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The first time Rep. Tom Tancredo got really angry about immigration, the year was 1975, 
and he was a junior high school social studies teacher in Denver. The state had recently 
passed the nation's first bilingual education law, and Hispanic kids were taken from his 
class to study in Spanish. 

That idea made zero sense to Tancredo, the grandson of Italian immigrants. He believed 
that newcomers should be assimilated into the country, as they had been for generations. 
The image of America as a beacon for people from all over the world uniting under one 
flag and one language was threatened, he contended, if the country started adapting to 
immigrants, instead of the other way around. 

A year later, Tancredo launched a political career animated by his obsession to stem the 
tide of immigration from Mexico and Central America that he feared would change the 
character and security of the country. Today, the four-term Republican House member 
stands at the center of a national debate over how best to deal with the nearly 12 million 
illegal immigrants in the United States. Tancredo helped the House pass a bill in 
December that would impose criminal sanctions on illegal immigrants and those who 
employ them and that would erect a wall along 700 miles of the U.S.-Mexican border to 
keep others out. 

That legislation has triggered massive protests throughout the country and prompted a 
Senate committee this week to pass an alternative measure with a guest-worker program 
that would help many illegal immigrants eventually win permanent residency or even 
U.S. citizenship. 

Tancredo, 60, has so effectively tapped into the anger of millions of Americans who 
favor a crackdown on illegal immigrants and tougher measures at the border that the 
back-bench Republican is considering making a bid for president in two years. But in 
Washington, he is viewed warily by Democrats, the White House and even some of his 
Republican colleagues as a loose cannon or even a zealot. 

After Tancredo suggested in 2002 that President Bush's views on immigration amounted 
to a national security threat, White House political adviser Karl Rove told him, "Don't 
ever darken the door of the White House" -- although Tancredo later was invited to the 
White House for a bill signing. 

Democrats have criticized him for stoking anti-immigration sentiment, although some see 
his tactics as helping them by driving Hispanic American voters in Florida, California 
and other states away from the Republican Party. "I'm all for more and more nuts in their 



party speaking up," said Rep. Rahm Emanuel (D-Ill.), who chairs the House Democrats' 
congressional campaign committee. "I want more of those guys." 

Tancredo shrugs off the criticism. "It's not a secret that I have burned a lot of bridges 
here," he said in an interview this week. "My ability to get anything done around here is 
based around my ability to make this into a national issue. My megaphone is pointed at 
the ear of America." 

A ubiquitous presence on the airwaves, Tancredo has appeared more than 1,000 times on 
radio talk shows in recent years and has become a television news mainstay. He has 
traveled widely around the country, including the early presidential caucus and primary 
states of Iowa and New Hampshire. His office averaged 4,566 pieces of mail per month 
during the first quarter of this year. When Tancredo was scheduled as a guest on ABC's 
"This Week" last Sunday, he received 300 "good luck" e-mail messages before his 
appearance and 700 "good job" e-mails after the show. 

The relentless media exposure, along with polls indicating that many Americans support 
a border crackdown and the deportation of illegal immigrants, has given Tancredo 
considerable influence over the immigration legislation now unfolding in Congress. "He's 
a force because he represents what a lot of people think," said Steven Camarota of the 
Center for Immigration Studies, which favors less immigration. "He's only a gadfly in 
Washington." 

For many frustrated, scared and angry suburbanites and small-town residents, Tancredo is 
a hero, one of the very few Washington politicians who take their fears seriously. They 
believe undocumented, mostly Hispanic workers are taking jobs that ought to go to 
citizens, flooding schools and boosting the crime rate, and that the country's open borders 
pose a security threat. 

"My parents were immigrants," says Mark Solinsky, an independent voter from the 
sprawling Denver suburb of Highlands Ranch, a part of Tancredo's suburban Colorado 
district. "Came from Poland. In the '20s. But I think now, this new wave of immigration 
poses a problem. We've got to have tougher laws. And, you know, that's what Tancredo 
always talks about. So I would say, yeah, he's right on that. We need some leadership on 
that." 

Republican Ed Clousing, of Littleton, a suburb at the foot of the Rockies, said: "I am so 
mad at our government. And I know Tom Tancredo is mad, too. Because there's nobody 
up there trying to protect what's right about our country." 

Tancredo's congressional district includes suburb after suburb, an expanse of new homes, 
schools, shopping malls and golf courses spreading across the high plains south and west 
of Denver. The district is about 88 percent white, and the residents are prosperous, with a 
median income ($74,000) almost twice the national average. The share of Hispanic 
residents, 6 percent, is the lowest of any Colorado district. 



Tancredo, a self-described religious right Republican, grew up on the north side of 
Denver, taught in junior high school, and was elected to the state House in 1976 at the 
age of 30. He was part of a group called "the crazies," who advocated the elimination of 
the sales tax on food and utilities, and was a critic of public education. 

But immigration has always been his chief preoccupation, and he made a name for 
himself after winning election to Congress. Tancredo strongly opposes any programs to 
accommodate illegal workers already living in the country and, after the Sept. 11, 2001, 
terrorist attacks, he supported the most stringent possible border enforcements. 

Tancredo helped to shape a House bill, approved in December, that would impose stiff 
penalties on employers who hire illegal workers and would require businesses to 
eventually run the names of every employee through a national database to confirm their 
legality. The bill would end the "catch and release" policy for immigrants other than 
Mexicans who are caught sneaking into the country. Five double-layer border fences 
would be built in California and Arizona, stretching 698 miles at a total cost of more than 
$2.2 billion. 

The House proposal has sparked huge protests in Phoenix, Detroit, Los Angeles and 
elsewhere. The Senate is now debating legislation that would take a more permissive and 
forgiving approach, by creating a guest-worker program and issuing more visas for 
professionals. 

Tancredo is particularly riled at the business community, which he says has become 
"addicted to cheap labor." Employers are a driving force behind the guest-worker 
program and other Senate provisions that amount to "nearly universal amnesty" for the 12 
million people currently living in the United States illegally, Tancredo says. He routinely 
chides Bush, Sen. John McCain (R-Ariz.) and other GOP colleagues for bowing to 
corporate pressure, despite the potential social problems and security threats. 

Polls indicate that about 60 percent of Americans oppose guest-worker programs and 
three-quarters of Americans believe the government is doing too little to secure the 
nation's borders. 

Democrats acknowledge concerns about the issue, but it is Republicans who are in the 
most difficult spot. One lawmaker trying to juggle law-and-order voters with business 
pressures is Sen. Jon Kyl (R-Ariz.), who is fighting for reelection in November. His state 
is the birthplace of the Minutemen, a citizens' border patrol founded after Sept. 11. It was 
also the site of one of the biggest rallies against the House bill, held last week in Phoenix. 

To keep the heat on Kyl, Tancredo issued a news release titled "Tancredo to Kyl: Just 
Say No to Amnesty," urging the senator to vote against the guest-worker proposal in 
committee, which Kyl did. But the Arizona Republican refused to comment about 
Tancredo's influence over the immigration debate. "I don't want to talk about it," he 
grumbled while dashing for an elevator. 
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