ortufio, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author,
February 20, 2016.

4. Ramon Ruiz, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author,
January 5, 2016.



Octaviano Nieblas® walked for days across the desert and Maria Aguilar® swam pregnant
across the Rio Grande. But once within the border, the struggle continued. The top struggle
and obstacle for the interviewees overall was the language barrier and culture shock. How
do you manage in a foreign country when you have close to nothing and can’t communicate
well enough to even order at a fast food restaurant? But the humiliation and discrimination
was worth the opportunity for better work.

Still a popular immigrant destination around the time many of the interviewees
crossed into the U.S,, was California. While some of the interviewees did begin their journey
in California, some started in Texas, and a few in Kansas. Smaller rural towns have become
more popular throughout the years, in contrast to the attraction of metropolitan coasts in
the past. In the case of Liberal, Dodge, and Garden City, it is due to the prosperous
industries of the meat packing plants, oil field, and trucking. The allure of a stable job in
these areas is so great, that entire Mexican villages have begun to migrate there. It can
begin through one family member who marks the path, settles, is successful, and later
encourages family and friends to join him. These communities tend to settle with the
purpose of being productive and working hard.

The emphasis on working hard was repeated ceaselessly over the course of the

interviews. All of the immigrants professed the importance of hard work. For Maria

5. Octaviano Nieblas, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by
author, February 19, 2016.

6. Maria Aguilar, “Mexican Immigrant Entreprencurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author,
January 5, 2016.



Ontiveros,” it meant staying alive. She worked throughout her childhood to survive, both
before and after being abandoned at the age of nine. In fact, all of the interviewees claimed
to have worked throughout their childhood—even as young as five years old. They had
helped in the fields, done household duties, or in family owned businesses. Nancy Moreno,?
at the age of 10, was in charge of her six year old sister and would bring her along to work
as she picked lettuce and tomato in the fields.

Which is why it makes sense that these immigrants would keep seeking to improve
their occupations. The interviewees now own their own businesses or are pursuing higher
entrepreneurial efforts. However, they all have experience in or are currently employed in
the popular industries around Liberal—National Beef Packing, the oil field, or trucking. It
is clear, simply by noting the sheer numbers of the Hispanic population, that immigrants
are fueling the Liberal economy. However, they are not only doing so through being
employees. Liberal has witnessed a rise of immigrant owned businesses throughout the
past two decades. What caused the rise? The interviewees, who are part of these growing
group, all have different businesses but share a common interest—family. Whether it be to
provide a better standard of living, to work with family, be closer to family, or all of the
above. Family was the primary motivation for creating a business among this immigrant

group. Eva Felix emphasizes how important it was to her to own her own business. She

7. Maria Ontiveros, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author.
February 20, 2016.

8. Nancy Moreno, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author.
February 20, 2016.



states that laboring so hard for someone else is no life at all.? Her motivation only grew
after becoming a single mother of two. For Octaviano and Rita Nieblas, their car dealership
allowed them the opportunity to see their children grow, because according to Rita, “you
don’t see your own kids if you live inside that plant.”10

Immigrants have given rural southwestern towns life. They provide steady supply of
labor and their businesses invite growth. And they are here to stay. After asking the
interviewees whether they would consider moving back to Mexico, all of them said no. For
the most part, these immigrants have lived in the United States a majority of their lives and
become citizens. Some held the view that if Mexico had little to offer them then, now it has
nothing. Especially due to the violence caused by the drug cartel wars throughout Mexico,
which reached its height in 2013. It is common opinion that those who work derecho—or
work through legal means—and succeed, are targeted by those who don’t. Mexico has
transformed for many and is not the homeland they left behind. Especially if one has
worked hard to built a successful life in the United States. While the immigrants are proud
of their culture and origins, it is clear that they have worked to establish themselves in the
U.S.—while maintaining that identity.

Many Mexican immigrants in Liberal, KS, are actively economically and socially
engaged in their communities—contrary to the popular belief that immigrants tend to

work in low-wage labor and become occupationally stagnant. Not only do they contribute

9. Eva Felix, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author,
February 19, 2016.

10. Rita Nieblas, “Mexican Immigrant Entrepreneurship in Liberal, KS,” Interview by author,
February 19, 2016.



to the already standing economy and work force but are creating jobs and becoming
employers themselves. It is important to be aware of the political and social environment
we find ourselves in—even if it seems not to directly apply to us. For many, the negative
dialogue in regards to Mexican immigrants, both in the political and social sphere, is just
background conversation. For more than 11.7 million people and their families, it can be
life changing. Which is why it is so important to “put a face” to the Mexican immigrant and
realize the role and impact they have in our communities as the following photographic
essay does. Mexican American biographer Thomas H. Kreneck expresses this idea most
fittingly: “the history of Mexican Americans. .. does not have to be only the account of
faceless laborers, classes, and gender as reflected in the statistics . .. and demographics.”
There needs to be “a sense of the ‘human dimension’... [so that] the individual be given

proper credit.”11

11. Kreneck quoted in Jorge Iber, “The Early Life and Career of Topeka’s Mike Torrez, 1946—
1978: Sport as Means for Studying Latino/a Life in Kansas,” Kansas History 37 (September
2014): 179.
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