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Ex-circus owner an expert on foreign labor

BY MICA ROSENBERG
AND MEGAN TWOHEY
REUTERS

COVINGTON, Virginia —
It was after midnight last
spring when a bus dropped
20 road-weary Mexican
workers outside this city of
6,000 people.

They had cleared -cus-
toms, crossed the U.S. bor-
der, and spent parts of three
nights in the bus before ar-
riving at their new home for
the next six months: a trav-
eling carnival called Cole
Shows Amusement Compa-
ny.

No matter how many
hours they worked, each
would earn $316.22 a week
after taxes for assembling
therides, tearing them down
and doing anything else to
keep the show on the road.

Their new boss, R.C. Cole,
greeted the workers and
ushered them to the win-
dowless trailers with nar-
row, 6-foot-long rooms —
their living quarters for the
coming months.

“Is there a bulb in there,”
Cole asked in a gravelly
drawl, futilely flipping a
switch in one of the rooms.
“No? We’ll need to get a new
bulb over here.”

Cole could handle the
trailer repairs. But he and
more than 150 other carni-
val owners and concession-
ers across the nation have
come to rely on a specialist
to find the workers and get
them the visas they need to

work in the United States.

Enter James Judkins, a
man familiar with the needs
of a traveling show. A for-
mer circus owner who once
performed as a fire-eater
and juggler, Judkins has
emerged as the largest pur-
veyor of Mexican workers
for the $500 million-a-year
carnival industry. He is
among a growing number of
brokers who have become
experts in securing visas
and helping U.S. companies
find cheap foreign labor.

The visas allow hundreds
of thousands of workers
from Mexico and other na-
tions to come to the United
States for months or years at
a time and then return to
their home countries. Demo-
crats and Republicans alike
see them as a welcome alter-
native to undocumented
workers. Businesses owned
by Republican presidential
frontrunner Donald Trump
are among those that have
hired foreign workers for
temporary jobs.

But critics contend that
the visas programs, espe-
cially the one used by carni-
vals, leave workers vulnera-
ble to exploitation. Under
the H2B visa program, em-
ployers are allowed to hire
foreign workers for low-
skill, seasonal jobs that
Americans don’t want. Gov-
ernment oversight is mini-
mal.

Judkins, 58, teamed with
a former circus colleague in
Mexico to create what his

website calls a “one-stop
shop” for employers looking
to use foreign workers on
H2B visas. Not only does he
recruit the workers, but
Judkins also navigates the
visa process and arranges
for their transportation to
the job sites. He charges the
carnivals $300 per worker,
Judkins said.

Supplying inexpensive
labor has become especially
critical to sustain the carni-
val industry, a part of Amer-
icana since the Ferris wheel
was introduced at the 1893

World’s Fair in Chicago.
Juggling act
“American employers

need these workers,” Jud-
kins said, “and the workers
need these jobs.”

Since he launched JKJ
Workforce in 2003, business
has boomed. In his first
year, Judkins gained U.S.
government approval to
bring about 100 workers into
the country. This year, Jud-
kins or those who work for
him secured approval to
bring in almost 4,000 Mexi-
can workers, according to
U.S. Department of Labor
data. That would make him
responsible for more than
half of the foreign workers
who handle the rides, booths
and other concessions at
America’s traveling carni-
vals.

The role requires Judkins
to draw on a different sort of
juggling skills than those he
learned during his decades

in the circus. Talkative and
genial, he lobbies lawmak-
ers on labor issues. He orga-
nizes convoys of buses to get
workers through crime-rid-
den parts of Mexico and into
the United States. He also
troubleshoots problems that
inevitably surface after
workers arrive in America.

In recent months, Jud-
kins said, he arranged for
the body of a worker who
committed suicide during
the spring to be sent back to
Mexico, and he helped one
jailed worker find a lawyer.
Judkins said only that the
man was accused of sexually
abusing a carnival patron,
pleaded guilty to a lesser
charge and was released.

His company also is a sub-
ject of complaints filed in
2014 with the National Labor
Relations Board. The charg-
es, which Judkins disputes,
allege that he illegally cre-
ated a union to keep wages
low for the Mexican carni-
val workers.

To attend an annual festi-
val for the returning work-
ers, Judkins traveled last
week to the Mexican city of
Tlapacoyan. That’s where
partner Victor Apolinar, 48,
recruits the workers who
Judkins then matches with
his clients. The relationship
provides inexpensive labor
for the carnival industry
and opportunities for resi-
dents of the city of almost
60,000 about 300 km east of
Mexico City. Work in the
nearby citrus and banana

fields pays around $10 a day,
about a quarter of what’s of-
fered by the carnivals.

Judkins and Apolinar
often rely on past workers to
vouch for new hires.

“In the beginning, when I
was given the opportunity, I
went to contact people at
their homes to ask if they
wanted to go to the U.S.,”
Apolinar said as he sipped
hot chocolate outside the
church in Tlapacoyan’s
town square earlier this
year. “They began to see
that it was beneficial to their
families and started to say,
‘Look here, I have a brother,
I have a friend who also
wants to go.” And that’s how
the network grew.”

The network has served
him well. In 2013, so great
was Apolinar’s popularity
that he was elected mayor of
Tlapacoyan.

Complaints and concerns

The second oldest of 10
siblings, Apolinar says he
understands the predica-
ment that many in his na-
tive Tlapacoyan face. Apo-
linar recalled how, as a teen-
ager, he was hungry for job
opportunities in America.
Seasonal work at a circus
provided a ticket across the
border.

There he met Judkins,
who had been working cir-
cuses since college. Apo-
linar soon picked up the
nickname “Pony” for han-
dling the pony ride.

When Judkins started a

circus of his own, Circus
Chimera, Apolinar signed
on, traveling back and forth
from Mexico each year on a
work visa. After Judkins
launched JKJ Workforce,
Apolinar agreed to spear-
head recruitment in Tlapa-
coyan.

Judkins and Apolinar say
the carnival workers they
recruit pay only the cost of
visa processing and trans-
portation to the United
States, around $300, as le-
gally permitted, and that
certain carnival employers
reimburse these fees. They
say they have never charged
workers for the jobs them-
selves, a violation of Ameri-
can law, and many workers
attest to that.

Some workers, however,
offer less-than-glowing re-
views of their experience.
Because Judkins and Apo-
linar have plenty of appli-
cants to choose from, work-
ers say it’s difficult to com-
plain about working condi-
tions without fear to being
blacklisted. Workdays can
last for 20 hours, and after
they arrive in the United
States, workers have few op-
tions but to do as they are
told.

“You can’t say anything
because if you do, the re-
cruiter will say, ‘You cause
a lot of conflict, you won’t be
going back’,” said Jorge
Garcia, who worked for
eight seasons at carnivals.

Garcia is among a group

See Workers, Page C6

Things to Do

AUGUSTA — Lithgow
Public Library workshop
on how to have difficult
conversations related to
dementia, 10:30 a.m.
Thursday, Jan. 7, Ballard
Center, 6 East Chestnut
St. Free and open to the
public. 626-2415 or lith-
gow.lib.me.us.

BANGOR — Sargent Tyler
and West donation drive
to benefit Manna Minis-
tries, 8 a.m.-6 p.m. Mon-
day-Wednesday, Jan.
4-6, 60 Summer St., No.
1. Accepting canned and
nonperishable food
items, furniture, clothing,
cars and more.

BANGOR — “Limited Edi-
tion: Maine Printmak-
ers,” 9 a.m.-7 p.m. daily,
through Jan. 31, Boyd
Place Gallery, 21 Boyd
St. 941-2820.

BAR HARBOR —
“Groundwork,” one-man
play by Mike Ostroski
and Derek Davidson,
Maine debut, 7-9 p.m.
Friday, Jan. 8, Jesup
Memorial Library.
groundworktheplay.com,
288-4245 or kchagnon@
jesuplibrary.org.

BATH — Rock group The
Howligans, 7:30-9 p.m.
Friday, Jan. 8, Curtis
Room of Chocolate
Church Arts Center, 804
Washington St. Tickets
$10.

BLUE HILL — 52 Weeks of
Giving program for chil-
dren of all ages, 4-5:30
p-m. Fridays, starting
Jan. 8, Blue Hill Public
Library. Libby Edward-
son, 374-5515.

BREWER — Schedule a
Dog Ears appointment
to read to Copper or
Belle, canine tutors,
3:30-5 p.m. Jan. 6, 13,
20 and 27, Brewer Pub-
lic Library, 100 South
Main St. To sign up for a
15-minute segment, call
the library at 989-7943.

BREWER — Work on knit-
ting group’s community
service project, in part-
nership with Brewer
Police Department, or
bring yarn projects of
any sort, 9:30-11 a.m.
Fridays, Jan. 8, 15, 22
and 29, Brewer Public
Library, 100 South Main
St. Experienced or new
knitters, crocheters or
needle-workers wel-
come. 989-7943.

BREWER — Book Club
discussion on Decem-
ber’s book of the month,
“The Fault in Our Stars”
by John Green, 5:45-
6:45 p.m. Monday, Jan.
4, Brewer Public Library,
100 South Main St. Pick

up the January book.
989-7943.

BREWER — Next Genera-
tion Theatre Teen Troupe
performing “The 25th
Annual Putnam County
Spelling Bee,” 7 p.m.
Friday, Jan. 8, and at 2
p-m. and 7 p.m. Satur-
day, Jan. 9, and 2 p.m.
Jan. 10, 39 Center St.
Tickets, $7, $4 under
age 17. 989-7100.

BRUNSWICK — World
music and dance from
the Balkans, Israel,
Western Europe and
around the globe, 6:30
p-m. Friday, Jan. 1, 8,
15, 22 and 29, People
Plus, 25 Union St. Many
dances taught. No part-
ner needed. Admission
by $5 donation. Open to
all. 200-7577, brennan.
mk@gmail.com or folk-
dancebrunswick.com.

CAMDEN — Fourth and
final session of Camden
Conference New Africa
Discussion Series,
7-8:30 p.m. Tuesday,
Jan. 5, Camden Public
Library, 55 Main St.
Group will reflect on
challenges confronting
Sub-Sahara Africa in
joining global communi-
ty. 236-3440.

CAMDEN — Essential Oil
Health Creations hands-
on craft workshop for
adults, 7 p.m. Thursday,
Jan. 7, Camden Public
Library. $10 materials
fee. To register, 236-
3440.

EASTPORT — Knights of
Pythias, 6:30 p.m. Fri-
day, Jan. 8 and Jan. 22,
Eastport Youth Center.
All past Knights request-
ed to attend the meet-
ing. Rick Green at 853-
3008 or 904-7663.

ELLSWORTH — Book Dis-
cussion Group, 6-7:30
p.m. Thursday, Jan. 7,
Riverview Room, Ells-
worth Public Library. “All
the Light We Cannot
See” by Anthony Doerr
will be discussed. 667-
6363.

ELLSWORTH — Ellsworth
Chess Club, 6-7:30 p.m.
Thursdays, Ellsworth
Public Library. 667-6363.

ELLSWORTH — Tightwad
Exchange, noon-1 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6, Riv-
erview Room, Ellsworth
Public Library, 20 State
St. Bring a lunch. 667-
6363.

ELLSWORTH — Tuesday
Readers book discus-
sion group, 2-4 p.m.
Tuesdays, beginning
Jan. 5, Riverview Room,
Elisworth Public Library.
Special viewing of docu-
mentary “Pray the Devil
Back to Hell.” 667-6363.

ELLSWORTH — Khnit, cro-
chet or spin, 10 a.m.-
noon Saturdays, begin-
ning Jan. 2, all year, third
floor Knitting Nook, Ells-
worth Public Library.
667-6363.

HAMPDEN — December
Vacation Art Program by
Windover Art Center for
ages 6 and up, through
Jan. 1, Hampden Con-
gregational Church, 101
Main Road North. 234-
4503 or windoverart@
gmail.com.

NEWCASTLE — VoXX
“Music for the New
Year” concert, 7 p.m.
Saturday, Jan. 9, St.
Andrews Episcopal
Church, Newcastle. $10.
voiceoftwenty.com or
info@voiceoftwenty.com.

ORONO — Kathy Lena of
Twin Pines Photography
sharing her photos of
Maine’s wildlife, 1-2 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Orono Public Library, 39
Pine St. 866-5060.

PHIPPSBURG — State
Street Traditional Jazz
Band concert, 7:30 p.m.
Friday, Jan. 8, Phipps-
burg Congregational
Church, 10 Church Lane.
$12, $6 students, free to
under age 8. Doors open
7 p.m. 389-1770.

PITTSFIELD — Coloring
club program for
adults,10:30-11:30 a.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Pittsfield Public Library.
Pages to color, colored
pencils, markers and
crayons provided, or
bring your own. Sooth-
ing music and light
refreshments. 487-5880.

PORTLAND — Choral Art
Camerata rings in the
New Year with its
Epiphany Celebration,
2:30 p.m. Sunday, Jan.
3, Williston-Immanuel
United Church, 156
High St. Features
soprano Elisabeth Mar-
shall and a newly com-
posed piece by Jona-
than David, winner of
The Choral Art Soci-
ety’s second annual
Carol Contest. $20; $10
students. choralart.org.

PORTLAND — Disney on
Ice presents “Treasure
Trove,” 7 p.m. Jan. 6-7;
11 a.m. Jan. 9-10; 3
p.m. Jan. 9-10, Cross
Insurance Arena, 1 Civic
Center Square. $15 and
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For showtimes please call
942-1303 or 942-1409

or visit us at
yourneighborhoodtheatre.com
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Like us on

Facebook

up. crossarenaportland.
com.

ROCKLAND — Farnsworth
Art Museum and Strand
Theatre First Friday Film,
“Peggy Guggenheim: Art
Addict,” 5:30 p.m. Fri-
day, Jan. 1, at the
Strand. Tickets, $8
museum members, $10
others at the Strand box
office.

ROCKPORT — Dr. Judy
Kahrl talking about
“Women of the New Afri-
ca,” 6:30-8 p.m.
Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Rockport Opera House
Conference Room. cam-
denconference.org.

Friday prime time

SOUTHWEST HARBOR —
Community Appreciation
Party, 5-6:30 p.m. Friday,
Jan. 8, Southwest Har-
bor Public Library, 338
Main St. To celebrate
library’s Five Star Award
for fifth year in a row.
Music, refreshments.
244-7065.

SOUTHWEST HARBOR —
Southwest Harbor Public
Library four week short-
film event: Peter Logue’s
films, “Frank and Ada,”
“QOutrunning Parkinson’s”
and “Amazing Grace,” 6
p.m. Wednesday, Jan. 6.
244-7065.

STEUBEN — “Minions,”

6-8 p.m. Friday, Jan. 8,
Henry D. Moore Library
and Community Center.
Free. Refreshments are
sold by donation.
moorelibrary.org.

STONINGTON — Opera
House Arts’ Live in the
Lobby musical event,
hosted by Archipelago, 6
p-m. Wednesday, Jan. 6,
Stonington Opera
House. operahousearts.
org or 367-2788.

For a complete listing of
calendar items or to submit
your event, visit www.ban-
gordailynews.com.
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