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The Bracero History Project  

This exhibit is made possible by The Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of American History. The museum is 

part of a consortium of museums, universities, and 

cultural institutions documenting and preserving the 

history of the bracero program.  

 

The Bracero History Project has recorded more than 600 

oral histories and has collected many objects. The website 

www.braceroarchive.org provides online access to this 

collection of oral histories, photos, documents, and 

objects. 

 

Initial funding for the Bracero History Project was 

provided by the Smithsonian’s Center for Latino 

Initiatives, the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 

American History and the National Endowment for the 

Humanities.  

 

This Exhibition is organized by  

National Museum of American History, Kenneth E. 

Behring Center, Smithsonian Institution, In partnership 

with Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service 

 

This exhibition received Federal support from the Latino 

Initiatives Pool, administered by the Smithsonian Latino 

Center. 

 

 



 All photographs were made by Leonard Nadel in 1956, 

and are from the collections of the National Museum of 

American History, unless otherwise noted. 

 

Leonard Nadel a photojournalist, was 
hired by the Fund for the Republic, an 

anti-McCarthy liberal spin off of the Ford 

Foundation, to document the Bracero 

Program.  

In the 1990s, the Smithsonian 

Institution acquired the Nadel images. 

The images document life in Mexico, 
mens' experiences of crossing the 

border, and work and life in the US. 

Those image, unless otherwise noted, 

have been used to tell the photographic 

story behind the Bracero Program.  

We hope you enjoy the exhibit. 
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The Bracero Program, 1942-1964 

Dependence on Mexican labor has been a source of great 

opportunity as well as great conflict for Mexicans and 

Americans. In 1942, facing labor shortages caused by 

World War II, the United States initiated a series of 

agreements with Mexico to recruit Mexican men to work 

on U.S. farms and railroads. These agreements became 



 

known as the bracero program. (Bracero is a term used in 

Mexico for a manual laborer.) 

 

The Bracero Program came into existence in 1942. 

Growers argued that labor shortages in the United States 

resulting from World War II required the recruitment of 

Mexican nationals. Mexico saw the program as a 

contribution to the war effort. Although the program 

began as a temporary war measure, it became a fixture of 

agricultural work landscape until it was finally terminated 

in 1964. 

 

Over the course of its lifetime, the Bracero Program 

became the largest and most significant U.S. labor guest 

worker program of the 20th century. In all, over 4.5 

million contracts were awarded through the 22 years of 

the program. Despite the well-intentioned contracts, the 

program did not escape controversy. Some point out the 

widespread abuses of many of the contracts protective 

provisions and the violation of the legal rights and civil 

liberties of the braceros while others describe the program 

as an opportunity for Mexican nationals to make a living 

and improve the conditions of their families. Regardless of 

one's opinion of the program, it had a profound effect on 

Mexican American settlement patterns in the U.S. and 

numerous Latino families have ancestors who were 

involved in the Bracero Program. 
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Expectations 

Braceros and U.S. farmers had many hopes for the 

program. U.S. farmers wanted temporary labor to harvest 

crops, and Mexico was willing to supply it. Economic 

depression in Mexico and the prospect of short-term 

work in the United States encouraged millions of Mexican 

men to begin the long process of being selected for the 

program. Men journeyed north for many reasons — most 

out of necessity, some to seek adventure, and others to 

start a new life. 

 

The photograph shows the living 

conditions of a bracero's family in San 

Mateo, Mexico 

The photographer, Leonard Nadel, 

described the photograph with the 

following caption: 

"This is one of the two rooms for a family 

of nine people living in San Mateo-about 

20 miles south of Mexico City. The other 

room serves as a kitchen, work room, 
and storeroom. When work is available 

in the village, a Mexican laborer may 

earn about 10 pesos per day. Because of 

this, the wage earner of the family here 

wants to go to the US as a farm laborer 
where he may earn much more anywhere 

from 4 weeks to 6 months." 
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The Journey 

The process of being selected for a work contract placed 

physical, emotional, and financial burdens on aspiring 

braceros. The Mexican government recruited men from 

rural Mexico and negotiated terms in an attempt to 

protect workers and regulate the contracting process.  

Participation in the Bracero program was 

limited to agricultural workers, and not 
open to urban dwellers. Prospective 

Braceros often were asked to show their 

calloused hands to prove that they were 

experienced farm laborers. Workers 
were fingerprinted as part of the 

processing procedure, and were 

fumigated with DDT before being allowed 

to enter the United States. 

Applicants often had to travel long distances from their 

pueblos (villages) to reception centers for processing. The 

men then had to pass a number of bureaucratic hurdles 

and medical examinations, waiting weeks, uncertain if they 

would be selected for a contract. 
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The Border  

Crossing the border was a major hurdle in the journey 

north. Upon arrival to the United States, 

braceros were taken to processing 

centers where they were subjected to 

humiliating exams and bureaucratic procedures. They were 

searched for vegetables, weapons, 

marijuana or similar contraband and 
sprayed with DDT by Department of 

Agriculture personnel. If they did not pass the 

medical exams, they were sent back to Mexico. 

 

Growers came to the border looking for able-bodied and 

experienced farm workers. Braceros sought contracts 

offering good pay and decent working conditions in areas 

hospitable to Mexican laborers. 

 

The photographer, Leonard Nadel 
described this processing saying: "Much 

in the same manner and feeling used in 

handling livestock, upon crossing over 

the bridge from Mexico at Hidalgo, 
Texas, the men are herded into groups of 

100 through a makeshift booth sprayed 

with DDT." 
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The Farm 

Braceros had little control over what would happen once 

they signed a contract.  They could be sent to farms 

thousands of miles away with unfamiliar climates and 

cultures.  They had to rely on the growers to provide 

housing, food, and medical care.  Only occasionally would 

visiting Mexican consuls be available to help with contract 

or health issues.  The new life braceros encountered was 

dramatically different from their home villages 



 

Panel  7 

 

 

47   in. x 85 

13/16 

Labor and Strife 

Concerns about labor issues plagued the bracero program 

from the start. With an eye on reducing costs and 

improving profits, growers saw the bracero program as a 

source of cheap labor. American farm workers worried 

that braceros would compete for their jobs and lower their 

wages. Many union leaders were alarmed about the use of 

foreign workers and how that would affect their ability to 

organize farm labor. 
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Broken Promises  

Bracero contracts promised much but did not always 

deliver. Poor housing conditions, disputes over pay, 

discrimination, inadequate health care, and a lack of 

worker representation were some of the braceros’ 

common grievances. Workers were sometimes housed in 

converted barns and makeshift tents with limited water, 

heat, and sanitary facilities. They were often transported 

in unsafe and poorly operated vehicles. Although the 

work was grueling and housing substandard, many 

braceros endured these conditions, hoping to make more 

money than they would at home. 

 

The photographer, Leonard Nadel 

described the photograph of two men 

comparing paychecks with the following 

caption: "'We are paid with checks at the 

camp,' one man said. 'Sometimes the 
check stubs indicate the deduction and 

sometimes they don't. Most of the men 

do not check [the] stubs with 

explanations in Spanish. If you ask any 
questions to have them explain to you, 

they get very mad.'" 
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Farms and Railroads 

From sunrise to sunset, on farms, braceros worked cotton, 

citrus, dates, and such backbreaking stoop-labor, crops as 

sugar beets, lettuce, and strawberries.  

 

Thousands of braceros were brought in 

to perform stoop labor, Medical clinics 

reported backache as the most common 

ailment among the braceros. Since no 
machine has been able to replace stoop 

labor, it continues today. 

 

Early in the program, they also maintained railroad tracks. 

Over time, braceros were sent to California, Texas, 

Oregon, Washington, Arkansas, and 29 other states. 

Contracts ranged from a few weeks to 18 months. Camps 

ranged in size from just a few braceros to a thousand. 
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Family 

The bracero program brought both economic opportunity 

and unexpected hardship to Mexican families. Mexico’s 

government hoped that workers would bring much-needed 

cash into their economy. Some men did earn enough 

money to build houses, buy land, or start businesses in 

Mexico. Meanwhile, families left behind while men were 

away had to find ways to get by without fathers, 

brothers, and husbands. 
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In the United States 

The bracero program affected communities across the 

United States. Some towns held dances, church services in 

Spanish, and other social and business events for the 

braceros. Many braceros never returned to Mexico. Some 

of them developed personal relationships, married local 

women, and started new families in the United States. 

Other towns discriminated against the braceros, barring 

them from restaurants and movie theaters. Even some 

local Mexican Americans were wary of the new workers. 
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On The Farm 

Braceros’ experiences differed depending on where they 

lived and worked. On isolated farms far from towns, the 

men were often forced to be self-sufficient — cooking, 

cutting hair, doing laundry, and sharing domestic chores. 

Larger camps often provided food and some sort of 

entertainment. No matter where they were, braceros 

created an informal network that helped each other deal 

with camp life. 
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Beyond Borders 

As popular culture, business, and labor have brought U.S. 

influence to every corner of Mexico, so have Mexican 

labor, culture, and religious practices influenced the U.S. 

Although bracero workers were supposed to return to 

Mexico at the end of their contracts, not all did. Many 

who returned to Mexico later emigrated to the U.S., aided 

by the experience and knowledge they had gained as 

braceros. Today, numerous families and communities can 

trace their histories to the bracero program. 
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Legacy 

The bracero experience was one of exploitation but also of 

opportunity. The program had a direct impact on 

immigration and labor policy and, more importantly, on 

the formation of thriving Mexican American communities 

here in the U.S. With its legacy of struggle and success, 

the story of the bracero program was truly bittersweet. 
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