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Chanizal Oral History Project

Joaquln Bustamante
By Miche1le L. Gomilla

Apr i l  L2 ,  1 ,994

This is an interview with Joaquln Bustamante, former

Mexican Commissioner of the United States-Mexico

rnternational Boundary and water commission. The interview,

by Michelre Gomilra, is part of the charnizar orar History

Project. We are located at Mr. Bustamanters home, number

109 Calle de1 Pino, Fraccionamiento Campestre, Ciudad

Judrez,  Chihuahua,  Mexico.  Todayrs date is  the 12th of

Ap r i l ,  L994 .

Before r ask you to share your recolrections and mernories of

the Chanizal- issue and sett lement i tself,  Mr. Bustamante,

I 'd l ike to ask you to share a bit of biographical

inforrnation with us. rf you coul-d prease tel l  me when and

where you were born, please.

r would rike to start my biographicar sketch with my father.

My father hras a civil engineer. He had a degree in

surveying and Hydrography fron the Nationar university of

Mexico. And while st i lr  a student in 1906, he came to work

for the Boundary commission. And he worked for two years-

B :



f rom 1906 to t -908.  He went  back to  Mexico c i ty ,  f in ished

his  academic s tudies,  [and]  got  h is  deqree in  1909,  f

beLieve. So tre worked for two years with the Boundary

Commission at that t irne.

And then, he went to his native state of Sonora and

worked for several years in surveying nining claims. Then

he went into porit ics. And he was a state legislator in

l-91-9. He was one of the signers of the plan de Agua prieta,

[the procramation] which overthrew president [Venustiano]

carranza in 1919. Then he was interirn governor of sonora in

L920 .

And then he went to work for the Agriculture

Department. [He was] in charge [of] agricultural studies

along the west coast of Mexico. And he came back to the

Boundary commission in L924. r r^ras born in Lgz2. so ever

since then, Irve been associated (chuckles) with the

Boundary commj-ssion. He worked with the Boundary commission

from L924 unti l  his retirement in 1964, a totar of forty-two

years. of those forty-two years, r was with the commission

f rom lL9 l44  to  [19 ]64 ,  [ a  t o ta l  o f ]  twen ty  yea rs .  And  f  was

in for a total of forty-one years. so altogether, we put in

eighty-sornething years with the Boundary commission between

my father and myself- sixty-f ive years continuousry, either

he or  I .  So that ts  my pre-h is tory  before f  was born.

(chuckles)

I was born in L922 in Nogales, Arizona. My motherrs



sister had a l i t t le, private hospital in Nogales. And my

parents were l iving in Hermosilro fsonora] at the t ime. But

for that reason, I was born in Nogales. I never l ived

there. I was born there and they took me back to

Hermosil lo. So even though, by birth, I  had United States

nationali ty, I  never claimed it  or made use of i t .  I  was

always a Mexican.

I  fo l lowed in  rny fa therrs  foots teps.  In  L924,  when he

came to the Boundary Cornmission again, I entered Rusk

Grammar school. That must have been about lL9l26 or tL9l27

to [  ] -9 I  35.  In  [  1-9 ]  35,  I  entered Aust in  High School ,  which

was very recently buil t .  I t  was f inished in lL9)32 | I

think. It was brand-new. I graduated from Austin in

[ ] -9139.  I  entered the [Texas]  Col lege of  Mines [and

Metallurgyl in September of [ ]_9139 and stayed through

September of [1-9]41. Then I transferred to Stanford

University and graduated in L943 in Civi1 Engineering.

Then I went to work for the National Irr igation

commissj-on in Mexico city for a few rnonths in late t19143

and earry lL9l44. And after the L944 water Treaty between

Mexico and the united states was signed, the cornmission

increased its labor f orce. so r came back to rruork f or the

Boundary commission in June of 1944. And r stayed there

unt i l  the 3oth of  Apr i l ,  1985.

when did you f irst become aware of the chamizar issue, Mr.

Bustamante?
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WeI1, I must have been about three years old, I  think.

(chuckres) r donrt remember when r first became aware of

Must have been- what- my very, very, early childhood. My

fattrer always talked about it. And as a child, I guess,

since I was about eight or ten years old, I always

accompanied my father on the field trips, ei_ther in the

local area or sornetimes when herd go out of town on field

t r ips,  r td  go wi th  h in .  And as soon as r  was able to  carry

a chain or (chuckles) a transit,  I  would help him. So, in a

way, I started working for the Boundary Comrnission

(chuckles) when I was eight or ten years old.

You were a junior engineer?

r was a junior engineer. so a lot of the things that r have

in my memory are fron things that he told rne, apart from

things that rtve read. rrve always had a rather intense

intel lectual curiosity, (gestures toward book shelves) as

you can see by the books r have (chuckles) accumulated over

time. so r read everything r can get my hands on. And much

of what I know, f rve read. Some, Irve heard. And f rve been

acquainted with the personnel of the Boundary commission,

both the united states and the Mexican sections, practical ly

al l  my l i fe. rrve known al l  of the commissioners for both

sides in the last f i f ty years. rrve known them personalry-

the Principre Engineers and the secretaries- apart from my

direct contact with the lower lever engineers when r was

start ing out. So thatrs, more or lessr [y background.
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And then in  [19]61,  f  th ink i t  was,  Mr.  Antonio iJ .  l

Bermridez, who was Director General of the National Border

Program, asked me to be in charge of the work here for the

Border Program here in Ju6rez. Although r was working for

the Boundary commj-ssion at that time, r was authorized to

moonlight on it .  so for f ive years r was in charge of ar1

the PRoNAF [Programa Nacional Fronterizo] work in Judrez.

we built the PRONAF cornmercial center. we buirt the new

bridge over the river, the one that has the curve in it, you

know? we enlarged the zaragoza Bridge, which $/as very

narrow. we enlarged it so that two trucks courd cross on

it.  And we buil t  several streets in Judrez.

courd you teII us a l i t t le bit about that program that was

init iated here along the border Iand] the reasoning behind

i t  o r . . .

well ,  Mr. Bernfidez... (Mrs. Bustamante enters room, taping

stopped and started again) wer1, Mr. Bermf,dez- r donrt know

if you are farniliar with who Mr. Bernrldez was- but he was a

local businessman from Judrez and then he became mayor of

Judrez about lL9l4l- to lL9l44, sometime in there. And he

was arways interested in the developrnent of the city. After

being mayor, he was treasurer for the State- State

Treasurer- and then he became Federal_ Senator from

chihuahua, in which post he only lasted a couple of months

because then he was appointed... (Mrs. Bustamante enters

room, taping stopped and started again) He was appointed

B :



Director Generar of Petr6leos Mexicanos, in which he lasted

twelve years. Wtren he left Petr6leos Mexicanos, he started

promoting the idea of the industriarization of Ju6rez. And

he started promoting a program by the federal government to

promote the development, not just of JuSrez, but for the

entire border region, including the southern border with

Guatemala. And President [Adolfo] L6pez Mateos appointed

him, then, Director General of the National Border prograrn.

The National Border Program was intended to promote the

development of al l  the border cit ies, including the ones

along the southern border, in their social, economic, and

cultural aspects. The Border Program did work in Ensenada-

which isntt r ight on the border, but i t  is very close to i t-

Ensenada,  T i juana,  Mexica l i ,  Nogales,  Ju6rez,  Ciudad Acuf la ,

Piedras Niegras- not Laredo, Laredo is an exception- Reynosa

and Matamoros. And in the southern border, rtm not farni l iar

with the work in the southern border, but I know they built

hotels and airports to get tourists into that region. So f

was with him for f ive years. And after f ive years, I  was

tired of double-dipping. (chuckles) (Mrs. Bustamante enters

room, taping stopped and started again)

The federal administration in Mexico City changed. And

President [Gustavo] Dlaz Ordaz took over. And he didn't

sympathize very well with the Border program, so he started

cutt ing down on the f inancing of i t .  And that caused Mr.

Bermfidez to resign. And the new Director came in. And f,
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as I said, I  was t ired by then of working. (chuckles) I

was very enthusiastic, but I was physical ly t ired. So I

told the new Director that I considered rny obligation to Mr.

Bermfidez had been satisf ied.

And who was the new Director?

Mr. Jos6 ts. I  Vivanco. Jos6 Vivanco had been rnayor of

Monterrey. And he was inf luential in the state of potit ics

in the state of Nuevo Le6n. So I resigned then. I didntt

have any more to do with it. The Border Program sort of

just  f izz led out  in  the next  couple of  years.  They d idnt t

fund it  anyrnore and it  f inal ly ended.

And at this point, you were sti l l  working with the Boundary

Comrnission?

Yes. I never interrupted my work with the Boundary

Commiss ion.  I  moonl ighted sornet imes,  but  I . . . .  (chuck les)

Do you remember the meeting of President [John F. ] Kennedy

and [President Adolfo] L6pez Mateos in Mexico City when

they . . .

Yes .

. . . dec ided  to  se t t l e  t he  [Chan iza l ]  i ssue?

Yes .

What was your reaction?

Well,  my reaction was happiness. It  was a problem

with...  (phone rings, taping stopped and started again)

It was somethj-ng that my father had talked about almost

constantly and we knew it was something that, sooner or

B :
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later, had to be resolved. It  was a thorn in the side of

both countries. I t  was a thorn in the side of both

eountries. Land t i t les in EI Paso were uncertain because

even though the territory was under the jurisdj-ction of the

United States, i t  was under the jurisdict ion de facto but

not de jure because the United States recognized that it was

sti l l  under discussion. So many of the land t i t les were- I

wouldnr t  say prec ise ly  inval id-  but  they were. . .

Cloudy?

Cloudy. Ambiguous. Natural ly, the descendants of the

original landowners in Judrez were very unhappy because

their property had been lost. And there was another problem

that entered in. The river recti f ication, which was carried

out  in  the la te [19]30s and ear ly  [19]40s,  extended f rom

Cordova Island clear down to Fort Quitnan. But i t  could not

extend upward because the boundary was uncertain. So that

was another thing that had to be resolved.

Why do you think the United States government waited so long

to decide to sett le the issue? Because frorn my

understanding, the Mexican government had been willing to

settle the issue a long tine ago and the United States

government just kept on putting it on the back burner.

We1l, I think, for the United States government, even though

it was a l i t t le thorn in the side of their relations, they

really didn't give i t  nuch importance because compared to

other government problems it was minor, very minor. For
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Mexico it  was, more than anything else, a matter of pride.

Especia l ly  [ in  l ight  o f ]  the fact  that  in  L9LL,  the

Arbitration Commission had been favorable to Mexico and ttre

United States had refused to recognize it .  So that hurt our

national prj-de. We felt that that land had been IegaIIy

adjudicated to Mexico under the United States and [the U.S.

had not l  respected the Arb i t ra t ion Commiss ionrs Idec is ion] .

How did the Mexican elementary or secondary text books

portray the issue of the Charnizal? T know you attended

schoo I . . .

I  couldnrt answer that directly because I never read

(chuckles) elementary text books in Mexico. But I can

irnagine that they portrayed it in a very unfavorable light.

And you mentioned that your father had constantly talked

about the Chanizal issue to you. What sort of things did he

teII you while you were growing up about the Chamizal? Do

you remernber?

B: WeII, of course, he took me to visit  i t  and he showed me the

actual land and extensions. And he told me about the

Arbitrat ion Commission in l-91-O and [how] i t  had voted in

favor of Mexico [and] decided that part of the terri tory

belonged to the United States and part to Mexico, which was

the main objection of the United States Commissioner, Anson

Mil ls, to accepting the arbitrat ion award. And he explained

all  of these things. And he told me, also, about some

proposals for a solution that had been made by one of the

B :
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Boundary Commissioners- I guess, in the late lLgl2}s i t  must

have been- Mr. Pedrero C6rdova. And he, as I recall ,  he

published his proposal or something without the approval of

the government. And that cost him his job. (chuckles)

That cost him his job. so al l  these things are what r

remernber my father telling me.

And then, when this agreement between the two

governments was announced- in l-963 I believe it was- there

was qreat joy in Mexico. Thatrs one of the reasons that in

Mexico John Kennedy is very highly [regarded]. Not just the

fact that he did this, but that he showed that he realIy

wanted to patch up relations with Mexico and improve them.

And, to this day, he is very highly regarded in Mexico. He

and fAbrahan] Linco1n.

So when the two Presidents issued instructions to the

Boundary Comrnission to propose a practical solution to the

problem, w€ were al l  real excited because we were going to

be able to work on it .

And at this t ine, you were sti l l  employed as an engineer

with the Boundary Commi-ssion?

YeS. And the two Commissioners, Mr. David Hererra [JordSn]

from Mexico and Mr. [Joseph F. ] Friedkin from the United

States, weII, they started working on this. And, of course'

w€, who were their assistants, had to put in our l i t t le two

cents worth, a1so. So I part icipated in al l  of the studies

and the preparations of graphs and charts and all those

1 0
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things for the Mexican Section.

Was this prel iminary work before the treaty was rati f ied by

both governments, the planning that you were involved in?

Yes. The Boundary Cornrnission made a study and proposed a

solution which was later incorporated j-nto the treaty. I

donrt know if yourre famil iar with a booklet published by

the Foreign Ministry of Mexj-co City cal led, The Graphical

Solution to the ChamizaT?

No ,  I rm  no t .

Let me show it to you.

Okay. Let me turn the tape off.  (taping stopped and

started again)

F i r s t . . .

The  name  o f  i t  i s . . .

. . . this booklet is named E'l  ChamizaT: Soluci6n CompLeta,

Albun Grlfico.

And who was it published by?

This was published by the Ministry of Foreign Relations in

Mexico City. I  think i t ts a very poor presentation, very

poorly printed. But aII these graphs were produced here in

Ju6rez by the Mexican Section of the Boundary Commission. I

personally worked on al l  of these graphs. (shows booklet)

Theyrre aII numbered and [there is] a very brief descript ion

of what i t  shows.

Was th is ,  then,  a  proposal?

This was the proposal that was made to the two governments,

B :
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which was the basis for the treaty. This shows the area

under question. (shows booklet) This shows one of the

rnyths that grow up about the Chamizal, that the territory

extended clear up to the White House [Department Store],

wh ich  i s  no t  t rue . . .

In EI Paso, the White House Department Store?

. . .because of  th is  p laque that  says,  ( reads inscr ip t ion)  r rOn

this spot then, the r iver of the ancient city of El Paso de1

Norte, when [Juan] Marla Ponce de Le6n, the f irst sett ler on

th is  s ide,  bu i l t  h is  house in  1827. t t  We1I ,  many people

thought that that dernonstrated the Chamizal extended clear

up to that point, which is not true. In the f irst place, in

L827,  i t  was a l l  Mexico.  There was no Uni ted States in  th is

area.  In  the second p lace,  th is  then just  says,  ( reads

inscript ion) ttOn this spot then, near the river.rr How near?

Fifty feet away or a ni le away?

G: Very vague.

B: Very vague. So this has no validity to i t .  I t  was a nyth

that grew up. So this shows the location of the plaque and

so on. This shows (points to rnap) a1l posit ions of the

river in different eras. This, in orange, shows the river

as i t  was surveyed by [Wil1ian H. ] Emory and [Jos6] Salazar

II larregui] in 1852 when the off icial boundary survey was

made.  This  is  a  probable pos i t ion of  what  i t  was in  L827.

And that was in L962. This shows different posit ions of the

river in different years. This showed, then, the actual

72
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difference between the river in t952 and the river in 1896

when  the . . . .Pa rdon  me . . .  ( i n te r rup t i on ,  t ap ing  s topped  and

started again)

So this next graph (points to graph) shows the probable

posit ion of the r iver in l-864 before the large f loods of

that year. This shows, of course, the Cordova Island. The

river realIy r,vent around this way. (refers to map)

Were there people l iving on Cordova fsland, ever?

Not that I know of. I t  was always farm Land. There may

have been some l i t t le huts or sornething, but I dontt

remember seeing people actually l iving there.

This shows (points to photographs) some of the

buildings in or near the Charnizal where investigations were

made trying to determine where the river might have been.

And some of those buildings, [such as] La Casa Blanca- the

Wh i te  House-  and . . .

Because it  had that plaque and al l .

And what else?

They had the o1d Opera House, Hotel Windsor, the old court

house,  Pomeroyts  Stable,  the county ja i l  in  l -853.

The Texas and Pacif ic Rai- lroad Station, is that what i t .  is?

Uh huh. This showed that in the early part of the century,

there was nothing down in this area. This was Mexico at the

t ime.  This  is  the o ld For t  B l iss .  Look at  i t  here.

(points to nap)

So this booklet was done for the Mexican Section of the

G :
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International Boundary and Water Commission?

Done by the Mexican Section.

And did the United States Section prepare a similar

Ibooklet ]  ?

Possib ly .  I rm not  fami l iar  wi th  a s imi lar  th ing by the

United States Section. And these (points to map) are some

of the depressions found in the land in L897 that indicated

that, dt some time, the river had f lowed in this area.

The river f looded often?

The river f looded often at that t irne. This shows (points to

nap) some of the cross sections which were made- pits [were]

dug- trying to determine by examining the ground, the

sediment, and so on, where the river had been after the

river had covered al l  this area at one t irne or another.

This shows several of the posit ions of the r iver in 1881,

l -886,  l -91-0,  1853 ,  l -885 ,  L827 .  This  is ,  more or  Iess,

hearsay because there had not been a survey at that tine.

Were you work ing a longside U.S.  engineers. . .

Yes .

. . . a t  t he  t ime?

Yes .

And what was the relationship like with them?

Oh, very good. Itrs always been very good.

Congenial relationship. .  .

L864 (points to map) with a big question mark. Probably

somewhere in this area.

B :
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Big question mark. And what is this?

So this (points to rnap) attempts to shorar how the river moved

south in different areas unti l  i t  f inal ly got to this l ine

on different dates-

And  i t  goes  f rom L827  to . . .

l1-8l27 to 1,962. And [the map shows] the increase in the

land area. This is what we call- what name should I give i t

in English?

You can say it  in Spanish.

Una grhfica art i f iciosa- an art i f icial graph. We tr ied to

show the area of the Chamizal land in regard to the dates.

We get this l ine. (points to graph) Then by interpolating

here,  in  L864,  w€ get  that  i t  was l -77 hectares.  So th is

shows a possible solution- returning 177 hectares to Mexico

in this area, which is the actual Chamizal area. Then you

have 156 hectares in Cordova. The entire area of the

Chamizal  is  333 hectares.

Tota l?

Total. But in this solution, Cordova €toes to the United

States to el iminate this protrusion of Mexican terri tory

in to E1 Paso.

Do you think that Mexico agreed on returning or transferring

the Cordova section to the United States because there were

very, very few residents l iving there?

WeIl, that was one of the posit ive factors, that i t  was just

uninhabited. If  i t  had been inhabited they probably
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couldnf t have done it .

Now this is just a little background showing how the

r i ve r  i n  t he  l a te  [19 ]3Os  and  ea r l y  [ ] - 9 l4Os  was  rec t i f i ed .

AII these orange areas (points to rnap) are pieces that had

been cut off from one side or the other and how the river

wasnrt absolutely a straight l ine but aII of these curves

had been eliminated. That was shown to demonstrate that it.

was technically feasible and historical ly acceptable to make

a change in the river. I t  had been done before. This is

sort of a close up of that [and it  shows] how the different

areas had been cut off from Mexico and from the United

States. And in this recti f ication, the new channel of the

river was located so that areas cut off from each country

were exactly the same. So neither country gained or lost

terr i tory.

So that was the basis for the f inal proposal that this

area (points to nap) be returned to Mexico, that this part

of Cordova Island be transferred to the United States, and

that this area in here be returned to Mexico. So Mexico

would have al l  of this [and] part of this Cordova Is1and

t.tould go to the United States. There would be no territory

of one country j-ntruding into the territory of the other.

So that was the f inal solution. This album was printed in

Mexico City for the i l lustration of the public [and] to try

to explain to the public how the solution was arrived at.

Because many people couldnrt understand it .  I t  was just lup
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to the Mexican gtovernment tol te1l them or put it in writing

in a text .

So this book was available to the general publi-c?

Yes.  I t  was avai lab le to  the genera l  publ ic .

Were there any visits to Ciudad Ju6rez by any federal

government off icials explaining the treaty i tself or tel l ing

the people about  the t reaty? Because I  know in  El  Paso. . .

I  think i t  was just the Boundary Commission itself.  I  donrt

remember anybody corning frorn Mexico City expressly for that

purpose or explaining it .

Because I  know in  EI  Paso,  Ambassador  Thomas Mann. . .

Yes .

. . .me t  w i th  C i t y  o f f i c i a l s  and  exp la ined  wha t . . .

Yes .

. .  .would take pl-ace or what was proposed to take place.

Yes. I remember I met Mr. Mann several t imes. There is a

difference between the way things are handled in the United

States and in Mexico. And, you know, in Mexico we have a

very centralized government. We do not have very much

contact between federal off icials and the state and

munJ-c ipa l  o f f ic ia ls .  And in  the Uni ted States i t 's  qu i te

d i f ferent .

End of Side A
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Beginning of Side B

B: For example, Mr. [Joseph F. ] Friedkin explained to me how he

had to coordinate his work with the mayors of the border

towns, and with the state governors, and so on. And we

donrt do that so much. The federal government does what i t

needs and it does not go to any great lengths to explain or

to acquiesce with the local governments. It keeps them

informed and that ts  about  aI I .  So,  for  that  reason,  I  donr t

recall anybody coming from Mexico City expressly for that

purpose.

G: What do you remember about Mr. Jorddn- David Hererra JordSn?

Did you meet with him often?

B: Engineer David Hererra JordSn was a great man.

great engineer and he became a great diplornat.

boss for thirty-two years. Hers one of the few

Commissioners who has entered the Cornrnission as

He was a

He was my

Mexican

Commissioner. Most of them came up from the bottom- as I

d id .  f n  t he  ea r l y  [ L9 ]40s ,  I a te  [19 ]30s ,  he  was  Res iden t

Engineer on the construction of E1 Azucar Dam, which is now

called Marte R. G6mez Dam, on the San Juan Ri-ver in the

state of Tamaulipas. And he was one of the bright boys of

the National Irr igation Commission. And then before he

finished that dam, he was transferred to Hermosil lo

[Sonora] .  He was put  in  charge of  the construct ion of
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Abelardo tC.l Rodriguez Darn in Herrnosil lo, which was a

cooperation between the state government and the federal

qovernment. And the state governor was General Abelardo

Rodr iguez,  who had been Pres ident . . .  (phone r ings,  tap ing

stopped and started again)

Engineer Hererra Jord6n had a very close relationship

with General Rodriguez. And when the 1944 Water Treaty was

signed, i t  was decided in Mexico City that they needed a

Commissioner who was farni l iar with the construction of dams.

Because that was provided for in the treaty, that several

dams would be constructed on the river.

Along the border?

Along the border. So with the backing of General Rodriguez,

Engineer Hererra Jorddn was selected to be Commissioner.

WelI, when he arrived here as Commissioner in- was it  in

March or  Apr i l  o f  tL9 l47-  he was a f ie ld  engineer .  I  donr t

think he was very comfortable in an off ice. And he didnft

know anything about diplornatic relations. But he Iearned.

He was a smart man and he learned quickly. And at that

t ime,  ds I  recal l ,  Mr .  [Lawrence M.  ]  Lawson was st i l l

Comrnissioner for the United States. They got along pretty

we1l. And at that t irne, I was assistant to my father' who

was the Principle Engineer for the Mexican Section. And ny

father and he had a very close relationship. And I did,

too, even though f was several rungs down the ladder.

And then,  when my father  re t i red in  179J64,  lL9 l55-  f
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donrt recall  the exact date- I st i l l  remained as assistant

to the new Principle Engineer, but I had a closer

relationship to Commissioner Herrera at that t ime because of

my father. And then, of course, in L977 I became Principle

Engineer. So from then on, I saw him everyday and consul-ted

with hirn. r was very, very privy to his thoughts and his

actions. And I respected hirn very much. I appreciate very

much the way he treated me. He was always very tolerant

(chuckles) of my mistakes and very generous in privi leges

and so on with me. He al lowed me to attend the technical

meetings of the American Society of Civi l  Engineers on

glovernment tine. And he pernitted me to attend a meeting

sponsored by the International Development Bank in Argentina

in 1-960. And I fett I  was very fortunate in working for

him. And he had a bri l l iant nind. He was srnart. And, ds I

sdy, even though he knew nothing about diplomacy' he

learned. He learned and I think he turned out to be a good

diplornat. (chuckles)

I would think that he would almost have to have had a good

relationship with Cornmissioner Friedkin because if  they

hadnrt have had any rnutual understanding or cooperation- and

a bit of diplomacy I rnight add- the Chamizal settlement may

not ever have been hammered out.

Thatrs quite true. And that is something thatrs been

ctraracteristic of the Boundary Commission, at least in the

last f i f ty years that lrve been acquainted with i t .  There

B :
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has been a close, personal fr iendship between the

counterparts. My father had a very close friendship with

Mr. [Wil l iarn Harrison] Ainsworth, who was the Principle

Engineer of the Cornmission before [Joseph F. ] Friedkin, and

then wi th  Mr.  [Lawrence M.  ]  Lawson,  a1so.  And [as for ]  Mr.

Lawson and Mr. Hererra Jorddn, thej-r fr iendship wasnrt so

close because their periods, obviously, didnrt overlap very

much. Mr. [Lawrence M. ] Lawson left the Commission not very

Iong after Mr. Hererra came in. And then Mr. Friedkin came.

We1l, there was one in between. There was Colonel Leland

tH. I Hewitt between them. He lasted a couple of years, I

think. And then Friedkin carne in. And over the years, they

formed a very, very close fr iendship as Friedkin and I have

formed.

So, f think, thatrs one of the characterist ics of the

Commission that had permitted it  to come to satisfactory

agreements. There has been disagreements on national issues

which each Commissioner has [been] obliged to defend his

countryrs interests which is sometimes dianetrical ly

opposed, but personally, theyrve aII had very good

relations. AII [ the Commissioners have] had very good

relations. So thatrs about aII I  can tel l  you about the

Chamizal ,  d i rect ly .

May I ask you about the land that was transferred back to

Mexico? Could you recall  what the process involved after

the Chamizal Treaty was implemented? For example, [on the
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U.S. sidel, government appraisers went into the ChamizaL

area, Iand] appraised the homes.

Yes. That is an interesting point. Mexico has always

considered that private property is not subject to

international negotiat ions. Thatrs one of i ts strongT points

of i ts foreign policy in, for example, the expropriat ion of

the oi l  propert ies in 1938. Personal property in a country

is  an in ternal  a f fa i r .  I t rs  not  subject  to  in ternat ional

negotiat ion. So in this part icular case, after the

propert ies in the Chamizal were appraised, Mexico bought

them. They didn't part icularly buy then, they paid the

United States the value of those things. And they were

destroyed. They were el irninated. So the land transferred

to Mexico was transferred without any private properties on

it al l .  [The land was transferred] directly government to

government.

Were there any conmercial bui ldings that were transferred to

Mexico? Can you recall?

Commercial bui ldings?

I f  I  remember,  the Peyton Packing Plant  was. . .

Peyton Packing IPlant] was el iminated. ft  was destroyed.

There was a n i l l .

I t  was the Mining and Smelter Supply. But i t  was destroyed

also. As far as I remember, the only three buildings that

were actually transferred were the Navarro [Elementary]

School- where the University is now- the o1d Border Patrol
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station- where the Mexican Section of the Commission is

located now- and next door there was a trucking companyrs

warehouse.

And the Mexican government paid the United States government

for those structures?

For all the structures, even the ones that were destroyed

and razed. So the land was transferred with no private

property whatsoever. I t  was aII directly Itransferred]

g;overnment to government. So then, when it was transferred,

each country agreed within itself what it would do with the

land. And the Mexican government decreed that all this land

would be used exclusively for civic and cultural purposes.

[There would be] no private interests in i t  whatsoever [and]

no conmercial uses. And you see we have the CharnizaL Park.

And, of course, in the United States they have the Charnizal-

Park and they have Bowie High School and things of that

sort. But, just recently, w€ have noticed some uses in the

Chamizal area which, in my opinion, are not in accord with

that agreernent. At the old Judrez Fairgrounds there is a

private restaurant, or

What I s the narne of it?

Ad6n,  I  th ink.

Addn?

bar, or something there.

Can you remernber?

Ad6n, with rrn. rr And then, the building where the old

trucking company was, [the IDC Trucking Company], which is

next door to the present off ice of the Mexican Section of
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the Commission, was taken over by the city. Wel1, f irst i t

was taken over by the Federal Public Improvement Board.

Then it was turned over to the city. And they use it as

off ices for the Public Works Department. But now, theytve

added storage yards for their garbage trucks, and

maintenance yards, and so on. It  has the appearance of a

dump now, a junkyard. Thatrs sornething Itve been trying to

gtet  f ixed up,  but  I  (chuck les)  donr t  know i f  I r11 have any

luck wi th  i t .  But  in  genera l ,  i t 's  a I1 been used for  publ ic

purposes- cultural and educational and recreational. We

have the University there. The o1d Border Patrol Detention

Center ,  which is  where the Univers i ty  is  now. . . .

I f  I  recaII, dt one point during the implementation of the

Chamizal Treaty, there was mention of building a new [al ien]

detent ion fac i l i ty  very,  very c lose to  the U.S.-Mexico

border. Do you remernber that issue?

I donrt recall  at the moment. I  donrt recall  at the moment.

And the [EI Paso] city government donated land near the

airport to build the Border Patrol faci l i t ies there.

Yes. We1l, the old Border Patrol faci l i t ies was in the land

that was transferred to Mexico. Thatrs where the University

is  now.

Were you involved in the relocation of the international

bridges? Do you remember that?

Not directly because at that t ine I was beginning to be

involved with the construction of Anistad Dam. And when the
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G :

B :

B :

2 4



G :

B :

G :

B:

G :

B :

actual construction work on the Chanizal relocation started,

I didnrt have very rnuch to do with the actual construction

work. But I did work on the studies to prepare the proposal

for the sett lement. So I donrt know what else I can tel l

you about the Chamizal.

Wou1d you l ike to tel1 us what yourre working on now?

Well, I  ret ired from the Boundary Commission in 1985-

unwi l l ing ly .  (chuck les)

What happened?

WeII, in Mexico, federal employees are entit led to their

maximum retirement benefits at the age of fifty-five and

thirty years service. In 1885, I was sixty-three years of

age .

L985?

1-985. I was sixty-three years of age and f had forty-one

years service. So I was very gently asked to retire.

(chuckles) So I couldnrt very well- say so. The post of

Boundary Commissioner is by presidential appointment. You

canr t  very weI I  go against  the Pres ident .  I f  he says,  r r l t rs

t ime to leave.r r  WeI l ,  you 1eave.

Thatrs another point that I would l ike to mention. As

a result of the success of the Chamizal negotiat ions, the

two Comrnissioners were rewarded by giving them the

diplornatic rank of ambassadors, which they didnrt have

before.  So Mr.  [David]  Hererra Jord5n and Mr.  [Joseph F.  ]

Friedkin were designated ambassadors. And then when I
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succeeded Mr. Hererra, I  was given the rank of ambassador.

I imagine Commissioner fNarendra] Gunagi has it  now, rrrn not

sure. And Irrn not sure whether the present Mexican

Comrnissioner has the diplornatic rank, but r inherited i t .

And the rank of ambassador, of course, is designation by the

President with the consent of the senate. So when they teII

you to leave, therers nobody to appeal to. ( laughs) You

leave.

So when I left the Commission, I worked for about three

or four years with a fr iend of mine that was just start ing a

construction company intending to construcL maquiTas.

Whatts his name?

Mr. Lorenzo Aguilar. Lorenzo Aguilar htas an old, old fr iend

of  mine.  Hers an e lect r ica l  engineer .  He had been Genera l

Superintendent of the Judrez electrical system. And when he

retired, he started this l i t t le construction company. So I

went to work for him. In four years we built about five

factories for the Japanese concern, Yazaki. We buil t  one in

Ascenci6n. Then we duplicated it- doubled it  in size. Then

we buil t  one in [San] Buena Ventura. We buil t  one in Casas

Grandes. We buil t  another one here in Ju6rez. And we buil t

two speculative plants to rent out. But there was bad

managernent in the company and it ,  f inalIy, had to dissolve.

So I  le f t  that .

And then for a few months I was General Manager of a

materials testing company, which was a subsidiary of an El
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Paso company. It  was- what was that mants narne? f have

very great memory lapses regarding peoplefs names-

Tha t rs  okay .

Anyhow, I was General Manger of this testing cornpany for

several months. And I didntt get along with the owners, so

I  f ina l ly  res igned.  And s ince then,  I rve just  had

occasional work on consult ing. And right now, the man that

calIed me on the phone was a lawyer. Irm a witness in a

lawsuit by one of the maquiTas in town who is suing the

contractor who built their building because they had

sett lement and a lot of defects in i t .  So theytre suing the

contractor and Irm a witness for the owner.

Yourre an exper t  wi tness.

I rm an expert witness on it .  And I have to be at the plant

tomorrow rnorning to testi fy about some defects. So thatrs

what  I rve been doing the last  few years.  I  donr t  have an

off ice. f  don't have a steady income, (chuckles) except my

pension, but whatever I do once in awhile, i t  comes in

handy. Keeps me busy and earns a l i t t le bit of money.

You mentioned that you were sti1l today interested in the

his tory  of  the In ternat ional  Boundary. . .

oh,  yes!  Def in i te ly ,  def in i te ly .

. . .and Water  Commiss ion.  Have you been doing anyth ing?

WeIl, for many, many years I thought of writ ing up a history

of my father and of the Commission itself.  But I keep

putt ing i t  off,  putt ing i t  off,  putt inq i t  off,
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procrastinating. And a few months a9o, about three rnonths

dgo, Mr. Ren6 Mascarefias [Miranda]- r dontt know if you know

who he is .

Would you l ike to tel l  us about hin?

ft l l  tel l  you about hirn a l i t t le later. Mr. Ren6 Mascareflas

asked me to join a group that he formed two or three years

back called rrJuarenses.rt And his idea is to get al l  these

people- fr iends of his- to cooperate in obtaining historical

information to rnake a l teneral history of Ciudad Ju6rez. And

each person has [been] assigned certain areas that theyrre

supposed to study. So he asked me if  I td supply information

for a history of the Commission. So I thought, rrWe1l, f  rve

been thinking about i t  so long. f might as well start

writ ing i t .  rr And I started it .  And I have so much material

that i t 's very diff icult to pick out thinqs which I feel are

important and not nake it  too long. I donrt want to write a

whole book on it .  And I donrt want to write an academic

research paper. I just want to condense some of the

information that I have frorn memory, from the books, and so

forth into one book. ftrs not going to be published

commercial ly or anything. Itrs just going to be a private

book. I imagine it t l l  run about L50 pages, something l ike

that. And I want to illustrate it with maps and photographs

of people that worked on the Comrnission and so on. So I

started work on that about a month ago. Rigrht now, I have

about sixty-f ive handwritten pages. And I 'm taking it  in
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chronological order. Riqht now, ffm writ ing the legal

aspects of the original Charnizal arbitrat ion. And r have a

bibl iography of about close to seventy publications, books

and pamphlets, and so on.

A re  mos t  o f  t hem. . .

And about fifty unpublished reports, and memorandums, and so

oD, many of which f have written myself.

And most of the sources are frorn the Mexican si-de?

I arn writ ing i t  from the viewpoint of the Mexican side, y€s.

Most of them are from the Mexican side, not al l  of thern.

Many of them are publications of the United Stages

government. Many of them are joint publications of the

Commission. Many of them are books which have been

published for the general public. In fact, f  even put in a

novel. Therers a novel published by a man named [Wallace]

Perry .  I  donr t  know i f  hets  s t i l l  l iv ing or  not .  Probably

not. He was a newspaperman in Las Cruces, [New Mexico].

And he wrote a novel caIled, Each PurpTe Curtain [San

An ton io :  S .A .  Nay lo r  Co . ,  1954) .  [The  book ]  i s  abou t  a

young man from Mesil la, [New Mexico]- or one of these towns

up the Va1ley- who studied engineering at the Universj-ty of

Texas and then started working for the Boundary Commission,

and his adventures working for the Boundary Commission,

[and] the studies for the construction of Elephant Butte

Dam. And i t ts  in terest ing reading.  I t 's  f ic t ion,  but  i t

has a 1ot of true information in i t .
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Do you think he perhaps created the character in thinking of

you?

No. f never met him. One day in the EI Paso Public

Library, I was browsing in there and I saw this book. And

the title of it caught ny attention, Each PurpLe Curtain,

which is frorn Edgar Allen Poers poem, rrThe Raven.rr I  l ike

Poers poetry very much. So the t i t le caught my attention.

I pul led i t  out and started looking at i t .  t I  said to

mysel f  l ,  t tOh,  i t ts  [about ]  the Boundary Commiss j -on. r r  So I

checked it out and reah it. And then after that, I went out

and bought i t .  (chuckles) And then sornetime [ later]- I

donrt know when- I lent i t  to someone. And I lost i t .  And

about a year d9o, I was browsing through that place in Five

Points- what is i t ,  the Book Nook, they sell  old books- and

I  ment ioned. . . .Oh,  before that ,  I  asked Leon Metz i f  he was

fami l iar  [wi th  the t i t le  and]  i f  he could help me locate i t ,

you know. [He] never couId. So then T wrote to some

company that special izes in locating o1d books. No result.

Then I mentioned to this- I  forget the manrs name that runs

this l i t t le used book place in Five Points. And he said,

rrYes, I rernember [the book] quite we1I. I  have it  here. I

have two copies of  i t . r r  So I  sa id,  r rWeI I ,  I r11 buy one f rom

you. rr And he sold it to me for about four times what it was

worth. (chuckles) But f gladly paid i t .

So Irm collecting photographs of some of the people

that have worked on the Commission frorn way back when it was
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f irst created in L848. And I have certain biographical

information which I st i l l  have to acquire on people's birth

dates and dates of death, and so on. But I have just about

everything I need to write the complete history.

Are you collaborating with Mr. Friedkin now?

We just chat on the phone once in a while. We have lunch

once in a while. His wife has been quite i1l in the last

few years and we donrt get together as much as we used to.

Many t imes I ca1l, him and he says, rrWell,  NelJ_ hasnrt been

feel ing wel l .  Wet I I  have to  postpone i t  for  now.r  So I

havenrt seen him personalry in, oh, two or three months now.

But we call each other on the phone once in a whi1e.

when do you hope to comprete your research or the writing

i tse l f?

Perhaps by the end of the year.

And do they p lan on compi l ing aI I  o f  the. . .

WeIl,  thatrs one of my problems- to get somebody to type al l

this stuff up and then proofread it ,  edit i t  and reproduce

the photographs, and so on, and then possibly bind it .  I

donr t  know.  I t l I  take i t  as I  go.  I  have an of fer  f rom a

friend of mine who offered me that he could get a secretary

to type it up in a word processor. so ilm going to send the

first batch of work to her in the next few days. And,

I i t t le  by l i t t le ,  I r l I  keep work ing on i t .

Okay ,  wou ld  you . . .

Let me show you some of the photographs.
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c: Okay. (Mr. Bustamante exits to retr ieve photographs, taping

stopped and started again)

G:  Mr.  Bustamante,  I td  l ike to  ask you one f ina l  quest ion.

you remember or did you attend any of the ceremonies

conmemorating the settlement of the Chamizal issue?

WeI1, I attended the off icial ceremony when the agreement

was made public and f inal ized, when the actual transfer of

lands was forrnalized. The ceremony was at the Chamizal

Memorial in Ju6rez. r was present with the two presidents.

At that time the President was- was it r,6pez Mateos at that

t ime- i t  was Mateos and [Lyndon B. ] Johnson. r was present.

Then r was present at the ceremony at the chanizal park in

EI Paso a year or two d9o, conmemorating the- what was it-

35th anniversary of the Charnizal. I  was there with Mr.

Fr iedk in.

Would lzou care to make any closing comments for us?

WeI1. ft  doesnrt have anything specif ic to do with the

Chamizal. But we also had a ceremony commemorating the

10oth anniversary of the Boundary cornmission in Lgg9, f ive

years agto.

Was  i t  t he  U .S .  and  Mex ican  Sec t i on  o r  j us t . . .

Both. I  was out of the Commission by then, but, anyhow, I

took part in i t .  And they organized a symposium and people

came from Mexico city and from washington to part icipate.

And there were several papers presented on different aspects

of the comrnission. r presented a paper on it .  And we had

G :

B:

3 2



G :

B:

people from the State Department and from the Foreign office

in Mexico City come up. And the Mexican Postal- Service

issued a commemorative stamp commemorati-ng the 1-ooth

anniversary. And very few people know that the Boundary

Commission has been in existence for one hundred years or

that  i t fs  been in  El  Paso a l l  that  t ime-  EI  Paso and Ju6rez.

The Commission has always had a very low profi le.

Why is that?

WeII, I  think they think they work more eff iciently that

way. I think they sometimes have overdone it because many

people just ignore i t .  Many people donrt even know it

exists and some people have heard of i t ,  but they donrt know

its history, or why it  originated, or where it ts located, or

what i t  does. I think i t  needs a l i t t1e bit rnore of

publ ic i ty .

We}I ,  perhaps your  paper  wi l l  shed l ight  on. . .

WeII, I  donrt intend to write a paper to be public property.

(chuckles) I rnay run off half a dozen copies for my fr iends

or  someth ing l ike that ,  that rs  i t .

okay,  Mr.  Bustamante.  WeI1,  I td  l ike to  thank you for

spending the tine that you did with me in sharing your

memories and relocations.

B:  Wel l ,  I tn  happy to  do i t .  And i f  I  can be of  any help la ter

on r  j us t  ca I I  me .

Okay.

You know where you can f ind me. (chuckles)

G :

B :

G :

G :

B :
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Thank you very much. This is the end of the interview.

End of Interview
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