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Ha l f w ay thro u gh the film “ Mojado s :

Through the Night,” f i l m m a ker Tom my

D avi s’s camera drops su d den ly to the

gro u n d , and we see the open de s ert tu rn ed on

its side bet ween thorny bl ades of grass and

c actus plants. He and four young men from

Mexico have just crossed a highway in southern

Tex a s ; a hel i copter is audible nearby, a n d

everyone is running aw ay from the road as fast

as they can. Th ey are weak from a day wi t h o ut

clean water or food . The scene captu res one of

the many mom ents of terror that punctu a te the

l on g, f ri gid and of ten tedious wi n ter journ ey

t h ro u gh the de s ert , a journ ey with high stake s

for the men who have left their families in

Mi ch oacán to cross the border and work in the

Un i ted State s .

Fear is as constant a com p a n i on for these

m i grants as the cameraman who tru d ge s

a l on gs i de them : fear of running out of w a ter, of

f reezing night tem pera tu res and of the Border

Patrol agents who could send them back to

Mexico. What the documentary shows, h owever,

is their rem a rk a ble re s o lve as they su f fer

t h ro u gh the de s ert . To u gh n e s s , com m i tm ent to

t h eir families and sense of hu m or som eh ow

sustain the men the director refers to as Gu a po,

Vi ej o, el Ti gre and el Oso.

The documentary — a product of two years

work by Texas native Tommy Davis — covers a

week in the lives of these four men as they

travel to the U. S . f rom Ch era n , a town in the

mountains of cen tral Mex i co. The dep a rtu re is

p a i n f u l . Gu a po is worri ed that his yo u n gest son

wi ll for get him. No one is su re how long thei r

j o u rn ey wi ll be ; t h eir wives are stoic but wi t h

w a tery eye s . The men know on ly that they have

to walk north by northeast for at least four days

and that four highw ays and a river lie bet ween

t h em and their de s ti n a ti on , a safe house in
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s o ut h ern Tex a s . Th ey hope to outp ace the co l d

f ront that is on its way, bri n ging freezing ra i n

and wi n d .

As their raft begins to sink halfway ac ross the

Río Gra n de , s ome of the men begin to worry

a bo ut the journ ey to com e . Gu a po, s tru ggl i n g

to get of f the sinking ra f t , lands in a cactu s

p a tch . On the first nigh t , no one sleeps well ;

one man stays up thro u gh the night listen i n g

for Border Pa trol agen t s .

The men joke with one another, but they wi ll

die wi t h o ut finding water soon . A mu d dy puddl e

brings hope; it is most likely contaminated by

cows and bacteri a , but the men fill their milk

bottles and joke that this is “d i et water – agua

l i te .” L a ter on , t h ey wi ll get down on their knee s

to drink gra tef u lly from a mu rky pon d . Th ei r

torti llas are alre ady moldy, and several of t h e

m en are get ting anxious with on ly two days

behind them and no food or good water. Th e

f i re wi ll not light that evening in the co l d ,

wet mu d .

“Are you going to do this aga i n ? ” D avis asks

the men thro u gh his tra n s l a tor. “ No,” s ays on e

m a n , who plans to spend two or three ye a rs in

the U. S . But el Oso shakes his head , “ Everyon e

ch a n ges their mind.” The parch ed men share a

beer left over from the bus ri de in Mex i co.

Cactus needles sti ck in their legs .

In a voi ceover, a ra n ch er is heard to say,

“These peop l e . . . i f one of t h em gets sick , t h ey

l e ave ’em beh i n d .” On the fo u rth day out , t h e

torti llas and fresh water long gon e , one of

the men sings to keep their spirits up. As they
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find a puddle at su n s et and scoop up the

mu d dy water, s om eone joke s , “ It tastes just like

Kool Ai d .”

A passing tru cker denies the migrants food ,

but gives them a bit of w a ter before telling them

his boss is nearby and likely to call the Border

Pa trol on them . Af ter another cold nigh t , t h ey

f i n a lly re ach the safe house. A bri ef rest and a

meal of c a n n ed food and po t a to chips is all the

re s p i te they are gra n ted . Wh en Border Pa tro l

tru cks are spo t ted nearby, the men , and Davi s ,

a re told to leave on foo t . It is the last time the

fi l m m a ker wi ll see Gu a po, Vi ejo and el Ti gre .

El Oso runs aw ay and walks another three

d ays into the U. S . The others are caught and

i m m ed i a tely deported to Rey n o s a , Mex i co.

D avi s’s doc u m en t a ry cuts to a local news

s t a ti on doc u m en ting the Febru a ry 25, 2 0 0 3

f ree ze that kill ed three migrants south of t h e

Hi ghw ay 281 ch eck poi n t . D avis later learn ed

that Gu a po and Vi ejo had hired a coyo te and

c ro s s ed su cce s s f u lly on Febru a ry 23.

Tom my Davi s , who answered qu e s ti ons after

the screening of the doc u m en t a ry, said that he

does not know if he would do it aga i n . “I don’t

think they should have to cross like that. . . I

h ad driven that ro ute [Hi ghw ay 281] from the

h i ghw ay to my hom etown and to think peop l e

a re dying ri ght out there even with so many

eyes on them . . . I just took the vi ewpoint of

c rossing and trying to show wh a t’s happen i n g.”

D avi s , who carri ed his own food and 80 po u n d s

worth of film and batteri e s , m a n a ged to bri n g

us along with him.

To m my Davis is the director of the documentary

“ M o j a d o s :T h rough the Night.” He spoke at CLAS

on October 5, 2 0 0 5 .

Susie Hicks is a Ph.D. student in the Depart m e n t

of Geograp hy.
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