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Every year thousands of children seek entry into the United States through legal and 
illegal means. Many times they arrive just to be held for a time and sent back after they 
are deemed unworthy of citizenship. The stories of these boys & girls is hearwrenching.
Whether they are escaping gang violence, religious persecution or seeking higher 
education and opportunity, one thing is certain: they deserve a better life. These are
the stories of those who were lucky enough to survive through entry into the U.S.A.

introduction definitions 1. Alien – a person residing in a country other than their country of origin without permission of citizenship
2. Asylum – a temporary refuge granted political offenders, esp. in a foreign embassy.
3. Coyote – a person who smuggles Aliens across the border into the U.S. for a fee
4. Gang – a group people associated with delinquent behavior [often socially exclusive and violent]
5. Immigrant – a person who migrates to another country
6. Refugee – a person who flees for their safety, usually to another country [by legal or illegal means]
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“Most children take enormous risks to come to the U.S. in order to escape 

poverty, violence, abuseor abandonment, while some come seeking to 

reunify with their parents or other relatives. In their journey to the U.S. 

these children are exposed to the same dangers and hazards as adults but 

their age makes them more vulnerable. Unaccompanied children report 

being sexually and physically assaulted, abandoned by traveling com-

panions and unable to find food and shelter. They report being raped by 

other migrants or law enforcement officials.11 While these children are 

in need of care that is sensitive to their age, previous experiences, culture, 

and language, various reports document that children in DHS detention 

experience harsh conditions that often violate their human rights while in 

the custody of U.S. institutions.” (1).101,952
apprehended in 2006

7,000-9,000 children were referred to the Office of Refugee Resettlement | 85% were 
from Honduras, Guatemala & El Salvador | 74% were male | 26% were female | 80% 
were age 15-18 | 20% were age 0-14 | They traveled by foot, train, & automobile | 
Most were returned without a hearing | How many will seek entry this year?

2005
How many will seek entry this year?

unaccompanied chiLdren statistics



| aLejandro | age 6 | maLe | eL saLvador |

When I was born my father abandoned me. He did not want to pay or deal with me because 
I was born sick. Grandma says Daddy didn’t want to pay the bills for my blood transfusions 
and medication. She said he didn’t love the spots on my arms like she did. Mommy went to 
America after I was born so when Daddy left Grandma had to get a job. Grandma decided
I was to go to America because she got sick & knew she would not be able to take care of me 
soon. She also did not want my cousins with the other bad boys they call family to come and 
get me. On my way to America i was captured by the U.S. officer men & sent to Texas for 7 
weeks. There were other boys in the center like me. The officer men found my Mommy and 
she took me to my new home. I’m glad that they found her because now she takes care of me.  If you return to your country of orIgIn wIll you be safe? “no”. 
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I lived in El Salvador my whole life—it is part of who I am, but I can never go back. The Mara
Salvatrucha gang controls the area where my home used to be, and for two and a half years I had
to endure their threats and violence. Ever since the day I refused to join MS-13, I have lived in
fear. I couldn’t go to school. I couldn’t leave my house. You can see the scars on my legs and arm
where they attacked me with knives. I’ve witnessed my friend’s death because he disobeyed their
orders. They killed my uncle and two cousins and my family was next.

I couldn’t bare to continue living like a mouse in a lions den, so I left. I couldn’t say anything to
anyone about my departure for fear that MS-13 would find out and come after me. In the dead of
night I left with the clothes on my back and the 270 pesos I saved up. I spent a month and a half
on a bus that took me from El Salvador to Guatemala, where I took a train to Mexico. There I met
up with my half brother, who helped me plan out my route to the U.S.

It took twelve days of walking and a swim across a river to get across the border, but I was found by
the border patrol and detained in a juvenile facility for 27 days. Luckily my aunt who lived in Texas  
took me in and I am hoping to go to school and one day become an engineer. I am one of the lucky
few who was given entry. I would have certainly died had I not been allowed into the United States. 

Andres
E L  S a Lv a d o r  |  1 8  y E a r  o L d  |  m a L E

r e a s o n  f o r  d e p a r t u r e :  g a n g  v i o L e n c e
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I am an American. I came to the United States when 

I was 2 and have been living here ever since. I have 

two daughters who are U.S. citizens. My husband was 

deported and shortly after he got really sick. I went 

to Mexico to visit him and take care of him for three 

months. Because I was not a U.S. citizen I payed a coy-

ote to take me back over the border . On the way back, 

though, I was found in the back of a food truck. I was 

allowed to stay in the U.S. after giving information on 

the coyote to the government. I have high hopes for my 

life in the United States. Most of all, I am glad that I can 

see my daughters and that they will have a better life. I 

will go to college, raise my family, and love my country.

E V I L L I A |  m E x i co  |  1 8  yE a r S  o L d  |  F E m a L E  |
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GanGs

“We  Kill. We  Rape. We  Control.”
     MS - 13 Motto



My Familia could not afford my schooling. I worked in the fields for 

3 years with my father when I could not go to school anymore. It was 

Mother’s idea for me to go to America. She knew it would be a hard 

journey, but I knew it was worth it if I could work hard in America. It 

took 2 weeks to reach the border. I travelled by foot for part of the way 

and hitched rides with the guide of the man my parents paid. He hit me 

many times, especially when I asked for water. He gave me only one meal 

per day. Much of the time I was hungry and thirsty, but it was worth it. 

The U.S. immigration officials caught us at the border and I spend 2 days 

with them. They then sent me to a center with bunkbeds and other boys 

like myself. It was a confusing time. For 26 days i waited. Then my uncle 

came and took me home. I am grateful for the U.S. for letting me stay.

S E E k i n g  H i g H E r  E d u c at i o n

Guatemala | 15 year old | male

Nevaro
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|  pa n c h o  |  a g e  1 2  |  m a L e  |  m e x i c o  |

I never knew my parents because they went to the U.S. to find better opportunities. I lived with 

my grandparents who had medical and money problems. They were only able to feed me once 

a day and did not pay attention to me. My grandfather was an alcoholic and would abuse my 

grandmother and me when he drank. Once my grandmother had to go to the hospital because my 

grandfather smashed her head into the wall. Outside of my home conditions were even worse. I 

would always feel scared walking on the streets because every week a group of men would take my 

lunch money. They even threatened to kidnap and kill me. When I was 9 years old, a group of men 

beat me up and pushed me down onto the street. I fell on a broken glass bottle and got a cut in my 

stomache area. I had to get 8 stitches at the hospital. Because of all the violence in my house and 

neighborhood, my grandmother sent me on a flight alone to the U.S. I was caught by immigration 

officials at a stopover and placed in a juvenile detention center for 2 months. I didn’t know what 

was going on. Now I’m living with my grandmother from my mother’s side in Minnesota. I met 

my parents for the first time last week. They are undocumented immigrants, but my grandmother 

in Mexico is trying to sponsor them. I’m fluent in English and will be starting 8th grade in August. If I have to return home they wIl fInd me and kIll me.
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Join  Flee or Die



Pilar
I am a 14-year-old girl from El Salvador. I illegally fled to the United States to escape violent 
gang threats. My parents abandoned me at birth and I was living with my two older brothers 
and elderly grandparents. I had to walk a long time to get to school. This was very dangerous 
because on the long walk is when gangs would threaten me and my friends to join. I have been 
constantly threatened with rape since I was 11 years old. I know that four of my friends and my 
seven-year-old cousin have been raped because they refused to join the gang. I even witnessed 
a friend’s murder because they refused to join the gang. I was so scared that finally I was able to 
leave the country with my Aunt to the United States in hope of a safer life. I was caught at the 
border and placed in a juvenile center for three weeks. Fortunately, I am currently living
with my Aunt in the United States and I am happy to go to school without any threats. 

El Salvador | 14 year old | Female
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I was living in Ecuador with my family and had to endure gang violence and threats 

everyday. I married a girl that had temporary residency in the United States. She gave 

birth to my son a few months after she returned to the U.S. I decided that my son couldn’t 

grow up without a father, and I wanted to support my wife. I took a flight to Honduras, 

and from there a car ride to Guatamala. After that I walked for four days trying to reach 

Mexico. I was givin a ride into mexico, but I was left to walk alone for eight more days, 

with little water and no food. I met a guide who said he would get me into the United 

States. I agreed. He did not give me any food for the duration of the trip and he treated 

me badly. He said that if I really wanted to get to the U.S. I could endure it. I finally made 

it to America, but I was abandoned by my escort and picked up by the police in Phoenix 

and put in jail. They gave me food, but they threw it on the floor and were very rude.

It is never safe back home in Equador. There is crime every day. Also, the man who 

brought me across the boarder and left me in Arizona, went to my parents house many 

times insisting that we owed him $8,000 dollars.

R a f a e l
|  E q u a d o r  |  ag E  1 7  |  m a L E   |   w i F E  &  S o n  i n  u . S .  |  E S c a p i n g  g a n g  v i o L E n c E  |
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| think | act |  hope | love |



When I was living at home, I was always scared. Uncle owed money to the scary men who 

were going to take my cousins away if he did not pay. I was afraid the scary men would 

think I was my uncle’s daughter and take me. I was afraid they would hurt me until he 

paid and I knew he did not have any money for them. I tried to go to the United States 

because my parents lived there with my 2 sisters and 3 brothers. I had been saving what 

little money I could and payed a coyote. I did not have as much money as the coyote 

wanted and he hit me, but he said “Get in the truck chica.” We were caught by the men 

with badges and they were very mean. They told me I was going to die unless I told them 

everything. They kept me for two days and gave me two glasses of water and a sandwhich 

the whole time I was there. Then they send me to a center for boys and girls like 

me. Thankfully, my mother and father found me there. I love living in the United 

States where there isn’t as many threats and violence. I am going to school, and I love it.

| Guatemala | 13 year old | Female |

Rosario
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| sancho | age 5 | maLe | eL saLvador |

I left El 
Salvador so 
I could stop
being scared.

I left El Salvador so that I could stop being scared. The bigger boys & men with the tattooed faces followed 

me to and from school. When I passed them they would push me and yell at me. They called me their little 

friend, but they are not my friends. My mommy didn’t want to call the police because they can’t do anything 

she says. I heard my mommy tell my older brother they showed up at her work and threatened to kill her 

and my brothers if I didn’t join. We moved after that, and I heard mommy say that Mr. & Mrs. Sanchez (our 

old neightbors) said they came by the house looking for us. They were mean to Mr. & Mrs. Sanchez because 

they wouldn’t tell where we moved. They found us though, so mommy decided I was going to America. It 

was hard getting to America. The man who took me wasn’t nice and he wouldn’t give me anything to eat. 

When they caught us across the border, the officer-man got mad at me because I couln’t speak English. He 

yelled and yelled and yelled until he got so mad he pushed me against a wall and pointed his finger in my 

face. I had to stay in the kids center for almost a whole month until my aunts came and got me. I live

with Aunt Jennifer & Aunt Cecilia now and I am happy. They told me I could  start school soon too!
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Font: Adobe Garamond Pro
Inspiration: I started with a scanned copy of a print I made using a grid of string. This 
scanned image was my source of inspiration & my color pallette spawned from the 
yellow/marroon color it turned when I figetted with the color levels in photoshop. 
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“No puedo volver”I caNNot returN


