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Introduction  

Purpose and Scope  

The Latino  historic context is a component of  SurveyLAõs citywide historic context 

statement and was partially funded with a grant from the California Office of Historic 

Preservation. This conte xt provides guidance to  field surveyors in identifying and 

evaluating potential historic resources relating  to Los Angelesõ rich Latino history. The 

context provides a broad historical overview on settlement and development patterns 

and then focuses on themes and geographic areas associated with extant resources. 

As the narrative reveals, these resources date p rimarily from the 1920s to the 1970s and 

are largely concentrated in the neighborhoods east of Downtown such as Boyle 

Heights and Lincoln Heights. As the Latino population surged after World War II, their 

presence in neighborhoods throughout the city grew from Pacoima to Watts. As a 

result, resources are also found beyond the eastside neighborhoods traditionally 

associated with Latinos. Resources located in communities adjacent to the City of Los 

Angeles, such as East Los Angeles, are not included in the sc ope of this context 

because they are separate jurisdictions. However, they are occasionally mentioned 

because they are important to the history of Latinos in Los Angeles, which did not begin 

or end at the city limits. While focusing on historical themes as sociated with political, 

social, and cultural institutions, this context also identifies individuals and organizations 

that played significant roles in Latino history in Los Angeles.  

According to demographers, by 2060, the population of California will be forty -eight 

percent Latino, predominately people of Mexican descent. The majority of that 

population will live in Southern California. The majority of that population will live in the  

Los Angeles area. Although the Latino population in Los Angeles is generally mono -

cultural, there is a tremendous amount of diversity within the context of th at cultural 

experience, ranging from new immigration from Central American countries, migration 

from other states, and the long -time presence of multi -generational families dating 

back to the ranchos.  

SurveyLAõs citywide historic context statement covers the period from about 1781 to 

1980. The Spanish and Mexican Era Settlement  context  covers resourc es from 1781, 

when the pueblo of Los Angeles was established by the Spanish, until 1849, when 

California joined the Union as a state.  The vast majority of resources associated with this 

early period of history have  been identified and designated as Los Angeles Historic -

Cultural Monuments (LAHCM)  and so this period is not covered in the Latino historic 

context .  Rather, the Latino context picks up in 1850 and  generally  extends to 1980 ; the 

1980 date is arbitrary based on the end date for SurveyLA and may be  extended as 

part of future survey work. W ithin the general timeframe of 1 850 to 1980 some themes  in 

the Latino context  may cover a shorter  or longer  period of time depending on the topic 

and associated resources.  In addition, the contributions Latinos hav e made to some  

themes may be included in other historic contexts. For example, the important role 

Latinos played in the labor movement is  discussed in the labor theme of the Industri al 

Development  context .  
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Terms and Definitions  

It should be noted here that the Latino community is diverse, and segments within the 

community have been known by a variety of names. The term "Latino" generally refers 

to anyone of Latin American origin. It emerged in the late twentieth century as 

immigr ation from Central and South America grew. It is differentiated from the term 

"Hispanic," which refers mostly to persons from Spanish -speaking countries, including 

Spain. Thus, the term Latino is used in this context instead of Hispanic to emphasize the 

shared history of people from the Americas rather than Europe.  

Californios were the  native -born  people of California . The term is not intended to 

include Native Americans, who were obviously native -born. Californios were mainly 

people of Spanish or Mexican descent; however, they also included mestizos , the 

offspring of Spaniard and Mexican relationships with Native Americans.   

The Latino population of Los Angeles has been historically dominated by Mexican 

Americans. The term "Mexican American" is used in thi s context to describe the U.S. born 

population of Mexican descent. When describing the general population without 

distinction between U.S. born and foreign born, we have tended to use the terms 

"ethnic Mexicans" and "people of Mexican descent."  

The terms "Anglo" and "Anglo American" are used in this context more often than 

"white," even though we may be referring to people who do not trace their ancestry to 

the British Isles. Nevertheless, the term "Anglo" is generally used as the counterpoint to 

"Latino" a nd "Mexican American" in scholarly sources. Furthermore, during the period 

covered by this context, the U.S. Census and other government agencies classified 

Latinos as white.  

We have reserved the terms "Chicano" and "Chicana" for those Mexican Americans 

who were members of the Chicano movement. The Chicano movement, also know n as 

El Movimiento  or El Movimiento Chicano , was an extension of the Mexican American 

civil rights movement that gained critical momentum in the 1930s and expanded after 

World War II. During the 1960s, Mexican American high school and university students 

began to resist assimilation into Anglo American culture and to assert a unique cultural 

identity and ethnic pride. Young activists organized themselves into a movement that 

re-appropri ated the term Chicano, a previously pejorative term that existed along the 

U.S.-Mexican border for decades . We re cognize that the terms Chicano/a or Xicano/ a 

are also used today, but for the purposes of this context, we are specifically referring to 

the political movement of the 1960s and 1970s.  

Existing Scholarship, Archives, and Outreach  

As previously stated, the purpose of the Latino historic context  is to analyze potential 

historic resources  associated with this diverse and growing population. This context 

draws extensively from two recent initiatives at the federal and state levels to recognize 

the countless contributions Latinos have made to the histor y of the U.S., and California 

in particular. American Latinos and the Making of the United States: A Theme Study  was 
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published in 2013 by the National Park Service (NPS) . The NPS study consists of a core 

essay and additional essays highlighting four broad themes: Making a Nation, Making a 

Life, Making a Living, and Making a Democracy. The Latinos in Twentieth Century 

California  Multiple Property Submission (MPS) was commissioned by the California Office 

of Historic Preservation and published in 2015. Using the same four themes in the NPS 

study, the MPS focused solely on the history of Latinos in twentieth century California. 

The Latino historic context takes these two initiatives a step further by focusing on Los 

Angeles, home to one of the largest Latino po pulations in the United States.  

Until the 1970s, the Latino population of California had rarely been the subject of 

scholarly research. With the notable exception of Carey McWilliams, few other 

California writers took an interest in describing or defining the role of Latinos in California 

history. This trend began to change in the 1960s as more Mexican Americans attended 

institutions o f higher learning and began to demand greater educational equality as 

well as challenge the Eurocentric perspective held by most academics. This movement 

stimulated the formation of Chicano Studies programs in colleges and universities across 

the sta te, beginning  in 1969 with California  State College  Los Angeles  and San Diego 

State College .1 One of the by -products of these prog rams was an outpouring of 

scholarship on this understudied group of people.  

The initial scholarship in the field sought to define Chicano culture and to illuminate the 

inequalities that prompted the Chicano movement in the first place. Subsequent 

scholars hip has approached Mexican Americans as a multidimensional group and 

focused on the generational, historical, and regional differences in Mexican American 

subgroups living in the United States. In addition, Chicano Studies programs have been 

broadened to i nclude the histories and experiences of o ther Latino groups in the U.S .  

Two of the earliest and most comprehensive books dealing with the experiences of 

Mexican Americans in California are by Albert Camarillo, Chicanos in a Changing 

Society: From Mexican Pueblos to American Barrios  (1979) and Chicanos in California: A 

History of Mexican Americans  (1984). Camarillo endeavored to relate the ways in which 

Mexican Americans shaped the history of the state and the ways in which the 

dominant society, in turn, influenced the lives of Mexican Americans.  

As people of Mexican origin were historically and c ontinue to be concentrated in 

Southern California, numerous books are focused on Mexican Americans in Los 

Angeles. These incl ude early works by Ricardo Romo , East Los Angeles: History of a 

Barrio (1981) and Richard Griswold del Castillo, The Los Angeles Ba rrio, 1850-1890: A 

Social History  (1982) as well as more recent works by George Sánchez, Becoming 

Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles 1900 -1945 

                                                 
1 These colleges became universities in 1972. The Department of Chicano/a Studies at California State 

University Northridge is now the largest of its kind in the country. For more information about the 

development and evolution of Chicano Studies programs see Rodolfo Acuña, Making of Chicana/o  

Studies: In the Trenches of A  (New Brunswick: R utgers  University Press) 77-84. 



SurveyLA 

Latino Los Angeles Historic Context Statement  

 

 4 

(1993) and Douglas Monroy, Rebirth: Mexican Los Angeles from the Great Migr ation to 

the Great Depression  (1999).  

The Latino historic context project team conducted p rimary research to fill information 

gaps in the secondary sources. This included Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps, U.S. Census 

records, Ci ty Directories, and newspapers ( both English and Spanish language). In 

addition the project team worked with the Los Angeles Conservancy in conducting 

community outreach. Numerous individuals attended community outreach meetings 

and provided useful information in the development of this context as well as the 

identification of associated resources. Other individuals exchanged information with the 

project team on a regular basis and steered the direction of the project. Their  

participation was very much appreciated and enriched the context  with details about 

the community that could not be gathered from books or archival materials.   
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Historical Overview  

Introduction  

Latinos have played a critical, enduring role in the history of Los Angeles, influencing 

multiple aspects of regional life. B eginning with the areaõs earliest colonial settlements, 

Latinos have shaped the cityõs culture, economy, built environment, civic, and political 

life, while contending with a long history of discrimination in the process. The Latino 

presence is  deeply embe dded in Los Angeles,  etched in place from its very beginnings.  

Early History: The Roots of Latino Influence in Los Angeles  

Latino influence in Los Angeles began with the regionõs earliest history of European 

settlement. Californiaõs transition from an indigenous to a colonized land was part of a 

larger process of European colonization across the globe from the 1500s to 1700s. On 

the east coast of North America, the British, French, and Dutch were making forays 

along the Atlantic seaboard and inland . On the  west coast, Spain led the exploration 

and colonization of the territory that would become California. The goals  of the colonial 

powers  were similar on both sides of the continent  ð find land for growing populations to 

settle , extract raw materials to enhance the wealth of home countries , and spread and 

strengthen religion, whether through conversion of native peoples or through the 

settlement of believers. In 1513, Vasco Núñez de Balboa claimed all of the land 

adjoining the Pa cific Ocean as Spanish territory. Two hundred years later, Sp ain began 

to establish  the first permanent settlements. 2 

Early Los Angeles history was a story of different peoples with different cultures coming 

together on the California frontier, struggling for survival, dominance, and control. 3 

During  this early period  in the city's history , Spanish and Mexican influence prevailed.  

From 1769 to 1821, California was a permanent colonial settlement of New Spain. The 

missions served as Spainõs primary colonizing institution, along with ranchos, pueblos, 

and presidios, the influence of these i nstitutions varying by region. In Southern California, 

the Mission San Gabriel was formed in 1771, followed a decade later by the Los Angeles 

pueblo in 1781.  The first settlers included twenty -two a dults  ð one person born in Spain , 

one person born in New Spain , one mestizo , two persons  of African descent , eight 

mulattos , and nine Native Americans. Surrounding the pueblo were ranchos, land 

grants given by viceroys in New Spai n requiring the grantee ( ranchero ) to build a house 

and raise at least 2,000 head of cattle. Half of Californiaõs ranchos were located near 

Los Angeles. All sectors of Spanish colonial society ð from the ranchos to the missions ð 

relied heavily on Native A merican labor. In the quest to populate the area with subjects 

loyal to the Spanish crown, both ardent conflict and cultural amalgamation ensued, 

including the formation of a mestizo culture that grew out of Spanish and Native 

                                                 
2 Thomas Osborne, Pacific El Dorado: A History of Gre ater California  (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013) , 

chapter  2; Robert W. Cherny, Gretchen Lemke -Santangelo, and Richard Griswold del Castillo, Competing 

Visions: A History of California , Second Edition (Boston: Wadsworth, 2014), ch apter  2.  
3 This concept comes especially from Douglas Monroy, Thrown Among Strangers: The Making of Mexican 

Culture in Frontier California  (Berkeley: University of California  Press, 1990).  
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American  intermingling. 4 In 1821, a newly independent Mexico took control of the 

region, making California a province of Mexico from 1821 to 1846. As the missions were 

gradually secularized (meaning mission lands reverted to private hands), the ranchos 

expanded in number and influence . Many were run by Californios, native -born people 

of California , often mestizo. During their thirty -year heyday, the ranchos were the center 

of economic production, as well as political and social power. The rancherosõ highly 

influential culture ð centere d on ideals of paternalism, gentility, and benevolence ð 

shaped social practices, architecture, place names, and created the basis of 

Californiaõs romantic Spanish past.5  

The Mexican American War (1846 -1848) brought California under  control of the United 

States. As Anglo Americans asserted power in social, political,  cultural,  and economic 

life, ethnic Mexicans experienced downward mobility and marginalization in all of these 

realms. By the 1880s, Anglos controlled political life, ow ned larger and larger land 

holdings, and engaged in large -scale commercial agriculture, mining, and industry, 

which all requir ed armies of low -paid workers. Facing a labor shortage, employers 

turned to recent Mexican immigrants who had begun migrating nort h in greater 

numbers, a result of both aggressive recruiting by American employers and an 

intertwined set of push -pull factors. One critical push factor was worsening economic 

conditions in Mexico during the Porfirio Díaz regime (1876 -1911), when the numbe r of 

Mexicans moving to the U.S. tripled, two -thirds of them single men seeking work. This 

migration intensified after the 1910 Mexican Revolution. 6    

This complex web of forces ð both internal and geopolitical ð led to the emergence of 

Mexicans as a low -paid working -class population, marking a dramatic decline in their 

ethni c group status from the mid -nineteenth century. Historians have documented the 

complex ways this process linked up to race. For example, Tomás Almaguer shows that 

while Mexicans occupi ed a middling position on the Anglo -defined racial hierarchy of 

the nineteenth century, the influx of òthousands of Mexican peasants to California after 

1900 é led to a metaphorical ôdarkeningõ of the Mexican image in the white mind.ó7 

This Anglo American perception of Mexican racial inferiority was used to justify their 

social, politi cal,  cultural,  and economic subjugation. Mexicans were segregated, paid 

less, and relegated to inferior jobs because of their perceived ethnic inferiority. 8 Despite 

this overa ll trend, Mexicans continued to occupy an ambiguous racial position in 

California. In some contexts, they were designated òwhite,ó a residue of their more 

favorable soci al and civic status in the nineteenth century. Yet in everyday life, 

                                                 
4 This intermingling of Spanish and Native American cultures had already for med in older colonial centers in 

New Spain.  
5 Osborne, Pacific El Dorado, chapters  2-3; Cherny, et.al., Competing Visions , ch apters 2-3; Albert 

Camarillo , Chicanos in a Changing Society  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 102.  
6 Monroy, Thrown Among Strangers , ch apter  5. 
7 Tomás Almaguer, Racial Fault Lines: The Historical Origins of White Supremacy in California  (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994), 72; Juan Gomez -Quiñones, Mexican American Labor, 1790 -1990 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 45; Monroy, Thrown Among Strangers , 244-245. 

Camille Guerin -Gonzales, Mexican Workers and American Dreams  (New Brunswick: Rutgers, 1994), 19 -21. 
8 Gómez -Quiñones, Mexican American Labor, 4; Douglas Monroy, Rebirth: Mexican Los A ngeles from the 

Great Migration to the Great Depression  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 119.  
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Mexicans were incr easingly the targets of segregation and discrimination by the late 

nineteenth  century.   

Despite these broader pressures, Mexicans formed and sustained vibrant communities 

and continued to shape life in Los Angeles in distinct ways. As geographers James Al len 

and Eugene Turner write, òthe old ties between Mexico and Southern California were 

never completely severed.ó9 Continuing immigration, moreover, contributed to the 

deep and lasting influence of Mexicans on Los Angeles.    

1880s - 1920s: Community Build ing     

By the 1880s, Los Angeles was growing rapidly into an Americanized city. Critical 

catalysts were Anglo in -migration, the formation of railway and communication 

networks, tourist and real estate booms, residential and business e xpansion, and 

economic  change. The Mexican population, in turn, transformed from majority to 

minority after 1850 (see Table 1).   

TABLE I10 

TOTAL ETHNIC MEXICAN POPULATION AND PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION IN LOS ANGELES 

1850-1930 

Year  Total Population  Mexican Population  

(including high -low range)  

Percentage of Total  

(including high -low range)  

1850 1,610 1,215 75.4 

1860 4,385 2,069 47.1 

1870 5,728 2,160 37.7 

1880 11,183 2,166 19.3 

1890 50,395 n/a  n/a  

1900   102,479 3,000 - 5,000 2.9 - 4.9 

1910   319,198 9,678 - 29,738 3.0 - 9.3 

1920   576,673 29,757 - 50,000 5.2 - 8.7 

1930   1,238,048 97,116 - 190,000 7.8 - 15.3 

                                                 
9 James P. Allen and Eugene Turner, The Ethnic Quilt  (CSUN: Center for Geographical Studies, 1997). 93.  
10 Richard Griswold Del Castillo, The Los Angeles Barrio, 1850 -1890 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1979), 35; Albert Camarillo, Chicanos in a Changing Societ y, 116; Albert Camarillo, Chicanos in California 

(Sparks: Materials for Today's Learning, 1990), 34.  The 1890 census manuscript schedules were destroyed by 

fire, so population figures for Spanish -surnamed persons are unavailable. U.S. Census figures are generally 

regarded as low estimates for ethnic populations, because of undercounting . 
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By 1880, Mexicans comprised nineteen  percent of the population and their proportion 

dropped rapidly thereafter as Anglo in -migration surged. 11    

By the 1880s, a well -defined 

barrio had emerged around 

the Plaza area.  From 1880 to 

1910 most Mexican newcomers 

settled within a mile of the 

Plaza, a gateway settlement for 

al l immigrant groups. The 

largest settlement of Mexicans 

was in Sonora  Town ð as it was 

known by Anglo Americans ð 

located north of the Plaza in 

present -day Chinatown.  This 

early barrio had a mixture of 

modest detached homes 

(some adobe) an d small 

businesses. Beginning in the 

1880s, Mexicans settlement 

gradually dispersed both south 

and eastward into multi ethnic 

neighborhoods. By 1887, some 

Mexican families ð whose 

breadwinners were skilled 

craftsmen or merchants ð 

began settling east of the  Los 

Angeles River in Brooklyn 

Heights and Boyle Heights. 

Among the Californios who 

remained, most lived in white 

neighborhoods to the west. This 

early pattern shaped the 

subsequent trajectory of 

Mexican settlement for 

decades. 12   

 

 

                                                 
11 Camarillo, Chicanos in a Changing Society , 118; Richard Griswold Del Castillo, The Los Angeles Barrio, 

1850-1890 (Berkeley: University of California press, 1979), 35.  
12 Griswold Del Castillo, Los Angeles Barrio , 147-150; George Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: 

Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900 -1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 

70-78.  Griswold del Castillo notes that in the 1880s, a few Mexican professionals move d into fashionable 

Anglo neighborhoods  on Grand, Hill, and Olive streets.  

 
Mexican settlement patterns in Los Angeles, 1872 -1887.   

(Los Angeles Barrio, 147)  
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Mexican settlement patterns were shaped by proximity to jobs, the availability of low -

cost housing, and the exclusionary practices in surrounding suburbs. Between 1900 and 

1920, as the centers of power shifted away from the old Plaza toward downtown and 

Wilshire Boulevard, the Plaza area grew more isolated but continued to provide 

òshabby but welcome living quartersó for immigrant newcom ers ð Mexican and 

European alike. 13 Mexican settlement concentrated in the Plaza area, Boyle Heights, 

and Belvedere (outside the L .A. City limits), with smaller numbers in the North Ma in 

Street district, Chavez Ravine , Lincoln Heights, between Main Street and Central 

Avenu e, and Westlake Park.  Historian George Sánchez notes that prior to World War II, 

the most striking aspect of Mexican residential patterns was not intense segregation, 

but rather dispersal within this bounded area of south and eastern Los A ngeles. 14 These 

neighborhoods were close to industrial jobs near the city center.  It wasnõt until the post-

WWII era that an ethnically homogeneous Mexican barrio emerged in  unincorporated  

East L.A.15 

                                                 
13 Sánchez, Becomin g Mexican American, 72. 
14 Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American, 76. 
15 Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American, 72-77. 

 
Sonora Town in 189 2, the street in the middle of the photograph is likely North Broadway.  

(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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About twenty  percent of Mexicans liv ed beyond this centra l/east Los Angeles  area in 

scattered, multiethnic com munities that arose near jobs. Colonias formed in Harbor City 

ne ar the oil refineries; in Watts,  Willowbrook, and West Hollywood on or near the site of 

former Pacific Electric work camps;  and in farmwork er camps of the San Fernando 

Valley, like Pacoima and Canoga Park. These settlements were sometimes multiethnic, 

and often had substandard housing and infrastructure. Still, they gave Mexicans a 

foothold in areas that would later be enveloped by exclusiona ry white suburbs. In 

Canoga Park, for exam ple, the American Beet Sugar Company  built eight adobe 

homes on Hart Street as a way of keeping workers from leaving; this became the 

nucleus of a Mexican community that grew in subsequent decades. 16  The vast major ity 

of white suburban communities were closed off to Mexicans through tools of racial 

exclusion, such as race restrictive covenants, realtor practices, and local ordinances.  

Though the central barrio 

area was poor and lacked 

basic services, it became a 

source of cultural cohesion, 

identity, and strength ear ly 

on. As Richard Griswold Del 

Castillo notes of the 1880s, 

òThe creation of the barrio 

ensured ethnic survival. 

Proximity of residence 

reinforced the language, 

religion, and social habits of 

the Mexican -Americans and 

thus insured the continuation 

of their  distinctive culture.ó17  

 

From 1880 to the 1920s, Mexicans formed institutions that strengthened this ethnic 

identity, particularly in the face of growing racial discrimination. Together, they helped 

create a new ethnic consciousness around the idea of La Raza, connoting òracial, 

spiritual, and blood ties with the Latin American people.ó18 Early Spanish-language 

newspapers were a key vehicle for this. From 1851 to 1895, sixteen  Spanish-language 

newspapers existed in Los Angeles, forming  in the wake of Americ anization; m ore 

followed in the early twentieth  century. 19 In addition to newspaper, social clubs, 

political associations, and mutualistas (self -help mutual aid society) drew the 

community together and raised ethnic awareness. One early influential mutualis ta was 

La Sociedad Hispano -Americana de Beneficia Mutua, which gave loans, sold 

                                                 
16 Turner and Allen, Ethnic Quilt , 92-97. 
17 Griswold Del Castillo, Los Angeles Barrio , 150. 
18 Griswold Del Castillo, Los Angeles Barrio , 133. 
19 Griswold Del Castillo, Los Angeles Barrio , 131-133; Rafael Chabran and Richard Chabran, òThe Spanish-

Language and Latino Press of the United States: Newspapers and Periodicals,ó in Handbook of Hispanic 

Cultures in the United States: Literature and Art , ed ited by Francisco Lomeli (Houston: Público Press, 1994), 

368-69. 

During the 1920s, Mexicans often resided in multiethnic 

neighborhoods. This di versity is revealed in the girlsõ class picture 

of the 20 th Street Elementary School, 1921.  
(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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affordable medical and life insurance, and offered social services. These groups 

sponsored social and political activities, and cultural celebrations like Cinco de Mayo 

parades . By the 1920s, a significant mutualista was the Alianza Hispano Americana, 

which waged legal challenges against discrimination and provided members with legal 

services. As a critical incubator of community leadership, the mutualistas were 

important spring boards for civil and labor rights activism. 20     

From 1880 through the 1920s, 

L.A.õs Mexicans were a people 

in motion. They moved much 

more frequently than Anglo 

Americans. This movement, 

combined with the constant 

influx of Mexican immigrants to 

Los Angeles, lent an unsettled, 

dynamic quality to the 

Mexican community. 21  

In the 1920s, immigrants 

played a large role in the 

Mexican community of Los 

Angeles, in several ways. 

During the decade,  the 

Mexican population in the city tripled from about 33,600 to 97,000, turning Los Angeles 

into the new òMexican capitaló of the U.S. ð although Mexicans still represented a small 

portion of the overall population (Table 1). 22 Much of this growth stemmed from 

immigration - from 1920 to 1930, the ratio of immigrant to native -born r esidents rose from 

2:1 to 5:1. In turn, the influence of foreign -born Mexicans grew. For example, in the 

1920s, the Mexican consulate played a key role in shaping organizational l ife and 

community leadership in Los Angeles. The consulate espoused middle -class interests 

and promoted loyalty to Mexico through an ambitious Mexicanization program via the 

formation of Spanish -language libraries and schools to teac h Mexican history and 

c ulture. Lack of funding and internal community differences ultimately limited these 

efforts. 23   

At the same time, this immigrant predominance made Mexicans the targets of 

Americanization programs as well, run mostl y out of churches and schools. Aimed 

espec ially at women, these programs taught English, thrift, time discipline, hygiene, and 

low -level work skills ð òintended only to assimilate [them] into the bottom segment of the 

                                                 
20 Griswold Del Castillo, Los Angeles Barrio , 134-138; David Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, 

Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity  (Berkeley: University of Califor nia Press, 1995), 95-100; 

Zaragosa Vargas, Crucible of Struggle  (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 201.  
21 Sánchez , Becoming Mexican American , 69-70. 
22 In the 1920s, Los Angeles surpassed San Anto nio as having the l argest population of Mexicans. Ricardo 

Romo, East Los Angeles: History of A Barrio  (Austin: Univers ity of Texas Press, 1988), 80. These statistics also 

come from Romo, who drew his number from the problematical U.S. Census.  
23 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 70, 107, and chapter  4. 

 
Cinco de Mayo celebration, 1925.  

(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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American work force as low paid, yet loyal workers.ó24 Most Mexicans in Los Angel es, 

who were overwhelmingly working class, distrusted both Americanization and 

Mexicanization programs for showing òcontempt for the Mexican peasant.ó25 

In terms of  jobs, most Mexican 

immigrants ended up in 

unskilled or semiskilled manual 

labor in Los Angeles, 

regardless of their 

occupational background in 

Mexico. This was true f or those 

who migrated from 1900 to 

1915 (including both 

professionals and rural 

workers) and in the 19 20s 

(primarily working class). The 

general employ ment pattern 

applied to Mexican  Americans 

as well. 26 The migratory, 

seasonal nature of farm work ð 

a key employment sector for 

Mexicans - led to an 

overlapping experience of 

rural and urban work for many Mexicans. They traveled back and forth from farm to city 

and back again, following the jobs. This pattern òturned Los Angeles into the winter 

homes of the seasonally unemployed Mexican agricultural workers from all over the 

state.ó In Los Angeles in the 1910s and 1920s, that connection was even tighter, as 

many farm workers lived in the city and commuted by Red Car out to the fields. Los 

Angeles remained the most productive agricultural county in the state well into the 

1930s. For many Mexicans, th e goal was to move out of farm work and into more stable 

urban jobs. 27 Although Mexicans were largely excluded from mainstream labor unions, 

they waged numerous protests and organized to improve working conditions.  

1930s:  Crisis and Progress  

The 1930s was a tumultuous decade for  ethnic  Mexicans in Los Angeles, marke d both 

by crisis and progress. The Great Depression drove unemployment rates soaring in both 

urban and agricultural areas, hitting Mexicans particularly hard given their weak 

position in the lab or market. While some voluntarily returned to Mexico, others left the 

farms for cities like Los Angeles in search of public relief but were rebuffed by hostile 

                                                 
24 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 107, and chapter 4. 
25 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 124. 
26 Almaguer, Racial Fault Lines,  71; Gómez -Quiñones, Mexican American Labor, 73-75; Camarillo , Chicanos 

in a Changing Society , 163. 
27 Monroy, Rebirth , 118; Sanchez, Becoming Mexican American , 68-69; Douglas Monroy, òAn Essay on 

Understanding the Work Experience of Mexicans in Southern California, 1900 -1939,ó Aztlan  12, 1 (Spring 

1981), 65-66. 

 
Mexicans planting onions in the San Fernando Valley, 1920.  

(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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officials and citizens jealously guarding already strained resources. This pressurized state 

of affairs had a dual effect on Mexicans ð it resulted in adverse policies by the 

government culminating in the repatriation program, but it also inspired Mexicans to 

wage new claims for rights. The 1930s saw second -generation Mexicans rise as 

community leade rs in Los Angeles. They embraced a  burgeoning and developing  

Mexican American identity, and showed a new organizational and political 

sophistication  in campaigns for equal rights.  

Although  the Depression was a 

world wide economic 

calamity, Mexicans quickly 

became a scapegoat for 

local hardship. Officials from 

the f ederal to the local level 

blamed Mexicans as a cause 

of the downturn, claiming they 

òtook jobs away from 

American citizens,ó as 

President Herbert Hoover put 

it.28 Policies soon began to 

reflect this position, and 

revealed the love -hate 

relationship that Ame rican 

employers had with Mexican 

workers ð needing their labor 

at certain times, rebuffing 

them at others depending on 

economic circumstances. By 

the early 1930s, lawmakers 

began enacting policies to 

discourage the hiring of 

Mexican workers and  to  

encourag e their deportation. 

This culminated in the repatriation programs of the 1930s, where local, state, federal, 

and Mexican officials worked cooperatively to deport Mexicans out of the U.S. Through 

high -profile sweeps, public statements, and obliging press co verage, officials sought to 

frighten òaliensó into returning to Mexico. These actions drove many Mexicans and 

American s of Mexi can descent  to leave on their own and fueled deep distrust among 

those who stayed. In Los Angeles in the early 1930s, approximate ly one -third of the cityõs 

150,000 Mexican residents repatriated. Notably, in California over eighty percent  of 

repatriates were  American  citizens or legal residents. 29 Repatriation meant that Latino 

                                                 
28 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 211, 213, 214. 
29 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 211-221; Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors , 72; Vargas, Crucible of 

Struggle , 220. While scholars contend that no accurate statistics exist on the number of repatriates overall, 

they generally estimate that between 350,000 to 600,000 ethnic Mexicans departed for Mexico during the 

1930s.   

 
This photograph appeared in the Herald Examiner on M arch 8, 

1932 with t he following caption:  "Throng of  Mexican  women 

and children at the station when they departed today on four 

trains for their native land. The  repatriation  of the 

Mexican  families, which had been cared for by the county 

welfare departments was directed by the departments and 

officials of the Mexican government. Many of the Mexicans will 

be taken back to their home towns."  
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immigration ceased, and the Mexican population decreased in California for the first 

and only time in the  twentieth century. 30 

Repatriation, in conjunction with immigrations laws and earlier factors favoring 

permanent U.S. residency, shifted the ratio of American -born to immigrant Mexicans in 

the 1930s. For the f irst time, American -born outnumbered immigrant Mexicans in Los 

Angeles, and they maintained this predominance for decades.  This demographic shift 

had  a  profound impact on the social, political, and cul tural life of Mexican  Los Angeles.  

This emerging Mexican 

cohort stepped up efforts to 

improve labor and civil rights , 

which they in creasingly saw 

as intertwined. In 1928, 

native - and foreign -born 

Mexicans in Los Angeles 

formed the Confederación 

de Uniones Obreras 

Mexicanas (CUOM), with  

3,000 members organized 

into twenty  locals. They 

fought for job equality, a 

cessation o f unjust 

deportations, a halt to further 

immigration as a way of 

improving the òdesperateó 

conditions for Mexicans in the 

U.S., and cultural autonomy 

and separatism to foster Mexican ethnic solidarity. This group was politically moderate, 

influenced by L .A.õs Mexican consulate Alfonso Pesquieria, who sought to offer an 

alternative to radical unionism. 31 By the 1930s, more and more Mexicans took a more 

forceful approach. In 1933, for example, Mexican women were among the most active 

participants in the ILGWU strike in Los Angeles, marking a milestone in labor/civil rights 

activism among American -born Mexicans. 32  

In 1939, El Congreso (Congress of Spanish Speaking People) was formed, deemed by 

one historian as the most significant civil rights group in this peri od. 33 It was spearheaded 

by the Guatemalan -born labor leader Luisa Moreno, who believed that the only way to 

secure worker rights was through fighting vigorously for civil rights. In 1939 , in Los Angeles 

she convened the first national civil rights conferen ce for Latinos drawing together 136 

                                                 
30 There is a small monument next to Olvera Street in El Pueblo State Historic Park that commemorates an 

apology from the County of Los Angeles to families that were deported.  
31 Gutiérrez, Walls and M irrors, 100-105; F. Arturo Rosales, Dictionary of Latino Civil Rights History  (Houston: 

Arte Pú blico Press, 2006), 109.  In 1933, CUOM was revived as the Confederación de Uniones Obreros 

Mexicanos (CUCOM), which launched a series of strikes in California i n the 1930s.  
32 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 234. 
33 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 58. 

The Spanish-speaking branch of the ILGWU in a Labor Day 

parade. Latinas played a critical role in the ILGWU strike of 1933. 

(An Illustrate History of Mexican Los Angeles, 133)  
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union locals and Latino organizations (such as the mutualistas ). While El Congreso was 

short-lived ð fading by the mid -1940s due to limited funds and redbaiting of the groupõs 

leaders ð it spurred the formation of other civil rights groups. 34 More broadly, labor 

activism in the 1930s had the effect of politicizing second -generation Mexicans, which 

would heighten their demands for full integration into American society in the postwar 

years.35 

Settlement patterns in the 1930s  came to reflect schisms within the Mexican community 

itself, including the emergence of a permanent Mexican American community. Recent 

immigrants continue d to settle in the Plaza area. They were mostly unskilled workers, 

many of them single men living in the cityõs cheap motels, boarding houses, and house 

courts. The North Main Street district housed similar settlers, as well as families. In the 

railroad district east of the Plaza, industrial shops drew skilled laborers to settle the area, 

along with shop and restaurant owners who ran businesses there (where rents were 

cheaper than the Plaz a) and desired to live nearby. Many of the integrated 

neighborhoods to the south were rezoned for industry in the 1920s, and soon 

disappeared as residential sites. East o f the river ð in Boyle Heights, Brooklyn Heights, and 

Lincoln Heights ð neighborhoods in the 1930s were still multiethnic, with widespread 

home ownership. The Mexicans who could afford to live there were skilled or semi -skilled 

worke rs, usually second gene ration. Homeownership rates were highest in this area 

(and in the nearby Belvedere neighborhood in East Los Angeles), fostering  a sense of 

permanence in these communities. In the larger context in which employe rs expected 

Mexican workers to move for jobs, the act of buying a home signaled not just a new 

sense of permanence, but also an òact of defiance and a form of self-assertion.ó36   

1940s - 1950s:  WWII, Civil Rights, and Suburbanization  

World War II pulled the United States out of the Depression, and us hered in an era of 

economic vitality, job growth, a nd rising standards of living. For L.A.õs Mexicans, the war 

opened up new jobs and opportunities, drew many into military service, and ultimately 

helped invigorate the  Latino civil rights movement. The distinguished record of military 

service by Mexican Americans ð combined with virulent racism during the war ð 

heightened their drive to pr otect and expand civil rights. As a result, in the 1940s and 

1950s, the Latino struggle for equality expanded rapidly an d took multiple forms ð from 

grassroots organizing to litigation. These efforts produced major court victories, progress 

in Latino electoral infl uence, and new organizations.   

L.A.õs Mexicans served the war effort both in battle and on the home front. During 

World War II, 250,000 to 500,000 Latinos nationally served in the armed forces, with Los 

Angeles contributing the largest percentage of any community. 37 As in World War I , 

                                                 
34 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 59-64; Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 245-249; Vargas, 

Crucible of Struggle , 249-250. 
35 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 239, 244-245, 249-252. 
36 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 195-200, quote at 200.  
37 Romo, East Los Angeles , 165. Although military service records for World War II are incomplete, historians 

estimate that approximately 500,000 persons with Span ish surnames served in the armed forces. This does 

not account for Latinos without Spanish surnames.  
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most Latinos were classified as white and served in all branches of the military and in all 

theaters of the conflict. Among these soldiers was Peter Aguilar Despart, who became 

the first draftee of the Army on October 29, 1941. Despart ð the son of an Italian father 

and Mexican Am erican mother ð was living on North  Main Street in 1940. 38 One of the 

most celebrated Mexican Americans to serve in the war was Guy Galbadon, the Pied 

Piper of Saipan. He grew up in Boyle Heights, where he spent most of his youth with a 

Japanese American family who taught h im their language and customs. During t he 

Battle of Saipan, Galbadon single -handedly captured over 1,000 Japanese civilians 

and soldiers by convincing them to surrender. 39 Overall, Mexican Americans suffered a 

disproportionate number of casualties during the war; they comprised one -fifth of all 

casualties from Los Angeles, though they were one -tenth of the total population.  

Nationally, they  were the most decorated ethnic g roup to serve during the war; 

seventeen  Latinos earned the Medal of Honor, including David Gonzalez of Pacoima. 40 

Ethnic Mexicans also aided 

the war effort on the home 

front. For the first time, large 

numbers of ethnic Mexican 

men were hired in relatively 

well -paid industrial jobs, m any 

in the defense industries. As 

more men went into military 

service, Mexican women 

found new job opportunities in 

war industries as well, 

especially in textile, aircraft, 

ship building, and food 

processing plants. Many 

Latinas also planted victory 

gardens, and handled all 

family responsibilities during 

the war. 41  

Despite their patriotic s ervice, 

Mexicans were targeted in 

two infamous events  that 

                                                 
38 Raul Morin, Among the Valiant: Mexican Americans in WWII and Korea  (Los Angeles: Valiant Press, 

reprinted 2002), 26. Despartõs first name is listed as Pedro in the 1930 Census, but in every other source lists 

him as Peter.  
39 Richard Goldstein, òGuy Gabaldon, 80, Hero of Battle of Saipan, Dies,ó New York Times , September 4, 

2006. 
40 Romo, East Los Angeles , 165; List of Hispanic Medal of Honor Recipients, 

ht tp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Hispanic_Medal_of_Honor_recipients , accessed on March 18, 2015; 

http://www.lamission.edu/news/family_of_hometownhero_newsrelease.html , accessed on March 18, 2015.  
41 Romo, East Los Angeles , 165. For example, Mexican Americans were about 12% of all Lockheed aircraft 

employees, and 80% of them were women who worked in detailed assembly, general assembly, and 

riveting (Vargas, Labor Rights , 233). 

Alleged leaders of Zoot Suit gro ups shown as they appeared on 

June 15, 1943, before the County Grand Jury for the opening of 

an inquiry into the series of riots between Mexican American 

youth and Anglo servicemen earlier that month.  
(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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symbolized the persistence of racial animosity during the war ð the Sleepy Lagoon  case 

and the Zoot Suit riots. In August 1942 police arrested twenty -two  Mexican American 

youth for the murder of Jo se Diaz, whose body was found on a dirt road near the so -

called Sleepy Lagoon, a water -filled quarry (located in the Bell/Vernon area). During 

the trial, the press portrayed the defendants as Mexican thugs, while police captain Ed 

Ayres characterized ethni c Mexicans as biologically criminal and prone to violence.  

Despite questionable evidence, the all -white jury found seventeen  of the defendants 

guilty on charges ranging from assault to first -degree murder, representing the largest 

mass conviction in Calif ornia history. 42 The ruling spurred the formation of the Sleepy 

Lagoon Defense Committee, comprised of progressive activists, actors, and labor 

leaders, who helped appeal the case, which was overturned in 1944.  

The publicity around this case stoked widespr ead animosity toward Mexicans, which 

exploded i n the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943. In 1942 and 1943, the Los Angeles Times ran a 

series of articles port raying the òzoot suit menace.ó Zoot suit culture, in fact, had more 

complex meaning as recent historians have  shown. It was a popular multiracial youth 

subculture that flourished in the 1940s, especially in Los Angeles and New York. Built 

around a style of dress, jazz music, dancing, and a kind of jive talk (a pachuco dialect 

called caló in Los Angeles), this sub culture was an assertion of ethnic autonomy and 

dignity in a society that routinely dehumanized them.  Historian Luis Alvarez shows how 

participation didnõt necessarily mean a rejection of America or even the war effort,  as 

some zooters enlisted in the Arm y. Still, negative press portrayals ð depicting zooters as 

the òenemy withinó ð stoked popular animosity, whic h erupted in ten  days of violence 

between Mexican American youth and Anglo servicemen in June 1943. Thousands of 

white servicemen and civilians ro amed the streets of downtown, physically assaulting 

and tearing the clothes of f zoot ers. 43 Eventually the Navy and Marine Corps declared 

Los Angeles off limits to military personnel, 150 people were injured, and more than 500 

Mexican Americans were arrested. Those who had been stripped of their clothes were 

charged with disturbing the peace or vagrancy. 44 

The dual experience of patriotic wartime service and virulent racism at home 

heightened Mexican demands for civil rights. Adopting a more confrontational style, 

ethnic Mexicans in Los Angeles waged campaigns that increasingly targeted state -

sanc tioned discrimination, reflecting the tenor of broader civil rights activism in the 

United States. 45 War veterans and labor activists were instrumental in these efforts. In 

                                                 
42 Sánchez,  Becoming Mexican American , 266.  On the exact location of Sleepy Lagoon, see 

http://dreamingcasuallypoetry.blogspot.com/2012/09/the -location -of -sleepy -lagoon -los.html , accessed 

March 18, 2015.  
43 On the first day of rioting, the Los Angeles Times reported attacks occurring on Main, Broadway, Olive, 

Second, and Brooklyn Ave and 4 th Street.  òRiot Alarm Sent Out in Zoot War,ó Los Angeles Times, June 8, 

1943. 
44 Luis Alvarez, The Power of the Zoot: Youth Culture and Resistance during World War II (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 2008); L uis Alvarez, òZoot Violence on the Home Front,ó in Mexican Americans & World 

War II, ed. Ma ggie Rivas -Rodriguez (Austin : University of Texas Press, 2005), 141-75; Sánchez,  Becoming 

Mexican American , 267. 
45 Louis DeSipio, òDemanding Equal Political Voiceé and Accepting Nothing less: The Quest for Latino 

Political Inclusion,ó in American Latinos and the Making of the United States: A Theme Study  (Washington 

D.C.: National Park Service, 2013) , 277; Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 65-68.  
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1942, for example, El Congreso rallied to support the war effort, while also campaig ning 

against police brutality and raising funds for the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee. 46 

Organized labor meanwhile continued to represent the  critical base of Latino civil rights 

activism in Los Angeles dur ing the 

1940s. Mexican Americans with the 

Congres s of Industrial Organizations 

(CIO)  successfully lobbied to open up 

defense jobs to Mexicans during the 

war, then broadened their agenda into 

community issues like access to public 

housing, improvements to existing 

housing, and an end to police 

brutality. 47 The Community Service 

Organization (CSO), established in Los 

Angeles in 1947, was a grassroots group 

that focused on mobilizing Mexican 

American voters at the neighborhood 

level. The CSO was fairly moderate in 

orientation, generally embracing 

assimilation  while advocating on a 

broad array of civil rights issues. The 

CSO helped ethnic Mexicans get 

elected to various offices for the first time, including Edward Roybal who won a seat on 

the Los Angeles City Council in 1949 ð the first time a Mexican held that  post since 

1881.48 In the 1950s, the Cold War brought an abrupt end to more progressive activism, 

and moderate groups emerged to lead and reorient the Latino civil rights movement, 

such as the CSO and the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC). 49 These 

groups shifted toward advocacy of immigrant rights during the 1950s, largely in 

response to harsh immigration policies such as Operation Wetback. This stance fostered 

a broader sense of solidarity between Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans. 50   

Mexicans made major job gains during and after WWII, thanks to breakthroughs during 

the war, expanded educational opportunities, and the overall c limate of economic 

prosperity. As the state economy continued to expand, workers found themselves in 

high demand, a change quickly reflected in polic y. In a full reversal of 1930s 

repatriation, the Bracero Program (1942 -1964) was an agreement between the U.S. and 

Me xico that brought thousands of temporary workers to the U.S. to work mainly in 

agriculture. 51 Mexicans in Los Angeles felt the positive effects of postwar prosperity in 

terms of job progress, moving into hig her skilled, higher paid work. In the 1950s and 

1960s, the number of skilled and semi -skilled Mexican workers outnumbered unskilled 

                                                 
46 Vargas, Crucible of Struggle , 250. 
47 Vargas, Labor Rights, 234, 249, and see chapters 4 -6. 
48 Vargas, Crucible of Struggle , 273; DeSipio, òDemanding Equal Political Voice,ó 277. 
49 The American G.I. Forum, a politically moderate organization of Latino war veterans, seemed to  play a 

less important role in Los Angeles. The first chapter was established in California in 1958.  
50 Vargas, Crucible of Struggle , 272-273; Vargas, Labor Rights , 270-73; Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors , chapter 5.  
51 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 75. 

 
Edward Roybal (standing) was elected to the City 

Council in 1949. (Los Angeles Public Library)  
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laborers for the firs t time in the stateõs history. They took jobs as welders, plumbers, and 

riveters in defense plants, as cement finishers and machinists, and as mechanic s and 

production -line workers in factories. There was also a small but gradual rise of 

professionals and white -collar workers, thanks in part to the G.I. Bill, which opened up 

higher education to some Mexican Americans. Overall, however, occupational 

inequ ality persisted, as ethnic Mexicans still held inferior jobs with  lower pay compared 

to Anglos. For Mexican women, although many were laid off from defense jobs at warõs 

end, many remained in paid jobs into the postwar years ð moving out of semi -skilled 

fa ctory jobs and into clerical and service positions. Together, these trends reflected the 

nascent broadening of the Mexican American middle class. 52  

As the Mexican population in L .A. surged, settlement patterns  during the postwar period  

followed t wo general  pathway s:  greater clustering in the eastside, and  smaller streams 

of dispersal. Some of this clustering intensified when older, long -established Mexican 

neighborhoods in and around downtown were displaced by redevelopm ent and 

freeway constructions. Chave z Ravine was the most famous example. 53 This well-

established Mexican American neighborhood was first targeted for demolition to make 

way for public housing projects (which never materialized), then Dodger Stadium. 54  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
52 Vargas, Labor Rights , 11; Mario Barrera, Race and Class in the Southwest  (Norte Dame: University of Notre 

Dame Press, 1979), 136, cited in Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 73. 
53 There were actually three main neighborhoods in Chavez Ravine - Palo Verde, La Loma, and Bishop.  
54 One source  listed the Mexican population of Chavez Ravine as 62.7% in the 1940s. Eshref Shevky and 

Molly Lewin, Your Neighborhood: A Social Profile of Los Angeles  (Haynes Foundation, 1949), 10.  

 
Right: The caption from the Herald  Examiner story of April 10, 1959 read: òMrs. Abrana Arechiga, 

63, weeps as she reads an eviction notice tacked on her home by Deputy Sheriffs, ordering 

them to move from Chavez Ravine to make way for the Dodger ball park.ó Left: Movers remove 

belongings of the Vargas -Arechiga family at 1771 Malvina Avenue in Chavez Ravine.  

(Los Angeles Public Library)  
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In May 1959, the eviction of families like the Aréchigas, who had lived in the Ravine 

since the 1920s, caught national media attention and sparked public outrage. Freeway 

construction, which accelerated in the 1950s and 1960s, likewise decimated many of 

L.A.õs multicultural communities, such as the Mateo/Cabrini district, a settlement of 

Mexican and Italian immigr ants near downtown L.A. that was razed during construction 

of the Santa Monica Freeway in the 1960s. 55 The destruction of these neighborhoods 

pushed many Mexicans to move to Boyle Heights, Lincoln Heights, and other eastside 

neighborhoods, accelerating whit e flight out of the area. As historian Eric Avila 

explained  Boyle Heights òcoalesced with other Eastside communities to form a larger 

Chicano barrio, homogeneous and isolated from the rest of the city.ó56 At the same 

time, the Pico Union/Westlake area remai ned a key gateway settlement for newly 

arrived Mexican immigrants as it had since the 1920s, thanks to the abundance of multi -

family housing in the area. 57  

Although surrounding white suburbs had long been closed off to Mexicans and other 

non -whites, this b egan to change after the Shelley v. Kraemer  (1948), the  U.S. Supreme 

Court decision  that  outlawed race restrictive covenants. This ruling, along with F ederal 

Housing Administration  and G .I. loans and Mexican job progress, enabled a small 

number of ethnic M exicans to move into formerly all -white suburbs by the 1950 s, a 

number of them outside of the Los Angeles  City limits. Along with Asian Americans, 

ethnic Mexicans were able to breach the residential color line quicker than African 

Americans. 58 In addition t o these suburban breakthroughs, Mexicans also settled in 

working -class neighborhoods  in west and south Los Angeles , and in settlements 

spreading out  from Pacoima and Canoga Park. As well, one list of Californio pioneer s 

from the WWII years listed forty -one  people living in West Adams, Brentwood Heights, 

Hancock Park, and Hollywood. 59 Still, this progress was halting as realtors continued the 

practice of racial steering well into the 1950s, aimed especially against dark -skinned 

Me xicans. Lighter -skinned Mexicans had a somewhat easier time gaining access to 

suburban residence. 60  

In the 1950s, then, Mexican communities in Los Angeles experienced both p rofound 

progress and setbacks. Two areas illustrate the contrast. On the one hand, these years 

witnessed a major change in the life of East Los Angeles with the opening of two 

college campuses: East Los Angeles College in 1948 and Los Angeles State College in 

                                                 
55 Avila, Popular Culture , 197-212. Boyle Heights and Belvedere met a similar fate, arousing vigorous protests 

by residents, L.A. City Councilman Edward Roybal, and Mexican American activists.  
56 Eric Avila, Popular Culture in the Age of White Flight  (Berkeley: University of California  Press, 2004), 51-52, 

quote on 51; George Sá nchez, "What's Good for Boyle Heights Is Good for the Jews": Creating 

Multiculturalism on the Eastside during the 1950s,ó American Quarterly , 56, 3 (September 2004), 633 -661. 
57 Allen and Turner, Ethnic Quilt , 110. 
58 Charlotte Brooks, Alien Neighbors, Foreign Friends  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 227; Josh 

Sides, L.A. City Limits: African American Los Angeles from the Great Depression to the Present  (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2006); Max Felker -Kantor, òFighting the Segregation Amendment,ó in Black and 

Brown in Los Angeles , eds., Josh Kun and Laura Pulido (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 146.  
59 Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American , 70. 
60 Ralph Guzman, òThe Hand of Esau: Words Change, Practices Remain in Racial Covenants,ó Frontier  7 

(June 1956), 13, 16; Gonzalez, òA Place in the Sun,ó 70-78. 
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1949.61 These colleges ð accessible and affordable ð would positively influence 

successive generations o f ethnic Mexicans. On the other hand, Mexicans continued to 

endure assaults upon their community at multiple levels. Police brutality continued 

apace in the 1950s, including raids on private family gatherings in homes, the òBloody 

Christmasó case on December 24, 1951 at the Lincoln Heights jail, and other incidents 

that bred deep mistrust between the LAPD and the Latino community. As Ralph 

Guzmán wrote in the Eastside Sun in January 1954, òIt is becoming more and more 

difficult to walk through the streets o f Los Angeles ð and look Mexican!ó62 At a larger 

scale, freeway building razed numerous Latino neighborho ods, such as the Hollenbeck 

area of Boyle Heights  where thousands were displaced to make way for the Pomona 

Freeway in 1957. These simultaneous experien ces would politicize larger and larger 

numbers of ethnic Mexicans, setting the stage for the Chicano movement.  

1960s - 1970s:  Rise of Chicano Power  

The 1960s and 1970s was a pivotal era for Latinos in Los Angeles. This was a time when 

Mexican American id entity was fully integrated in national political life, propelled by 

their demographic, polit ical, and cultural ascendance. By 1960, Los Angeles housed the 

largest Mexican American community in the U.S. At the same time, the persistence of 

segregation and discrimination propelled a more robust push for rights and respect, 

which crystalized in the Chicano movement.  

The Latino population grew quickly during these decades. While U.S. Census data on 

Latinos is fairly unreliable before 1970, we can surmise that  their numbers were on the 

rise. In 1950 and 1960, the census described Latinos as "white persons of Spanish 

surname." In 1970, many different criteria were used  including language, place of birth, 

and self -definition. In addition to being complicated, thi s method was not used 

throughout the country.  

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 ð a watershed in federal immigration policy 

ð had two effects on L.A.õs Latinos. First, because it set a strict quota on the number of 

immigrants from the Western He misphere, it sparked a rise in unsanctioned immigration 

from Mexico. 63 Second, the a ct also spurred immigration from Central and South 

America, diver sifying L.A.õs Latino profile. From 1970 to 1980, for example, the number of 

foreign -born Salvadorans and Gu atemalans in Los Angeles jumped 800 and nearly 700 

percent, respectively. In the late 1970s, their motivations for immigrating shifted from 

economic to political, as civil war and political turmoil ravaged their home countries. 

Because few were able to ach ieve refugee status due to U.S. policies in that region, 

many came as undocumented immigrants. 64 

                                                 
61 Los Angeles State College became California State Univ ersity, Los Angeles in 1972.  
62 Rudolfo F. Acuña, Occupied America: A History of Chicanos , 8th Ed. (Pear son, 2007), 279, 285-286, quote 

at 286.  
63 The end of the Bracero Program in 1964 and the persistence of low wages in Mexico also contributed to 

the rise  of undocumented Mexican immigrants.  
64 From 1970 to 1980 , the population numbers were: for Salvadorans, 7,700 to 61,600, and for  Guatemalans, 

5,600 to 38,000. Nora Hamilton and Norma Stoltz Chinchilla, Seeking Community in a Global City: 

Guatemalans and Sa lvadorans in Los Angeles  (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), 45.  
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TABLE II65 

TOTAL HISPANIC POPULATION AND PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION IN LOS ANGELES 

1950-1990 
Year  Total Population  Hispanic Population  Percentage of Total  

1950 1,970,358 157,067 8.0 

1960 2,479,015 158,062 6.4 

1970 2,816,061 518,791 18.4 

1980 2,966,850 816,076 27.5 

1990 3,485,398 1,370,476 39.3 

Despite legal breakthroughs in civil rights, residential and school segrega tion intensified 

in the 1960s. For examp le, Mexicans comprised over eighty percent of the Boyle 

Heights -East L.A. population in that decade. By the 1970s, Latinos finally began a more 

concerted push into new areas of Los Angeles, propelled by the passage of stronger 

fair housing laws, white flig ht out of southern Los Angeles, and the e xpanding Mexican 

middle class. Southern Los Angeles became the new center of Latino settlement. Once 

a center of thriving industry and white suburbia, this area experienced plant closures 

and white flight in the 197 0s and 1980s. As housing prices declined and low -wage 

factories set up shop, Latinos moved into these neighborhoods, spreading west across 

the Alameda Corridor and linking up with the older barrios in Wil lowbrook, Watts, and 

Florence. By the 1990s, this southern area had more Latinos than the traditional 

eastsid e.66   

Central Americans, many of them political refugees with low education levels and few 

English skills, tended to concentrate in low -income neighborhoods. The most important 

area was Pico Union/We stlake, with MacArthur Park serving as a hub of social and 

political activity. Some immigrants opened businesses and restaurants in this area, 

solidifying it as the center of the C entral American community. This  enclave stretched 

north of Westlake into east Hollywood, while another wedge stretched into the West 

Adams  district. Other immigrants  made their way by bus to work as domestics, 

garde ners, and handymen in affluent w estside suburbs, or in garment factories  and 

janitorial jobs in downtown offices.  In 1976, a Guatemalan Indian settled in Westlake to 

work in a local factory; he became the nucleus of a chain migration of Mayan Indians 

(mostly Kanjobal) from Guatemala. By the 1980s, they concentrated between 3 rd  and 

6th Streets, not far west of the Harbor Freeway. Some Salvadorans and Guatemalans 

lived beyond this area to be close to jobs. These settlements included established 

Mexican neighborhoods of the San Fernando Valley, the modest homes of Lennox just 

                                                 
65 U.S. Census, 1950-1990, especially for 1950 and 1960, there were i nconsistencies in how the U.S. C ensus 

counted Latinos, so for 1950  and 1960, these are estimates. The U.S. Census continu ed to undercount  

Latinos; the estimated national  undercount is 4 to 6 percent. In Los Angeles, the presence of 

undocumented immigrants contributed to a likely òsignificant undercountó of Latinos in Southern California 

in the 1980s and 1990s. (Allen and Turner, Ethnic Quilt , 5, 109).  
66 Acuña, Occupied America,  297-298; Allen and Turner, Ethnic Quilt , 108. 



SurveyLA 

Latino Los Angeles Historic Context Statement  

 

 23 

east of LAX, and the Atwater Village strip near the Southern Pacific railroad yards. 67 A 

smaller number of Cubans also settled in Los Angeles after 1960, fleeing Fidel Castroõs 

regime. Two key Cuban enclaves were Echo Park/East Hollywood (b etween Sunset and 

Beverly Boulevard ), and the Lennox -Hawthorne -Inglewood area. Smaller Cuban 

enclaves were in Palms -Mar Vista, the Beverly/Vermont neighborhood, the southeast 

San Fernando Valley, and Atwater Village. 68 

Discrimination against Latinos continued in many areas of life. Job discrimination 

persisted i n many fields, although Latinos  began making breakthroughs into unionized 

industrial jobs by the 1960s and were quite active in many industrial unions. 69 However , 

just as they were making their greatest jobs gains, a wave  of plant closures hit. The 

factories that rose in their place tended to be low -skilled, non -union shops that took 

advantage of immigrant labor. 70 Educational inequality also persisted. Schools in Latino 

neighborhoods were typically over -cro wded and underfu nded, with multiple tracks , 

few Latino  tea chers, and high dropout rates. The mostly white San Fernando Valley, by 

contrast, drew much of the cityõs funding for schools, diverting it away even from the 

Latino enclaves in the Valley. As a result, college att endance lagged among Latinos.  

As late as 1965, UCLA had less than 100 Latino students out of 25,0 00 total; that same 

year, only seven  Latinos attended Cal State Northridge.  71 Finally, despite some progress 

in politics, Latinos remained severely underrepre sented in elected offices by the early 

1960s. When Edward Roybal was elected to the U.S. Congress in 196 2, his departure 

from the L.A. City C ouncil left a Latino void in local politics  for decades .72 

In the 1960s, Latinos mobilized with increasing resolve t o claim their rights and assert  

their place in American life. An increase in Latinos college enrollments by the late 1960s, 

spurred by federal and state grant programs and special minority admissions programs, 

set the stage for a new wave of rights activis m.73 Together with the farmworkers strikes in 

California, these factors were critical catalysts for the Chicano movement, a broad -

based, urban -centered movement focused  on claiming rights, celebrating Chicano 

culture and identity, and ultimately transformin g American society. As historian Al bert  

Camarillo writes, the movement contained many elements: òcultural renaissance, 

growing ethnic consciousness, proliferation of community and political organizations, 

social -reformist ideology and civil rights advocacy .ó74 The concept of òAztlanó surged at 

this time and it gave Chicanos a new sense of identity, tied to the land, based on the 

Aztec/Mexica prophecies and narratives.   

                                                 
67 Allen and Turner, Ethnic Quilt , 110-111; Hamilton and Chinchilla, Seeking Community , 61. 
68 Allen and Turner, Ethnic Quilt , 111. 
69 Gómez -Qu iñones, Mexican American Labor, 179, 186, 188, 195, 270.  Mexicans were well represented in 

furniture, auto, steel rubber, electrical, aircraft, and longshoremen unions in Southern California, waging 

multiple strikes from the 1940s to 1960s.  
70 Becky Nicola ides, My Blue Heaven: Life and Politics in the Working -Class Suburbs of Los Angeles, 1920 -

1965 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), epilogue.  
71 Acuña, Occupied America,  298, 309; Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 98. 
72 Acuña, Occupied America,  300, 309-310. 
73 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 98. 
74 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 92. 
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An important early Chicano action was the òblow-outsó of spring 1968, the name given 

to a  series of protests by high school students against the Los Angeles Unified School 

District (LAUSD). Over 15,000 students from several high schools walked out of class to 

protest poor conditions at their schools. 75 Along with the students themselves, Sal 

Ca stro, a teacher at Lincoln 

High School, helped organize 

the walkouts. These protests 

gained wide media attention 

when police actions led to 

violence at some of the 

demonstrations, and they 

encouraged similar walkouts 

across the nation. 76 Around 

the same tim e college 

students  were organizing and  

demanding Chicano -related 

courses and programs . 

The Chicano movement also 

involved  the formation of 

community service 

organizations, such as job -

training centers like the 

Chicana Service Action 

Centers in Los Angeles, and 

community corporations like 

The East Los Angeles Community Union  (TELACU) ð man y funded by the federal War on 

Poverty. Youth activism was also a critical facet of the Chicano movement, and 

include d groups like the Brown Berets  and student protestors at high schools and 

colleges demanding educational equity and cultural recognition. A nother significant 

group was the National Chicano Moratorium  Committee  (NCM C), an alliance of 

groups o pposed to the Vietnam War. The N CM C held protests in Los Angeles between  

1969 and 1970 , the most significant was held on August 29, 1970. Approximately 20 ,000 

to 30,000 protestors from across the country gathered in Belvedere Park and marched 

down Atlantic and Whittier Boulevards to a rally in Laguna Park. 77 It was hailed as the 

largest demonstration  of Mexican Americans at the time . The importance of the 

demonstration was overshadowed by the events that followed. A disturbance at a 

liquor store sparked a massive response from the Los Angeles Police Department and 

Los Angeles County Sheriffõs Department. The peaceful rally quickly turned into a major 

confli ct between protestors and police officers and sheriffõs deputies. By the end of the 

                                                 
75 The blow -outs were focused at Wilson, Garfield, Lincoln, Belmont, and Roosevelt  High Schools.  
76 Camarillo, Chicanos in California , 99; Acuña, Occupied America: 311-313; F. Arturo Rosales, Chicano!  

(Houston: Arte Público Press, 1996), 184-195. 
77 Articles from the period tend to place the number of demonstrators at 25,000 or 30,000, while articles on 

the twentieth anniversary of the march place th e number at 20,000. For a map of the route see George 

Ramos, ò20 Years Later, Latinos Will March Again: Demonstration: Chicano Empowerment was the Message 

in 1970,ó Los Angeles Times, August 24, 1990, B3.  

 
Chicano movement picketers outside Lincoln High School on 

September 16, 1968. One carries a sign referring to the teacher 

and leader, Sal Castro, who protested the lack of educational 

opportunities for Mexican American students.  

(Los Angeles Public Librar y) 




