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Faces of the Harvest: The Strength of Palisade, CO 2025

By Anahi Perea | Archaeologist & Community Outreach — La Plaza

In the fields of Palisade, Colorado, where some of the nation’s best peaches and cherries grow,
human stories also blossom, full of effort, community, and hope. This article is the result of field
research conducted during the harvest season, where | shared some time alongside H2A visa
migrant workers, most of them from Mexico, to learn more closely how they experience their
work and day to day life.

This research was made possible thanks to La Plaza, an organization that supports the migrant
community in Mesa County. To genuinely connect with these individuals, | used a method called
participant observation. This approach, described by anthropologist James Spradley (1980),
involves being actively present: sharing people’s spaces and time, and respectfully observing
their daily life. It's not just about asking questions, it's about listening, coexisting, and learning
through lived experience.

Work as Pride and Family Commitment

Many of the workers | interviewed made it clear that their work is not solely driven by financial
need. They do it out of love, pride, and for the well-being of their families. Miguel, from
Michoacan, told me, “l don’t just come here for money, | come so that my children can eat better
than | did when | was a kid.” The idea of working for their children’s future came up repeatedly.

This reflects what anthropologist Philippe Bourgois (2007) observed in his studies: that even in
difficult circumstances, people seek respect, dignity, and pride. In this case, farm work is not just
about hauling fruit, it's a way of fulfilling their roles as parents and responsible men, even while
being far away from home.

The Body as Tool and Sacrifice

The bodies of farmworkers in Palisade are not merely physical presences, they are essential
tools and also silent battlegrounds. Through interviews and participant observation, it became
clear that the body is the main resource for labor. However, that tool also suffers, wears out, and
often breaks down without receiving proper care or rest.

Workdays start before sunrise. Workers, still groggy, already carry the pressure of filling
containers, meeting production quotas, and enduring extreme weather. By midday,
temperatures can exceed 100°F (37°C), and the trees don’t always offer enough shade. Every
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piece of fruit picked involves repetitive motion: reaching out, balancing on unsteady ladders,
carrying baskets that can weigh more than 30 pounds. Added to this physical strain are minor
injuries that often go untreated, cut fingers, sunburns, allergies, chronic back pain.

Many workers told me they’ve learned to live with pain. “It's normal,” said Victor, from San Luis,
while massaging his wrist. “When you can’t use one hand anymore, you switch to the other.”
This acceptance of discomfort as part of the job reflects what Seth Holmes (2013) defines as
structural suffering: physical pain that doesn’t come from isolated accidents, but from an
economic and social structure that expects the human body to adapt and endure without
complaint.

This physical vulnerability is worsened by lack of access to medical care. Although some
employers offer basic care, many workers avoid reporting injuries out of fear of being seen as
“inefficient” or “replaceable.” In this way, the body becomes a kind of silent contract: the more it
can endure, the more valuable it is. Yet that value rarely translates into recognition or care.

This intensive use of the body, along with emotional silence, also has psychosocial
consequences. The body doesn’t just get tired, it also holds back tears, clenches its teeth, and
endures. This physical resistance is tied to a rural masculine ideal that values toughness and
dismisses complaints. As Bourgois has observed, in many hard labor contexts, enduring without
showing weakness is a form of masculine dignity.

Even so, behind that strength lies a complex truth: the migrant agricultural body is exploited,
made invisible, and crucial to sustaining the local economy. Their sacrifice is present in every
box of fruit that reaches the supermarket, though it’s rarely acknowledged.

In short, the bodies of the workers in Palisade are where productivity, pain, silence, and hope
intersect. They are tools of labor, yes, but also living memories of resistance, effort, and
humanity.

Community and Daily Life

Amid the furrows and fruit trees of Palisade, where the land demands long days and constant
physical work, another vital dimension emerges, one not always visible at first glance: the
community that farmworkers build among themselves. This daily coexistence is one of the most
meaningful findings of this fieldwork and shows how human bonds become essential for
enduring and finding meaning in shared effort.

Far from their families and home communities, H2A workers rebuild a new sense of belonging
among their peers. The houses or trailers where they live, the breaks in the shade, the
communal dinners, and the conversations at the end of the day become symbolic spaces of
refuge and affection. Shared routines form: group cooking, cleaning rotations, sharing music,
telling hometown stories, even celebrating each other’s birthdays.
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During the research, | observed how this network of mutual support acts like emotional
medicine. “We all come here alone, but among us, we become like brothers,” Jesus, from
Guerrero, told me. His words reflect a deep truth: daily coexistence is an emotional survival
strategy, a way to face loneliness, exhaustion, and distance.

These kinds of relationships also have a strong cultural component. In many rural regions of
Mexico and Central America, community networks and mutual support among neighbors are
common practices. In Palisade, these practices are reactivated in the migrant context. The
sense of collectivity doesn’t disappear when crossing the border, it adapts and strengthens,
becoming a form of social resistance against a system that often isolates and fragments.

This is where Erving Goffman’s (1959) concept of the presentation of self in everyday life
becomes relevant. Through companionship, mutual care, and maintaining a cheerful attitude
despite exhaustion, workers don’t just preserve their dignity, they construct an image of strength
and humanity in an environment that often treats them as mere labor. Humor, music,
nicknames, and inside jokes serve as the invisible threads that hold them together.

This temporary community also becomes a source of emotional support during hard times. If
someone falls ill, coworkers notify others, accompany them, or share food. If bad news arrives
from back home, the group listens, supports, and embraces. The community isn’t just functional,
it's deeply emotional.

From Clifford Geertz's (1973) perspective, these everyday interactions, though seemingly
simple, are rich in cultural meaning. Cooking together, joking after a long day, or whispering
prayers before sleep are practices that create meaning and affirm collective identity in a context
that often erases these workers’ visibility.

In summary, the daily life shared among agricultural workers in Palisade not only lightens the
load of labor, it also creates a vital web of solidarity and humanity. A second family flourishes in
that day-to-day, woven with affection, care, and dignity.

Conclusion

Listening to the voices of farmworkers, sharing their routines, and respectfully observing their
environment taught me something powerful: behind every peach and cherry, there is a body that
endures, a story that moves between nostalgia and hope, and a community that upholds itself
with dignity.

This research shows that migrant agricultural work cannot be reduced to production figures or
immigration status. It is a deeply human experience, shaped by physical pain, family
responsibility, pride, and a solidarity built day by day among those who share the same land, the
same heat, and often, the same silences.

From an anthropological perspective, the work in Palisade confirms several fundamental ideas:
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e As Seth Holmes (2013) points out, the migrant body is subject to structural suffering
normalized by the labor and political systems. Yet this body also becomes a symbol of
daily resistance, discipline, family love, and a deeply ingrained work ethic.

e As Philippe Bourgois (2007) emphasizes, agricultural workers seek not only survival but
also respect. Their labor is a way to care for their loved ones, to feel useful and
responsible, even thousands of miles from home. This ethic of duty dignifies even the
harshest conditions.

e The community formed among them, as Erving Goffman (1959) observed, helps sustain
collective dignity. Jokes, shared meals, and caring for one another in sickness are
emotional preservation strategies that transform coexistence into emotional resistance.

e And as Clifford Geertz (1973) reminds us, everything visible holds deeper meaning.
Harvesting isn’t just picking fruit, it's about building identity, creating roots, preserving
migrant memory. It is through this everyday doing that the meanings which give value to
the experience are formed.

As a researcher, my intention wasn't just to collect data, but to share lived experience. Following
the participant observation method proposed by James Spradley (1980), this study was built
through closeness, listening, and respectful presence. It was in the silences, gestures, and
laughter that the most was learned.

That's why, in my role as an archaeologist and part of the La Plaza team, | reaffirm the
importance of giving voice, presence, and recognition to those who feed this country with their
hands. We must continue to support them, not only through services but by creating spaces for
dignity, documentation, and justice.

Because farm labor should no longer be an invisible sacrifice, but a human endeavor, with
history, rights, and memory.
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Community Research (Part 2)

Faces of the Harvest: The Strength of Palisade, Colorado 2025

By: Anahi Perea / Community Outreach at La Plaza

For over a year in Palisade, Colorado, | have been involved in various types of immersion, living
and working alongside journalists with H2A visas. This outreach has involved preparing
community meals, attending informal meetings, assisting with medical and legal procedures,
teaching English classes, and more. During this time, | have been able to identify different
structures that affect this key sector of the local agricultural economy.

Fieldwork Findings

1. Physical Health Conditioned by Workplace Responsibilities

Workers' bodies become the primary tool of production and, at the same time, the most
worn-out asset. | observed cases of chronic back pain, swollen knees, and hand injuries that did
not receive medical attention. The logic of "fruit doesn't wait" dictates that even those who are
injured continue working, which worsens their conditions. This situation, as documented by
Holmes (2013), perpetuates a cycle of physical exhaustion without recovery, rendered invisible
by economic urgency.

2. Emotional health lived in private

Distance from family and job uncertainty generate feelings of sadness and loneliness. Many
workers sleep with their cell phones next to their pillows to receive calls from their children in
Mexico or Central America, often in the middle of the night. The absence of emotional support
networks in the workplace turns stress and anxiety into silent problems, normalized by routine.
Scheper-Hughes (1992) calls this "social pain," a suffering rendered invisible by the habit of
remaining silent.

3. Language as a structural barrier
On multiple occasions, | witnessed workers signing legal or medical documents without
understanding their content. Even workplace safety instructions were misinterpreted due to lack

of translation. This barrier not only limits access to services but also places people in a position
of legal and economic vulnerability (Geertz, 1973).
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4. Insufficient and Culturally Inadequate Food

In the makeshift kitchens, | saw large pots of rice, beans, and tortillas, but also repetitive diets
lacking fresh fruits and vegetables, paradoxically, in the middle of an agricultural area. Some
resort to processed foods because they are cheaper or because they lack refrigeration. The loss
of a traditional diet affects physical health and cultural connection (Mintz, 1985).

5. Lack of Transportation and Mobility

Most depend on their employer or colleagues to get to stores, clinics, or banks. In cases of
illness, this dependence delays medical care and creates isolation. The lack of independent
transportation reinforces the physical and social separation from the local community (Bourgois,
2007).

6. Free Time Without Real Rest

Although free time officially exists, in practice it is used for laundry, cooking, or necessary
shopping. There is no access to cultural or recreational activities or community spaces that
allow for mental rest. Turner (1969) posits that without rituals of recreation or conviviality, the
social fabric weakens and identity erodes.

General Conclusion of Community Work

These findings are not simple observations: they are points of action.

Today, they represent basic human rights that must be guaranteed. Through my personal
experience in community outreach, | understood that listening and documenting are not enough.
True commitment begins when these stories are transformed into real change.
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A Call from the Field to the Community:

While some organizations like La Plaza and volunteers are already working to
address these needs by organizing transportation, offering English classes, and
managing fresh food donations, this is not enough to change the structure that
keeps workers at a disadvantage.

We need to:

- Expand community transportation programs that connect the fields with clinics,
stores, and cultural spaces.

- Guarantee interpreters and translation for legal medical services and occupational
safety.

- Promote access to fresh and nutritious food by integrating community gardens and
partnerships with local farmers.

- Create recreational and cultural spaces to reduce isolation and strengthen mental
health.

- Promote local policies that prioritize the dignity and well-being of farmworkers.

But beyond institutional initiatives, it is urgent that society get involved, that
neighbors, businesses, churches, schools, and local leaders recognize that
Palisade's economy and culture depend on these workers. Strengthening our
farmers is not only an act of justice, it's an investment in the future of the entire
community.

Palisade today lives off its fields and the hands that harvest them. The
harvest doesn’'t end when the fruit is stored. It ends when those who
collect it can live and work with the dignity they deserve.
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