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PREFACE

■

With the publication of this issue of The Journal of San Diego History, 
the University of San Diego (USD) is pleased to inaugurate its new 
relationship with the San Diego Historical Society. Professors of History,

Iris H. W. Engstrand and Molly McClain, have generously offered their expertise
and editorial skills to the Journal and brought our University into the heart of the 
enterprise. USD’s own history suggests why this match is good.   

For more than fifty years, the University of San Diego has been a vital partici-
pant in the growth and development of San Diego and the surrounding region. At a
time when jackrabbits dominated the landscape of our Linda Vista mesa, the
founders of USD—Bishop Charles F. Buddy and Mother Rosalie Clifton Hill,
RSCJ—imagined and then built something grand: a scholarly community where
the sons and daughters of San Diegans might seek the truth and beauty on a hill
overlooking the sea.

The founders intended to preserve the rich legacy of learning and culture
imported to San Diego by the Franciscan missionaries from Spain through the art,
architecture, and curriculum of the colleges. The inspiration for this project was
the great Spanish University of Alcalá de Henares, the home of our city’s namesake,

Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace & Justice, University of San Diego

iv



San Diego de Alcalá. This humanistic center of learning educated people like
Ignatius of Loyola and Teresa of Avila during Spain’s Golden Age. Today, a San
Diegan who visits the remnants of the old university at Alcalá de Henares immedi-
ately recognizes the architectural inheritance given to the University of San Diego.
Our campus contains some of the best revival Spanish Renaissance architecture
outside of Spain. 

It is fitting, then, that the University of San Diego join in a new and vital 
partnership with the San Diego Historical Society. The Journal of San Diego History
will benefit from the editing of two superb historians, Professors Iris H. W.
Engstrand and Molly McClain. USD’s commitment to this joint venture with the
Society offers readers all that they have come to expect from a scholarly chronicle
and, more, the insightful and creative influence of academics who are themselves
invested in preserving and celebrating our region’s vitality.

Mary E. Lyons, PhD
President
University of San Diego
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UNA CASA DEL PUEBLO — A TOWN

HOUSE OF OLD SAN DIEGO

■

Winner of the 2004 Institute of History Mary Ward Award 
Victor A. Walsh

“The Spanish Dons, rather than the Mexican paisanos, 
became the symbols of the Spanish past.”

— Carey McWilliams, Southern California, An Island on the Land, 1946

All around the empty plaza stood the crumbling adobes and roofless walls of
another time. One of them, the Casa de Estudillo on the southeast side of the
plaza in Old Town San Diego State Historic Park, had been bought in 1906 by

the sugar magnate and investor John D. Spreckels. Hoping to capitalize on Old Town’s
tourist potential, he extended his streetcar line up Calhoun Street to the plaza. Two
years later his vice president and managing director, William Clayton, hired a 43-year
old widow recently turned designer to research and restore the historic ruin. Her
name was Hazel Wood Waterman, the daughter-in-law of former Governor Robert
Whitney Waterman and then employee of noted San Diego architect Irving Gill.1

Completed in 1910, the restoration launched one of California’s first historic
tourist attractions and in the process helped to inspire a nostalgic fetish, an antiquari-
an enthusiasm for the state’s Spanish heritage. An estimated 125,000 people visited
the Casa de Estudillo in 1915, the same year that the Panama-California Exposition
opened in Balboa Park.2 San Diego had been “discovered” by the outside world, but
what was the appeal of this restored adobe in a backwater village on the outskirts of
the modern city?  

To unravel the knot of this question requires an investigation into the power and
interplay of myth and history. What was the history of the casa and the Estudillo fam-
ily who lived there until 1887? How accurate is Waterman’s restoration in terms of
design, use of materials, construction methods, landscape, and furnishings? What was
her research approach? Her source(s) of information and inspiration? What did the
Casa de Estudillo signify to early twentieth-century California society? How did myth
and history as popularized in literature, film, and art shape or alter the historic mem-
ory of the visiting public?

History of a House and a Family 

Built between 1827-1829 by Lieutenant José Antonio Estudillo, this adobe town

1

Victor A. Walsh is a historian with California State Parks in San Diego. He earned a Ph. D. in American 
history, with a focus on 19th-century ethnicity and race, from the University of Pittsburgh in 1984. He
taught as a lecturer at San Francisco State University, the University of San Francisco, and College of San
Mateo. In 1991, he won the Carlton C. Qualey Award for an article published in the Journal of American
Ethnic History on Irish drinking customs and Catholic total abstinence. 



house would become the social and ecclesiastical center of Old Town San Diego dur-
ing the Mexican and early American periods.3 Born in 1803 at Monterey, José Antonio
was the sixth child of José María, the Spanish-born comandante of the San Diego
Presidio. His mother was María Gertrudis Horcasitas, a native of Tlayacopa, Mexico.4

Educated, proud, and handsome, José Antonio embodied the bearing of a
Spanish gentleman. But he was not a pureblood Spaniard, nor did he support contin-
ued Spanish colonial rule. Influenced by Mexico’s struggle for independence from
Spain, he became a steadfast advocate of republican self-rule. In 1833, he and five
other adult male citizens drafted a petition, urging the governor to establish a civil
government in place of continued military rule by the presidio’s comandante.5 Two
years later the governor declared Old Town San Diego as an official pueblo to be gov-
erned by an elected town council. During Mexican rule, Estudillo played an influen-
tial role in the town’s nascent political life, serving as treasurer, tax collector, juez de
paz (justice of the peace), and finally as alcalde (mayor) in 1837-38. In 1850, under
American rule, he served as treasurer, tax collector, and county assessor. 

José Antonio Estudillo also supported the breakup of the mission system in the
early 1830s. Not only did it embody the last vestige of feudal Spanish rule in
California, but its monopoly of land and Indian labor had inhibited development.
Under the supposed enlightened leadership of rancheros like himself, secularization
would reverse this trend. Estudillo had extensive landholdings, with grants to Rancho
Temecula (1823), Rancho Janal (1829), and later Rancho San Jacinto Viejo (1845). He
also served as the mayordomo or administrator of the Mission San Luis Rey from 1840
to 1843.6

In 1824, he married María Victoria Domínguez, the daughter of José Cristobal
Domínguez, a sergeant in the cavalry stationed at the presidio. Like José Antonio, she
was a Californio, born in 1802 at the San Diego Presidio. Typical of many of the early
Spanish colonial settlers, she had come from a racially-mixed family. Her father was
born at the presidio of Loreto in Baja California, and her mother, María de los Reyes
Ybañez, in the Mexican frontier province of Sinaloa. A woman of unbounded charity,
Victoria raised her 10 children, 4 grandchildren, and 5 nieces and nephews in the
casa, all of them baptized in the Roman Catholic faith. She also adopted and raised
several Indian orphans at the home.7

Estudillo undoubtedly built this casa de poblador or townhouse to accommodate
his wife and their large extended family, which included at varying times members of
the Pedrorena and Domínguez families.8 Judge Benjamin Hayes, who later resided in
the home, called it and the nearby Bandini home “mansions.” Built with Indian labor,
the single-story, whitewashed adobe, which was enclosed on two sides (L-shaped)
around an inner courtyard, reflected a rustic elegance unmatched in Southern
California of that day. Indian workmen carried the pine timbers from the Cuyamaca
forest. The casa’s ridgepole frame was bound and fastened together with narrow strips
of rawhide to overhead crossbeams. The two-to-four foot thick adobe-brick walls were
built on a river-cobble foundation. The main entrance was a narrow zaguán or cov-
ered central passageway from the plaza.

Sometime in the 1830s, José Antonio added another wing facing San Diego
Avenue. The home originally had earthen and then brick tiled floors (except the sala
or living room, which had a pine-board floor), clay-tiled roofs, wood-barred windows,
and interior wooden shutters. Indian servants sprinkled the earthen floors with water
to keep them hard. The rooms were generally square and nearly all of them were
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interconnected with doors.9

With the abandonment of the nearby presidio and its chapel, the Estudillo home
became the pueblo’s unofficial church.10 On September 29, 1851, Catholic parish-
ioners laid the cornerstone for a parish church to be built that would accommodate
their religious needs better than the Casa de Estudillo’s little chapel. John Judson
Ames, the hulking owner and publisher of the San Diego Herald, captured the solem-
nity of the public procession on the plaza:

At 4 o’clock precisely, the folding doors of a large apartment in the house of Don José Antonio
Estudillo…were thrown open, and a procession composed of the most esteemed and cherished
members of the Church Universal, with the learned and devout ‘Padre’…at their head, preceded
by…youths dressed in snow white frocks and bearing in their hands silver vases and gold and sil-
ver candlesticks…, issued into the Plaza,…until it reached the sacred spot….The priest consecrat-
ed with holy water the foundations of the building; after which, a scroll containing a memoran-
dum of the date and place…was securely sealed in a vessel of indestructible [sic] nature, and
placed under the cornerstone about to be laid.11

Funds for constructing the church, however, failed to materialize, and visiting
priests continued to say Mass for Old Town’s Roman Catholic community in the
chapel until 1858, when the new church, the Immaculate Conception, at last opened
on nearby Conde Street. The large front room in the Casa de Estudillo’s southwest
corner was the “old chapel room” according to Judge Benjamin Hayes. Later, it was
partitioned with a reception room opening onto San Diego Avenue and the larger
inner room serving as the chapel.12 After secularization, Mission San Diego de Alcalá’s
properties, including vestments, crucifixes, candlesticks, and paintings, were stored at
the home until the Immaculate Conception opened.13

With the additional wing, there were twelve rooms, including bedrooms, a ser-
vants’ quarter, kitchen, work and storage rooms, a living room and dining room, and
the chapel. According to historian George Walcott Ames, the kitchen had a magnifi-
cent open fireplace or parilla to barbecue beef. Most adobe houses of that day had
fireplaces located outside, given the susceptibility of roofing thatch to catch fire. All of

Casa de Estudillo, January 1, 1893. Collection of Marjorie Reeves, Rancho Santa Fe.



4

T H E J O U R N A L O F S A N D I E G O H I S T O RY

the rooms were coated with a mud plaster and then painted with a lime-based white-
wash. On top of the roof was a turreted balcony, accessible by a stairwell. Seated here,
family and friends watched the bullfights, horse races, and fiestas on the plaza. The
Mexican flag flew from the flagpole atop the roof.14

During the U.S.-Mexican War, when Californio troops loyal to Mexico briefly lay
siege to San Diego in 1846, women and children often took refuge at the Estudillo
home. Its thick walls protected them from the sporadic musket fire coming from the
enemy’s entrenchment on Presidio Hill. The siege continued until a rag-tag force of
Californio volunteers, led by Captain Santiago E. Argüello, and U.S. Marines routed
the Californios.

The war years were an uneasy time for townspeople, including the Estudillos,
despite their neutrality. The presence of hundreds of U.S. soldiers and volunteers
strained services like housing and food. Outlying ranchos were abandoned under the
threat of losing cattle to marauding soldiers or lives in Indian raids.15

After the war, cattle and land prices soared as thousands of Argonauts poured
into the frontier state, often stopping at San Diego on their way to the Sierra gold-
fields. One of the county’s largest landholders, José Antonio Estudillo and his family
shared in the bounty. In 1850, his landed assets exceeded $25,000. They included
three ranchos totaling 57,831 acres, 400 head of cattle, 300 other field animals, 20
horses, 600 fanegas of wheat, 400 fanegas of barley, and an array of less valuable
goods. The casa that year was valued at an additional $5,000. 

On July 19, 1852, Don José Antonio Estudillo died. His death heralded a more
uncertain and anxious time for the family. By 1855, livestock prices had dropped due
to competition from Arizona and New Mexico cattlemen. Floods in the winter of
1861-1862 followed by a three-year drought brought further ruin. The boom-bust
cycle not only shrank family assets but it also bred squabbles and dissension. By
1856-1857, the house, which had been deeded to Victoria Domínguez and the eldest
son, José María, had dropped in value to $3,500.16

Relations among family and in-laws became increasingly strained. During the
1860s there were at least a half-dozen transfers of property and several lawsuits
involving family members. For instance, in 1855 and again in 1863, José María
Estudillo mortgaged his interest in the house probably to help defray debts from his
ranching investments.17 On January 11, 1869, María del Rosario Estudillo de Ferrer
sued her mother Victoria Domínguez and other family members at the house, claim-
ing that the deceased had left the house to her; the defendants were “tenants in com-
mon.” During the trial, José Guadalupe Estudillo, who lived in the house with his
mother, submitted a revealing account ledger. It showed that nearly $650 had been
spent between November 1865 and July 1869 to keep the house in “tenantable
repair.” These included installing glass windows, repairing and whitewashing the
northeastern wing’s (Calhoun Street) exterior adobe walls, building an adobe corral,
digging and roofing a well for the animals, remodeling rented rooms in the wing on
Calhoun Street, and reroofing the southwestern wing with wooden shingles.18

The motives behind these improvements were twofold. First, the Estudillos incor-
porated American building materials and methods into the rehabilitation. Materials
like nails, windows, paint, shingles, wood frames, and oil stains would reduce the
labor associated with maintaining adobe buildings against moisture and other ele-
ments. Their use also reflected a fusion of local building traditions and materials with
imported Yankee technology and building practices. Second, renting rooms out to
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respectable tenants would supplement Victoria Domínguez’s financial assets. Among
those to whom she rented rooms were Benjamin Hayes, a Democratic Party district
judge and historian, and David Hoffman, a surgeon and Democratic Party assembly-
man. Both men were political associates of her son José Guadalupe Estudillo, who was
elected state treasurer in 1875. Hayes and his second wife, Adelaida Serrano, actually
honeymooned at the house. They lived in the former chapel and two nearby rooms
from August 1866 until November 1867, a time that the judge fondly remembered as
“winged hours of bliss.”19

Along with providing lodging for renters, the building also housed a primary
school during the early 1860s. The school was located in the central room of the
southwestern wing (San Diego Avenue). It measured twenty by forty feet, and had a
twelve-foot high ceiling. Victoria Domínguez and Victoria Pedrorena de Magee, a
member of the extended family and resident of the home, taught at the school.20

The front of the imposing adobe facing the plaza was bereft of vegetation.
Historic photographs of the plaza in the early 1870s reveal a barren landscape. Only a
few bare saplings, wrapped in a wire mesh to protect them from animals, were plant-
ed in front of the casa. Grazing cattle and foraging wild animals were a constant nui-
sance. “The cattle range almost up to the doors of the hacienda itself,” recalled Helen
Elliott Bandini, “and while ordinarily kept by the vaqueros at a respectful distance,
had there been flowers or greenery to tempt their greedy appetites, no effort of the
herder could have restrained them from stampeding for the coveted object.”21

The inner courtyard, while the Estudillos lived in the house, served multiple
functions. It was a place of entertainment as well as work. All of the rooms opened
onto the courtyard. Overhead verandas of clay tile bordered it on three sides. Lillian

Veranda, 1910. ©SDHS, Hazel Wood Waterman Collection MSS 42, Box 1, Folder 13



Whaley recalled that “the courtyard was a big square, bare place with a fig and pepper
tree here and there, a few geraniums and a well in the centre.”22 It was the gathering
place for family parties, christenings, and feast day commemorations. Family and
friends spent considerable time underneath the verandas, smoking, chatting, knitting,
and playing guitars and violins. 

But the courtyard was also a place of work. Indian servants baked bread in large,
beehive-shaped ovens or hornos, spun cotton, hung clothes, made adobe bricks,
groomed horses, and tended gardens and orchards.23 By the early American period (ca
1850s) a flour milling operation had been started in an enclosure between the Bandini
and Estudillo houses. There was, according to city historian Clarence McGrew, “a line
of wagons and carts from the ranchos standing in this end of the plaza, during the
harvest time, with grain for milling.”24 Vaqueros (cowboys) deposited freshly butchered
meat from the ranchos in the corral behind the rear patio. Here, it was cut into long,
sinewy strips and placed on a low adobe wall to dry in the sun.

On October 18, 1873, Doña Victoria Domínguez de Estudillo died. Her death
symbolized the twilight of a fading era. By this time, Old Town had been upstaged as
the county’s commercial and civic seat by New Town, its rival to the south on the bay.
An uncontrollable fire in April 1872 had gutted the town’s commercial hub on the
plaza. “One by one the landmarks have disappeared from the old Plaza….Its glory is
departed with its departed people,” wrote a regretful Corinne Lillian Whaley in
1882.25

Like the plaza, the home fell on hard times. Victoria Domínguez deeded the
house to her sons, José Guadalupe and Salvador. In 1875, Guadalupe was elected
state treasurer, and after a momentous ball given in his honor at the home, he and his
family departed for Sacramento. Salvador and his family remained in the home until
1887, when they moved to Los Angeles, leaving the house in charge of a Mexican
caretaker.

The building thereafter rapidly fell into disrepair as it became linked in the public
imagination with Helen Hunt Jackson’s best-selling novel, Ramona (1884). Tourists
began flocking to the old adobe out of the mistaken belief that the chapel had once
been the setting for the marriage between the novel’s two principal characters,
Ramona and her Indian lover Alessandro. The caretaker, recalled Salvador in 1909,
“sold the tiles, adobes and locks” to souvenir collectors, telling them that it was “the
home of Ramona.” Vandalized and stripped of its materials, the historic adobe quickly
disintegrated. In 1906, Salvador sold it to Nat Titus, an agent for John Spreckels, for
$500.26

Waterman’s Vision of Restoration 

Hazel Wood Waterman was an unlikely candidate to restore the historic Estudillo
home as she was not a licensed architect. A designer for the noted architect Irving
Gill, it was her second major assignment.27 Furthermore, she was a woman, a widow
with three children to support. However, by the standards of the day, she had impec-
cable qualifications. She had worked under the guidance of one of San Diego’s master
architects, and had an “instinctual” grasp of design, according to Gill. She had taken
design and mechanical drawing classes at a local correspondence school. She also was
an accomplished painter and a published author on adobe structures. More impor-
tantly, she had a vision about southern California’s early Hispanic heritage, albeit one
that was considerably romanticized.28

6
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Passionate about the project, Waterman gleaned information about adobe struc-
tures from primary sources and old photographs, interviewed “old timers,” and spoke
to Charles Fletcher Lummis and other promoters of the state’s Spanish colonial her-
itage.29 She visited the missions at San Juan Capistrano, Santa Barbara, San Gabriel,
San Luis Rey, and San Diego de Alcalá. She also went to Pio Pico’s rancho at Whittier,
Cave Couts’ Rancho Guajome, the De La Guerra residence in Santa Barbara, and the
Avila House in Los Angeles. Most importantly, she spent time at the Estudillo house
— a “pathetic ruin” in her words — and the other adobes of historic Old Town. By
the early twentieth century, the site of the first European settlement in California was
no more than a great square surrounded by crumbling adobes and roofless walls, “a
monument to the past, a finger pointing out the endless changes of time and tide,” in
the words of one contemporary.30

Waterman built the restored house on its original footprints. The front on the
plaza side measures 113 feet 9 inches long and the two adjoining wings 96 feet 6
inches and 98 feet 6 inches ft. each. Like the original, the building was (and still is) a
one-story, U-shaped adobe with a central passageway. It has twelve rooms, all of
which open onto the enclosed courtyard.31 She hired only Mexican workmen familiar
with traditional adobe-building methods.32 They mixed stable straw, seaweed, broken
shells, and soft clay, and then kneaded and packed the dough-like substance into
wooden molds. The molds were set on their sides to dry in the sun “for not less than
thirty days, turning at least twice to prevent cracking.” The new adobe bricks were 16
inches long x 8 inches wide x 3 inches thick. Workmen used, when possible, material
from the original ruin.33

No nails were used to assemble the wood frame and roof. Instead, hand-hewed
crossbeams were notched, as if pulled by oxen, and fastened with narrow strips of
rawhide to the ridgepoles. Beams and posts were “aged” by soaking them in the mud

Making tiles, c. 1908-9. ©SDHS #85:15370-5 Hazel Wood Waterman Collection



flats along the bay. Once the frame was completed, round rafters were laid across the
roofline and covered with seaweed, mud, and a tule thatch, called carrizo. This gave
the roof a slight undulating sag unlike a tile roof laid on shakes or asphalt. Fired clay
tiles were then set in the thatch. Many of the tiles of the roof and verandas extending
along the courtyard were from the old mission aqueduct. There was a cupola or small
tower on the rooftop similar to that of the original house.34

The veranda ceilings were made of bound reeds supported by the rafters. Adobe
walls, both exterior and interior, were plastered with two coats of clay mortar and
then whitewashed. The whitewash was mixed with cactus juice to give the substance
a consistency almost as thick as glue. Like the original home, the windows were pro-
tected with wooden bars. Floors were composed of irregular sized, clay ladrillo tiles,
tamped and puddled on sand fill.35

Like other early twentieth-century preservationists, Waterman was deeply influ-
enced and captivated by the Spanish Colonial revival in architecture, which had deep
roots in Southern California. As she herself wrote: “It seemed to me that the Estudillo
house should be restored as a typical aristocratic dwelling of Spanish and Mexican
California, representing those days ‘when it had served no mean purpose,’ a relic of
that unique California civilization nowhere else to be found and almost forgotten.”36

Given the dearth of specific records and her idealized image of the Californio
past, Waterman took some creative license in her restoration. For instance, lintels, sills
and frames were stained with blue dyes, and the shutters with a pepper tree green
dye. All interior woodwork was oil stained, and largely redwood instead of pine.
Crossbeams, rafters, and posts were red cedar instead of pine timber. These rusticated
features were an outgrowth of Waterman’s fascination with the arts and crafts move-
ment, another expression of the revival in Spanish architecture and decorative arts.
Windows were paned glass, unlike the originals, which were probably covered with
hides, until the development of the hide and tallow trade during the 1830s-1840s.37

Workmen also built three fireplaces that did not exist in the original home. Many of
the doors and windows, based on photographs taken before the restoration, were put
in different locations.39

According to Edwin Clough’s The House of Estudillo, a souvenir book written to
promote the opening, most of the furniture was made of rosewood and mahogany
from the forests of Chiapas (southern Mexico) and Honduras. The timbers were
brought to the Estudillo home in the ballasts of Yankee hide and tallow ships in the
late 1830s. Indian carpenters, according to Clough, hewed these fine woods into sim-
ple chairs and bedsteads.40 The dining room had a heavy carved walnut table and
handsome copper and silver urns, plates, and jugs. Lillian Whaley recalled that there
was “no unnecessary excess of furniture in any of the rooms” during the family’s last
years at the casa. She described how “chairs of bamboo, cane and even of rawhide
interlaced, were arranged close together against the white walls all around the front
room, set apart for the reception room.”41

Waterman had planned to furnish the main rooms both with “beautifully finished
furniture” from Europe and the Orient and with locally-owned pieces. During the
Mexican and early American periods, the rooms probably had contained a mixture of
local rustic and imported decorative wares. However, once the restored house was
advertised as “Ramona’s Marriage Place” instead of the “Casa de Estudillo,” descen-
dants of some of the old Californio families who had promised to loan family heir-
looms to her quickly withdrew their offers to help.42 After Waterman’s departure, the

8
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showman Tommy Getz filled many of the rooms with Ramona bric-a-brac and reli-
gious relics and furnishings from the mission period.43

In the early 1970s, on the eve of the nation’s bicentennial, California State Parks
authorized the local chapter of the Colonial Dames of America to prepare a furnishing
plan. Headed by Mary Belcher Farrell, a second-generation La Jollan, the committee
furnished the principal rooms with ornate imported pieces from Europe and the
Orient. For instance, the sala had a Chinese chippendale sofa, Turkish carpet, Spanish
highbacked chairs with needlepoint seats, and an 1853 mahogany Steinway parlor-
box grand piano. The master bedroom had Persian rugs, a rosewood canopied four-
poster bed, an Italian secretary, and a brass Spanish crucifix, ca 1800. Some of these
furnishings have been removed, but many visitors still have the mistaken impression
that the Estudillos embodied the lifestyle of a transplanted Spanish aristocracy rather
than that of a wealthy Californio ranching family.44

Waterman’s landscape for the courtyard deviated from its historic use as an out-
door workplace. Using Rancho Guajome as a model, she designed the outlying gar-
dens in a romantic Mediterranean style. The patio courtyard measured 75 feet by 75
feet. On each side at the mid-point, a brick tiled walkway led to a central walkway
encircling a pool and fountain. The garden beds featured climbing roses and gerani-
ums. Earthen-red pathways wound through the rear gardens and underneath arbors
covered with vines. “The old garden is always a riot of color, flowering shrubbery,
climbing vines, roses and dozens of old fashioned flowers are always blooming, sum-
mer or winter, between the sanded walks,” marveled one San Diego Union reporter.
Mission palm, fig, orange, lemon, mulberry, pomegranate, and guava trees shaded the
grounds. Ten-foot high adobe walls capped with mission tiles extended out from the
wings on Calhoun Street and San Diego Avenue.45
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Among the most fanciful features of the garden were the fountain, walkways,
arbors, and adobe walls, none of which had existed while the Estudillos resided on
the premises. Pre-restoration photographs, although few in number, show two or
three fig trees and a well, but no formal walkways or fountain in the courtyard area
and no adobe walls extending out from the casa. Writing in the early 1920s, Clarence
McGrew claimed that the restored landscape was “considerably idealized.” In his
opinion, the “courtyard of the days of its usage was not a bower of flowers.”46

Like most Californio families, the Estudillos planted functional, not ornamental,
plants such as fruit trees, vegetables, herbs and flowers. In fact, José María Estudillo,
the family patriarch who spent his last years at the house, was quite interested in hor-
ticulture. During the late 1820s, he sent to his friend, Francisco de Paula Marin who
lived in Honolulu, slips from his olive orchard, a box of small peach trees soaked in
water, and seeds to grow citron, mint, borage, rue, and canohalagua, an herb used to
alleviate fever and dropsy.47

Ramona’s Marriage Place: The Interplay of Myth and History

In 1910, much to Waterman’s dismay, Spreckels leased the property to Tommy
Getz, a minstrel performer from the Midwest, who had no experience in historic or
museum management. In the same year he opened the restored landmark as a muse-
um to glowing reviews. The Los Angeles Times announced in its June 10 issue: 

Old Town is waking!…At the very door of one of the oldest adobe houses in the hamlet, which
has been entirely restored, as nearly as possible along the old lines, and now hundreds visit Old
Town every day where dozens visited it in months in the past. Yes, Old Town is waking and again
coming into her own.

With Spreckels and Clayton’s endorsement, Getz advertised the building as
“Ramona’s Marriage Place,” not the “Casa de Estudillo.” To celebrate its opening, he
planned to stage Ramona in the courtyard during the autumn when “the stars above,
and the big mellow moon, will peer down upon the players and their audiences,”
enthused the San Diego Sun. Workmen painted a large scarlet sign with the words,
“Ramona’s Marriage Place” on the adobe façade. Sightseers traveled by streetcars
labeled “Ramona’s Marriage Place.” In his sales shop, Getz sold Indian beadwork and
baskets, mission statuary, deluxe editions of the novel Ramona, and a large number of
postcards, all of them stamped with “Ramona’s Marriage Place” on the reverse side.48

Getz’s postcards, which were sent all over the country, enticed thousands of visi-
tors with fanciful images of the courtyard fountain, mission bells, and garden of flow-
ering shrubs and fruit trees. Perhaps, the most incongruous, unhistorical feature was
the “wishing well,” erected in 1910, underneath a vine-covered pergola at the end of a
walkway. On a weather-beaten board above the well was the inscription:

Quaff ye the waters of Ramona’s well;
Good luck they bring and secrets tell;
Blest were they be sandaled Friar;
So drink and wish for they desire.49

The grounds were decorated with Indian handicrafts, wagon wheels, and other
Spanish-era curios. Each year, dozens of newlyweds were married in the musty, can-
dle-lit chapel, which featured a centuries-old, hand-carved Black Madonna. Getz gave
daily lectures on local history, much of it sentimental and folkloric. As he put it in his
self-published pamphlet, The Story of Ramona’s Marriage Place, “his daily lecture on the
history of the old house, with its memories of Ramona, is a constant treat to all who
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enter its restored and beautiful walls.” After 1924, when he bought the property, Getz
converted one of the rooms into a cyclorama painting, depicting the missions in the
novel. By this time, the museum’s artifacts “related only in the vaguest sense to the
Estudillo family, but they were excellent props for Getz’s stories about Ramona,” con-
cluded one student.50

The Estudillo family questioned the museum’s direction under Getz’s manage-
ment, in particular, his emphasis on a legendary romance rather than the history of a
real family. When José Guadalupe Estudillo complained in 1913 that the building was
misnamed, William Clayton responded that the building’s appeal was its “connection
with the book written by Helen Hunt Jackson…It would have no value whatever if it
were advertised as the Estudillo house.” “People go see it (Ramona’s Marriage Place)
and become charmed it with,” he acknowledged, “merely for what it is, irrespective of
the fact (if) Ramona was married there or not, or whether there was ever any
Ramona.”51

Hollywood further promoted the myth on the silent screen. In 1910, Ramona,
directed by D. W. Griffith and starring Mary Pickford, the first of five films based on
the novel, opened, although it was not shot on location at the historic adobe. Other
films used the adobe as a set because it provided one of the few exotic settings in
southern California that could be used in films about far-off lands. In 1912, camera-
man William Paley of the Nestor Company shot his first documentary, Estudillo House
California, which played upon the Ramona connection. The following year the Edison
Company shot scenes from The Old Monk’s Tale, featuring Harold Lloyd, one of the
great silent film comedians, in his first role. In 1916, a few scenes from The
Americano, written by San Diegan Anita Loos and starring Douglas Fairbanks as a
young dare-devil American mining engineer in Central America, were shot at the
adobe. A year later, the house appeared in Ashes of Hate, a story of male rivalry for a
woman’s love directed by George Melford and produced by Jesse Lasky, who founded
the first feature film company in Hollywood with his brother-in-law Samuel
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Rear courtyard and gardens, mid-1920s. Postcard from the author’s collection.



Goldwyn.52

The Ramona legend particularly appealed to Anglo-American newcomers to
California, many of whom yearned for the pastoral values and craft traditions that
they imagined had existed in a simpler, agrarian time. They had arrived at a time
when Southern California was undergoing a startling transformation, becoming more
urbanized, industrialized, and populated. Largely middle class, they had both the
leisure and means to patronize Spanish-styled tourist sites and resorts. For many of
them, “Ramona’s Marriage Place” came to embody the simplicity, grace, and romance
that they imagined had existed in the “Days of the Dons.” The Ramona craze lasted
into the late 1930s when the threat of totalitarianism and wartime upheaval in Europe
and Asia redirected the attention of the nation.

The developers, writers, artists, architects, and other promoters of the Ramona
legend were consciously aware that theirs was the handiwork of fiction but they did
not seem to mind. In 1910, the writer Edwin Clough wrote:

Romance colors the old chronicle and weaves itself on the fabric of fact until it is impossible to
discriminate the true from the false, the real from the unreal. And what matters it, after all? Is not
the story of Ramona as sweet and beautiful in its humanity and its pathos, as the story of the
Estudillos in its record of pastoral and patriarchal simplicity…?53

As historian Kevin Starr pointed out, this mythological Spanish past “had behind
it the force of history, in that California began as part of the Spanish Empire.”54 By
portraying California’s Hispanic past in such romantic, idyllic tones, its Anglo-
American promoters gave the region a new source of tradition and continuity.

The Challenge of Historic Preservation 

Today, the Tommy Getz era no longer exists. The pergola, wagon wheels, and
other Ramona paraphernalia have been removed. The Casa de Estudillo is now inter-
preted as a historic Californio home by California State Parks. In 1970, it was placed
on the National Register of Historic Places as it represents “probably the finest extant
example in the United States of a typical large Spanish-Mexican one-story town-
house.”55

What conclusions can we draw? First, we stand on the shoulders of earlier
preservationists like Hazel Waterman, despite the fact that their values and approach-
es were demonstrably different from those of succeeding generations of preservation-
ists. Waterman lived at a time when many Americans, unnerved by the industrial and
urban revolutions and the disappearance of the Last West, harkened back to a sim-
pler, agrarian time. In a word, they idealized America’s frontier heritage or, for
Waterman and her contemporaries, the “Days of the Don.” This “mythical Spanish
age” was celebrated by influential Southern California writers like Charles Fletcher
Lummis and George Wharton James for its refinement, hospitality, and virtue. This
caused Waterman to restore and preserve the Estudillo home “as a typical old Spanish
California dwelling,” not “as it was originally, nor as it developed thru changes and
alterations.” For her, the Estudillos were descendants of a family of “aristocratic
Castilian lineage,” not racially-mixed Californios living in a remote outpost under
Mexican rule. 

Waterman’s restoration was noteworthy in that it pioneered the use of traditional
building methods and materials. She employed Mexican workmen who knew how to
make tiles and adobes “in the old way.” They knew how to notch the crossbeams,
round the rafters, and insulate the rooflines with a tule thatch.56 She took creative
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license in her landscape design. The original Estudillo home, for example, had no fire-
places, stained woodwork, or courtyard features, such as the water fountain and outer
adobe walls.

Since Waterman’s time, adobe restoration has radically changed. Today, it is large-
ly a public profession. Historic and archaeological resources are subject to multiple
laws, regulations, and guidelines about preserving a structure, building, or site’s his-
toric integrity, excavating and removing artifacts, complying with health and safety
requirements, and providing access to disabled visitors.57

Reconstruction methods and materials also have continually changed. In the late
1930s the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and again in 1969 California State
Parks forsook traditional labor-intensive, adobe making and construction practices in
order to structurally stabilize the Estudillo landmark. CCC workmen, ignorant about
traditional methods, mixed cement in the plaster and painted the adobe. The historic
fabric was further damaged when contracted State Parks workmen installed concrete
columns in the adobe walls and rippled the plaster finish. 

Today, State Parks preserves the Estudillo House by using mainly traditional
adobe-building methods and fabric. Stabilized adobe is used in foundation rehabilita-
tion to stabilize walls, and heavy visitor traffic has necessitated the replacement of his-
toric clay fabric. As an example, the 1910 clay ladrillo tiled walkway beneath the
veranda of the house has been replaced with pressed concrete adobe tile.58

Few preservationists today have the vision of a Hazel Waterman. California’s stag-
gering growth and development after World War II has largely destroyed the historic
settings that offered earlier generations a glimpse into early nineteenth-century
California life. That past for Waterman, walking among Old Town’s crumbling adobes
in gloomy silence, was very real. For us, it is an abstraction. Old Town has evolved
into a major tourist destination with dozens of concessions. The plaza with its large
shade trees and paved walkways, trellised gardens and shop patios, lighted up every
night, represents an alluring but false historical setting. The noise and pollutants from
the surrounding freeways and the maze of parking lots further detract from the park’s
historic setting. Old Town’s history of Californio families like the Estudillos no longer
exists except in the illusive annals of a forgotten past. 
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EL CONGRESO IN SAN DIEGO: AN

ENDEAVOR FOR CIVIL RIGHTS
1

■
by

Carlos M. Larralde

Apioneering civil rights association, El Congreso del Pueblo de Habla Española (the
Congress of Spanish-Speaking Peoples) flourished in Southern California
between 1935 and 1950. It promoted civil rights (mainly in working condi-

tions) for Latinos and other minorities. Luisa Moreno (1907-1992), a prominent
Latina labor and civil rights activist, helped to organize El Congreso along the lines of
the National Negro Congress, which had been originated by Communists and other
labor movement reformers in 1935 to battle racial discrimination. Chapters spread
quickly in California and Texas. Its first national convention was held in downtown
Los Angeles on South Spring Street on April 28-30, 1939, attracting 1,000 to 1,500
delegates representing over 120 organizations.2 Moreno and other participants drafted
plans at the Hotel Alexandria for the protection of the foreign born. They focused on
deportation and discriminatory legislation aimed at aliens. Delegates from San Diego
described the complex discrimination con-
flicts that job holders encountered. 

At the convention, Moreno cited
numerous individual cases of abuse in her
effort to inspire members. She brought
forward Humberto Lozano, whose face
was seriously deformed from a chemical
burn in a factory, and the machinist
Ambrosio Escudero, who lost three fingers
on his right hand due to an accident. She
described a Pacific railroad man originally
from Sonora who had lost one of his legs
and used a wooden peg. She also men-
tioned instances of Japanese and Filipino
workers murdered in rural areas. Moreno
explained, “Numerous heart-breaking
cases like these prevailed where businesses
and police stations made certain no
records were kept to hinder law suits and
forestall damaging their community
image.”3

The meeting ended with several pan-
els discussing community issues. “The convention hall was hot and close,” John
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Bright, a Hollywood movie scriptwriter remembered, “yet the several hundred dele-
gates didn’t mind, for the issues before them were hot too, and close to their hearts,
and to the bellies of their children.”4 Bright’s wife, the vibrant, witty and optimistic
Josefina Fierro de Bright prevailed as a fund-raiser. With her husband, she rejuvenated
and invigorated El Congreso, by engaging the support of actors like the cowboy Gary
Cooper, who represented the common individual against evil, the glamorous Susan
Hayward and the singer Judy Garland. These prominent entertainers brought in rev-
enue to the organization. 

Moreno and Fierro de Bright delivered moving speeches about a better world
where ability mattered. They encouraged involvement in the voter registration drives,
Fierro de Bright explained, “so that we can shape the law to benefit all levels of socie-
ty and influence labor bosses and farm growers. We need to have control over the
mayor and the judges. We are here to channel into positive ways of thinking and
behaving that will help all of us to end the repression that is the source of our misery.
The challenge is still there to pave the way for other exploited workers.”5

In recent years, historians have attempted to recover the experience of the organ-
izers of El Congreso. Mario T. Garcia conducted oral interviews of Bert Corona, which
he included in his Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology, & Identity, 1930-1960
(1989). His tapes remain in the collections of the University of California, Santa
Barbara. George Sanchez also provided valuable insight into the history of El Congreso
in his Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles,
1900-1945 (1993). Vicki L. Ruiz, meanwhile, has done considerable work on Luisa
Moreno and Latina labor activism.6 Some archival materials are available in the
California State Archives, Sacramento, although portions of important files are not cat-
aloged. These include the reports of the Senate Fact-Finding Committee on Un-
American Activities in California. Others materials, such as the Hearing Transcripts,
1941-1958, the Office Files, 1940-1977, are restricted. A recent article in the Los
Angeles Times entitled “Newly Released State Papers Detail ‘Red Menace’ Era,”
describes these controversial materials. Senator Jack B. Tenney’s narratives describing
labor and civil rights organizers as dangerous Communists are available at the
University of California, Los Angeles.

Nevertheless, scholars find it difficult to research El Congreso in Southern
California as local organizers destroyed a majority of their papers, fearing harassment
by the Senator Tenney’s Committee on Un-American Activities in the 1940s. Moreno
described Tenney and his followers as “the spiritual descendants of those who are
responsible for obliterating religious art in England, and the Massachusetts Puritans,
who smashed and burned whatever they detested.”7 Carey McWilliams’ papers have
all but disappeared, leaving scholars to work from oral interviews that he gave in the
1970s. Other materials on the history of California’s labor movement are available at
the Bancroft Library, Stanford University, UCLA, the Southern California Library for
Social Studies & Research, the National Archives at Laguna Niguel and the
Huntington Library.

This article draws on my extensive collection of materials relating to El Congreso
in Southern California. I first met Professor Bert Corona (d. 2001) when I was an
undergraduate at California State University, Northridge in the 1970s. He shared his
experiences in his lectures on labor issues in the Southwest. Learning of my interest in
the subject, he and Luisa Moreno gave me several boxes of their personal papers and
photographs. Stanford University has a small portion of Corona’s papers; I have the
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rest. I also had extensive conversations in
Spanish with Moreno, Josefina Fierro de
Bright, Bert Corona and others. I was not
permitted to use a tape recorder because
these people were blacklisted by
California’s Un-American Activities
Committee. However, I kept notes. In
time, I came to know Moreno and
Corona’s extensive families as well as the
sons and daughters of Roberto Galvan and
Philip Usquiano. They provided me with
further insights into the motivations and
activities of these early labor organizers.
Mytyl Glomboske, the daughter of Luisa
Moreno, gave me numerous papers and
photographs of her mother. Bert Corona’s
wife, Blanche, provided me with informa-
tion about Josefina Fierro de Bright. I also
benefited from conversations with histori-
an Carey McWilliams and his friends
Robert Kenny and John McTernan, lawyers involved in El Congreso and active in civil
rights for minorities. My work draws on some of their personal files.

The 1930s was a particularly challenging time for Mexicans in the United States.
Many immigrants had flooded into the country following the outbreak of the Mexican
Revolution in 1910. Growers profited from this cheap labor, especially in 1929, the
year known as “the Mexican harvest.” To growers, Mexican families were vulnerable
and the growers had the advantage of dictating the working conditions they wanted
for the laborers. The old saying was, “When we want you, we’ll call you, when we
don’t – git.”8 Viewed as ignorant and diseased, Mexicans survived in shelters made of
cardboard, spruce-thatched tents or shacks. Scorned by shopkeepers, they rarely ven-
tured into towns. Instead, they either died in the deserts of Imperial Valley or sur-
vived in rural areas such as Lemon Grove, Chula Vista, and Otay Mesa.9 During the
Great Depression, they competed fiercely with immigrants from Oklahoma and the
Midwest for a handful of jobs. Thousands of Mexican laborers toiled in the citrus and
walnut industry that extended from Santa Barbara to San Diego. Others faced depor-
tation to Mexico after the United States instituted a repatriation program aimed at
eliminating Mexican workers.10

One of the most serious dangers faced by the Mexican community was the
aggression of the Ku Klux Klan. The San Diego chapter, known as the Exalted
Cyclops Klan, conducted nighttime raids along the Mexican border. They lynched
Mexicans and, according to Bert Corona, even used them for target practice. Corona
described the aftermath: in the mornings, disfigured bodies lay along dusty roads. In
remote farms, skeletons and corpses surfaced. Some were beyond recognition due to
the long exposure to the elements while buzzards circled in the sky. “These cadavers
represented the forgotten, the abominated,” Corona said. “In a way, U.S. border
authorities saw the Klan’s deeds as a form of Mexican repatriation in the 1930s.”11

Coyotes, or border smugglers, were another danger. Fear of the Klan caused many
Mexicans to make a border crossing with a coyote who provided shelter and food on
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Roberto Galvan, 1940, organizer of El Congreso. 
Personal collection of author.



the trip from Mexico to San Diego and Los Angeles in return for a substantial reward.
Once settled in California, workers had to give up a monthly share of their paycheck
to the coyote. If they failed to pay, the coyote either reported them to the border patrols
or blackmailed them for exorbitant amounts of money. Some coyotes required pay-
ment in advance. They took aliens along backcountry routes, crossing dangerous
mountains and rivers, before dumping them in inhospitable terrain. Mexicans often
died of dehydration in blazing hot summers of 115-degree heat. In the winter, they
faced death from hypothermia.12

El Congreso worked to stop the illegal activities of both the KKK and coyotes first
by recruiting supporters in the Imperial Valley and San Diego. Union organizers Frank
Nieto and Ismael (“Smiley”) Rincon established chapters in the lettuce and cotton
fields, the citrus industry, the walnut groves and in factories.13 They also founded
chapters in National City, Oceanside and Escondido. Philip and Julia Usquiano, Albert
Usquiano, Roberto Galvan and Carlos Montalvo showed great determination in their
efforts to unionize Latino, Japanese and Filipino workers. Philip Usquiano, in particu-
lar, tackled problems with determination. Bert Corona said, “To Usquiano, El
Congreso had to survive; it had to be evasive, underhanded and daring. He had a
hardness and endurance that was essential.”14

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, El Congreso was harassed by local growers who
felt threatened by their activities. Bill Karn, born William Karnauskas, grew oranges,
avocados, macadamia nuts and other crops at his substantial farm in Fallbrook. He
also served as a San Diego County Supervisor. According to Carey McWilliams, he
aided the border patrol if he found any of his Mexican workers unionizing.15 A mem-
ber of the Ku Klux Klan, he justified his deeds by giving generously to the local
Catholic church.16

Union organizers also faced the hostility of the Klan. In Agua Caliente and other
rural areas, the KKK often hanged or tortured Mexicans who defended El Congreso.
Neuman Britton, the pastor of a white supremacist church in San Diego, identified
with Germany’s National Socialist Party and was an active member of the American
Nazi Party and the Order of 76.17 He and his associate, William Dudley Pelley, believed
that Mexicans, Jews and African Americans were half-human, half-Satan. They also
labeled them as Communists. According to El Congreso organizer Montalvo, “Britton
and other white supremacists preached that El Congreso members were Communist
spies for Stalin.”18 They also took physical action. Stanley Hancock, a San Diego jour-
nalist and a Communist who composed articles on the plight of Mexican immigrants,
was assaulted by the San Diego Ku Klux Klan. He was hospitalized with a fractured
jaw and an injury to his spine.19

El Congreso also tackled the issue of living conditions in San Diego. For the most
part, Mexicans lived in poverty-stricken communities, isolated from the rest of the city.
Screened behind trees or isolated beyond the railroad tracks, they lived in ramshackle
huts and used outhouses. Some dwelled in collapsed automobiles that served as homes.
They toiled in nearby citrus groves and packing plants. Thousands of children were
born in these places. These families rarely had access to community services such as
water, garbage collection, police and fire protection.20

In 1937, the Comite de Damas del Congreso (Women’s Committee) was established
to care for thousands of children suffering from tuberculosis. They pressured county
health officials to test the drinking water of migrant communities in San Diego and
Los Angeles. They also attempted to abolish child labor in the fields, to promote a
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minimum wage, and to pass legislation protecting jobholders. They utilized the
Spanish-language radio station, known as “Las Noticias del Congreso” to endorse their
proposals and to denounce theories of racial supremacy. They also promoted bilingual
education with textbooks that explained the historical and cultural background of
minorities. They challenged the authority of both Sacramento politicians and local
high school principals.21

“Stop the Ku Klux Klan Mass Rally,” Los Angeles, c. 1947. Broadside issued by El Congreso to expose the abuses by
the Ku Klux Klan under the leadership of Gerald L. K. Smith. Personal collection of author.



Cesaria Valdez was one of the most outspoken of the Dama volunteers. She
worked alongside other volunteers in the county hospitals. By 1940, she had become
the vice president of El Congreso. She echoed the frustrations of voiceless Mexican,
Filipino and African American employees who were discriminated against and abused.
Valdez was particularly concerned to denounce the gender discrimination in the job
market and violence in the home. Incidents of domestic violence often remained
uninvestigated during the 1930s due to lack of state or federal funds. She also con-
fronted the rural poverty. Moreno reported “Cina’s (Valdez’s) eyes streamed tears as she
saw the grim poverty when she walked into their shanties and saw malnourished
twig-thin children. She was determined that hungry and forgotten children must have
an effective child-care system. With the aid of her vigorous Japanese secretary, Junko,
the untiring Valdez promoted government programs and investigations concerning
poverty in rural areas.”22 Despite her diligent work, she failed to become an advocate
for abused children in the cotton fields and canneries. In 1948 she was charged with
being a Communist. Her secretary Junko, meanwhile, endured a prison camp during
World War II. 

In the meantime, Moreno’s closest confidant, “Smiley” Rincon, kept himself busy
with behind-the-scenes conversations with politicians and businessmen. He handled
El Congreso’s finances and organized chapters in Orange, Los Angeles, and San Diego
counties. He also took crates of canned food to impoverished field hands in Southern
California and labored tirelessly to generate revenue for the needy. “It was heartbreak-
ing to see a baby drinking coffee because there was no milk,” Moreno said. “We tried
to stop that.”23

Philip Usquiano also provided leadership. He listened to frustrated members’
complaints about FBI harassment, Ku Klux Klan vandalism, beatings by local police
and local politicians’ resentment. He ate by himself at his desk and performed his
duties quietly, without fuss, despite his bouts with spinal meningitis and cancer. He
checked up on local chapters in San Diego, speaking to the thin and sallow-faced
attendants who worked in warehouses or in the fields. He was cheerful and cordial to
the public, returned phone calls, and flattered people by soliciting their advice. He
believed that El Congreso had troubles enough without encouraging any headstrong or
impetuous personnel.

Another important activist, Josefina Fierro de Bright, managed the day-to-day
operations of the Southern California chapters of El Congreso while, at the same time,
attracting writers and movie stars to the cause. Her husband, John Bright, was a
Hollywood screenwriter and a founding member of the Screen Writers Guild.
Together, they entertained luminaries such as John Steinbeck, Lillian Hellmann,
Theodore Dreiser, Orson Welles, Robert Lowell and others. In addition, Fierro de
Bright played a major role in curtailing the so-called Zoot Suit Riots, pleading with
the Los Angeles Times to curtail sensational journalism. She corresponded with Eleanor
Roosevelt and helped the administration smooth diplomatic relations with Mexico.24

The work of El Congreso had a major impact on writers and reformers in
California during the 1930s and 1940s. According to Carey McWilliams, “Valdez and
El Congreso inspired me to write books on farm and minority issues in California dur-
ing the bleak 1930s and 1940s.”25 McWilliams worked as chief of the Division of
Immigration and Housing, inspecting private farm labor camps. He knew, firsthand,
of the hostility Mexicans faced in rural communities. “Mexicans were taking white
jobs away because whites refused to do that kind of work for that kind of pay,” he
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wrote. Agents of the Southern Pacific
Railroad recruited Mexicans as cheap
labor. They worked with farmers to cam-
ouflage their exploitation. “Here was a per-
fect example of how one capitalist entity
bailed out another to survive,” he suggest-
ed.26 He also saw the deplorable housing
conditions on San Diego farms and along
the Mexican border. El Congreso provided
him with lists of the most poverty-stricken
places. His investigations led the
California State Assembly to put forward
what was called the “anti-McWilliams Bill”
which would have abolished his position
and transferred his functions and person-
nel to the Department of Public Health.
Fortunately for him, Democratic Governor
Culbert L. Olson pocket-vetoed the bill.
When the latter’s term ended in 1943,
McWilliams again faced the opposition of
powerful growers.26

Professor Paul S. Taylor, the husband of photographer Dorothea Lange, joined El
Congreso in order to gather statistics on the plight of Mexicans. He traveled to San
Diego to conduct research in San Diego and the hot, desolate Imperial Valley. He
could speak Spanish, although his pronunciation was awkward. He rented an office in
downtown San Diego where he slept on a cot in a bare room to escape the inland
summer heat. There, he typed and organized his data, written on cards, and spread it
out on huge tables. Writers Guy Endore and Theodore Dreiser spoke with Taylor
about the plight of Mexican workers during a weekend visit. Lange, meanwhile, said
that she hoped her stark photographs would stir the conscience of the nation and
promote El Congreso’s cause. Meanwhile, actor, writer and director Orson Welles sent
funds to the organization.28

John Steinbeck was among the most prominent literary supporters of El Congreso.
He attended two meetings in San Diego, invited by Alfred Montoya, a union activist
who later helped Japanese Americans seeking refuge from internment camps. At one
of the meetings, he described his involvement with laborers and migrant workers in
the Monterey area. As a young man, he talked with Mexican laborers who toiled in
the vegetable fields. He also was aware of the fact that growers often deported militant
Mexicans. While staying in San Diego County, he noted that merchants, bankers, and
professional people supported the landowners, even those who exploited their work-
ers and disregarded their civil rights. This group would label Steinbeck as a dangerous
radical. He later admitted that this experience made a critical difference in his novels
and films. “Because of us, Steinbeck made drastic changes in his manuscripts. He
used to ask us if it should be this way or that way,” Moreno noted, “Steinbeck knew a
great deal about writing, but we have been Hispanics longer than he has.”29

Steinbeck’s fascination both with the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and the lives of
Mexican laborers was revealed in popular movies such as The Forgotten Village (1941)
and Viva Zapata! (1951). Years later, he admitted to Bert Corona and Cesar Chavez, “I
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A blacklisted Philip Usquiano, 1948, before California
Un-American Activities Committee. He told Senator
Jack B. Tenney, “it is only a matter of time before all of
us, especially members of minority groups will be per-
secuted and jailed for holding and supporting any
decent idea.” Personal collection of author. 



tried to enter Mexicans’ minds and their lives to enrich my writing and I believe my
heart would have shattered if I had not had the Mexican fabric within me.”30

Steinbeck also took a leading role in the Sleepy Lagoon Case in 1942, endorsing
the release of twelve Latinos for murder and five for assault. His outrage at the way in
which the Los Angeles Times and the Hearst newspapers portrayed Mexican Americans
led him to join El Congreso in 1943 following his move to Sherman Oaks. He visited
Philip Usquiano in San Diego and provided funds on behalf of El Congreso for the
Sleepy Lagoon cause. He and Usquiano believed that labor unions could never “put
on masks or be phony.” They discussed the plight of Mexican immigrants forced to
move back to Mexico and they pleaded for reforms. At times, Steinbeck entertained
his friends with a symbolic story about love and understanding among peoples, which
eventually became his novel, East of Eden.31

At the start of World War II, El Congreso emphasized ethnic patriotism against
Fascism and Nazism as the most profound civil rights issue of the era. At a state con-
vention at the downtown Los Angeles Embassy Auditorium in May 1942, organizers
urged Latinos to support the war effort and to promote patriotism. They rented an
office in the elegant Hotel Alexandria to recruit minorities to join the armed forces.
Many Latino soldiers received Medals of Honor. “Smiley” Rincon, however, died on
the battlefield. Moreno grieved for him, finding solace only in books. She shared fond
memories of him with McWilliams when he visited her in Mexico many years later.32

During the war, El Congreso took up the plight of the 110,000 Japanese
Americans who were described as “dangerous enemy aliens” and interned in camps in
accordance with U.S. War Department, Executive Order No. 9066. Usquiano and
Montalvo smuggled Japanese Americans from San Diego to Mexico. They were aided
by Los Angeles’ Armando Davila, regional chairman of Association Nacional Mexicano-
Americano (ANMA) and Alfredo Montoya. Davilo delivered speeches encouraging
Japanese and Mexican Americans to take charge of their own lives and to avoid
becoming victimized by brutal discrimination.33 Montoya, meanwhile, sneaked
Japanese Americans into Baja California. Trained for the priesthood, he took his
responsibilities seriously. McWilliams remembered, “Tempered in the fire of experi-
ence, Montoya acted as a dedicated missionary to serve the suffering. He had that
intense predatory vision in his eyes. You knew that he had your better interests at
heart.”34 He also encouraged the Mexican government to pressure the Roosevelt
administration to halt its deplorable abuses towards Japanese Americans and to
improve the working conditions of Mexicans and other minorities. By this time,
Mexico had mended its diplomatic relations with the world, realizing that the country
needed both capitalism and foreign capital to survive. 

Montalvo and Montoya worked with difficulty to recruit new members to El
Congreso during the 1940s. They continued to print leaflets, promote fundraisers, find
entertaining speakers, even hire Mexican musicians to entertain their members.
Montalvo used both his magnetic personality and his mind, which, according to con-
temporaries, was a storehouse for an amazing assortment of information. The stoical
Montoya, meanwhile, continued to remind his audiences that the crux of their mes-
sage was to learn the way to share power and to respect each other. El Congreso also
worked to end discrimination, in particular, a law that prohibited whites from marry-
ing minorities. In 1948, the 76 year-old law finally was declared unconstitutional.35

However, the organization’s zeal for ethnic tolerance and Indian rights created consid-
erable public-relations problems, particularly when it used the historical incident of
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“Speak Up Now…Or you may be shut up later!” Broadside advertising talks by labor attorney Ben Margolis and El
Congreso’s Celia Rodriguez. A month later, Rodriguez was brutally beaten by the KKK and left for dead along a
road in Anaheim.
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the 1775 Indian Revolt in San Diego as
the earliest example of abuse by
Franciscan missionaries.36

The rise of Communism and the
beginning of the Cold War at the end of
the 1940s signaled the end for El
Congreso. The organization was labeled
“Communist” and its members and
organizers were targeted by the powerful
Senator Jack B. Tenney, chair of the
California Legislature’s Fact-Finding
Committee on Un-American Activities.
“McCarthyism” flourished in California,
supported in part by groups of stubborn
and pious Latino merchants who, accord-
ing to McWilliams, almost prostrated
themselves before Tenney.37 The Senator
believed that El Congreso was a training
ground for Communist guerillas and a
station for the recruitment of spies for the
Soviet Union. He systematically and
remorselessly cited El Congreso as a
Communist-front and claimed that it
passed out Communist literature in the
Wilcox Building in downtown Los

Angeles. He described the San Diego organizers as part of “the Stalinist gang.” When
challenged, his temper, always short-fused, would explode. Members of his commit-
tee, influenced by Texas Senator Martin Dies’s hearings, believed that Mexican
American labor union leaders all along the border were Communists.38

Historians Garcia and Sanchez believe that El Congreso was part of a “Popular
Front” strategy designed to inspire ethnic minorities in the United States to join
Communists worldwide in a fight against racial and class oppression. It remains
impossible to say who was a Communist, a Marxist or a liberal. Those who argued
with the opportunistic Tenney endangered their careers and faced blacklisting or
criminal prosecution. 

The pressure brought about by the Fact-Finding Committee on Un-American
Activities led many people to disassociate themselves from El Congreso. Latino per-
formers such as Lupe Velez, Arturo de Cordova and the striking Gilbert Roland ended
their involvement with radical Hispanics.39 According to historian Mario Garcia, “El
Congreso lapsed into a state of limbo and effectively ceased to function.” 

The anti-Communist hysteria orchestrated by Tenney wreaked havoc on personal
lives. Some El Congreso members like Roberto Galvan were incarcerated in the
Terminal Island Prison, San Pedro, part of the Federal Prison System. Galvan later
died from cancer in 1958. Others were deported, including El Congreso’s secretary and
treasurer Alma Santos and Luisa Moreno. Santos cried bitterly on leaving San Diego
for Canada. Like many others, she was forbidden to return to the United States upon
penalty of imprisonment.

During the 1950s, blacklisting flourished. So did threats and intimidation.

“Birds of a Feather,” political cartoon issued by a local
Los Angeles newspaper in 1951, this cartoon illustrated
Senator Jack B. Tenney and his allies. Shortly thereafter,
El Congreso members copied the cartoon and distrib-
uted it in a leaflet. Personal collection of author.



Tenney’s committee redbaited Usquiano
and his relatives. Several El Congreso mem-
bers shot themselves to spare their families
from the Tenney committee. Blacklisted
families suffered poverty, depression, slan-
der and abuse, and mental distress.41 By
1950, the committee had seized El
Congreso’s records and had begun to erase
its controversial cast of characters from the
California legacy.

In 1982, a weary Montalvo consid-
ered the legacy of the movement: “El
Congreso during the 1930s and 1940s
taught us that we need to get a grip on the
country and get our own trustees to pow-
erful institutions and run the schools that
serve our communities.” He wrote, “El
Congreso has emerged as a bitter declara-
tion to us that discrimination survives
where ignorance prevails when we least
suspect it.”42 Moreno pointed out, “El Congreso energized Latinos to get out there and
do things. It gave us the spirit that there are no limits and that you can just keep
going, just keep soaring.”43

Years later, a rejuvenated and invigorated El Congreso was resurrected in San
Diego as part of the progressive La Hermandad Mexicana Nacional (the Mexican
National Brotherhood). Its most farsighted and enduring legacy was to inspire other
immigration-rights groups into the twenty-first century, including the active MALDEF,
which argues that immigration enforcement and reforms should be left to the federal
government. Above all, El Congreso shared its experience of tackling harassment, pro-
moting unity and discipline, and handling rapid political shifts. This organization
endured in an uncertain world, managed to keep its dignity, and continued to serve as
a fountain of hope. This narrative is their testimony.
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THE RANCHO TÍA JUANA

(TIJUANA) GRANT

■
by

Antonio Padilla Corona

(Translated by Paul Bryan Gray)

This article will explore the early history of the Rancho Tía Juana from a grant to
Santiago Argüello Moraga in 1829 down to its disposition in a lawsuit settled
by his heirs in 1889. The name of the ranch is derived from an indigenous

Kumeyaay word, Tihuan, which has been given various meanings.1 Early sources,
including the grant itself, refer to the place as Tía Juana, Tía Juan, Tijuan, and
Tehuan, but these names were replaced in modern times by Tijuana, a spelling closer
to the area’s original designation and which will be used herein.

The Rancho Tijuana was one of the grants awarded by Governor José María
Echeandía to retired soldiers as a reward for their military service.2 Such grants were
part of a political and economic process that began slowly in Alta California after
Spanish settlement in 1769. The number of grants increased dramatically during the
Mexican period, especially after secularization of the missions when more land
became available. Of the twenty-five grants distributed before Mexico gained inde-
pendence in 1821, none was in San Diego. The first three grants, issued to retiring
San Diego Presidio soldiers José Maria Verdugo, Juan José Domínguez, and Manuel
Nieto in 1784 were located near the newly-founded Pueblo of Los Angeles. The first
grant in the San Diego area—Rancho de los Peñasquitos—was made to Presidio
Commandant Francisco María Ruiz in 1823.3 During the first years of Spanish domi-
nation in California, the Mission San Diego de Alcalá controlled vast areas of land
suitable for raising cattle. The Presidio held similar land as well. Eventually, as the
Presidio declined, its soldiers sought land grants in order to form ranches throughout
the region.4 From 1822 to 1846, more than 670 grants were made, including the one
made on March 24, 1829, awarding Rancho Tijuana to Santiago Argüello.5

Santiago Argüello Moraga was born in 1792 in Monterey, Alta California. He was
the son of José Darío Argüello, a prominent figure in California politics for many
years,6 and María Ignacia Moraga, a niece of pioneer soldier José Joaquin Moraga. In
1810, Santiago married María del Pilar Ortega in Santa Barbara, a union that pro-
duced fifteen children. The first five children were born in Santa Barbara, the rest in
San Diego where Santiago held several military positions, including that of lieutenant
and commander of the San Diego Company. He was later a collector of customs and
an alcalde, or mayor of San Diego.7

The original documents for the concession of Rancho Tijuana have not been
located. Nevertheless, the existence of the grant is confirmed by reference to it in later
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sources. One of the oldest writings related
to Rancho Tijuana is a confirmation of the
grant issued by Governor Pío Pico in
1846. It described the boundaries of
Rancho Tijuana in an imprecise manner:

Don Santiago Argüello, a Mexican by birth, has
petitioned for the benefit of himself and his
family, certain land known as “Tía Juana” bor-
dered on the north by Mesa del Arroyo de La
Cruz, on the south by Aguaje de la Nopalera
near the hollow of La Olla, on the east by
Datilar, and on the west by Posa de los Adobes.
Said land has been held by him since eighteen
hundred and twenty-nine by virtue of a lawful
grant from Governor José María Echeandía. His
entitlement to the grant has been satisfactorily
proven and is hereby confirmed.8

At a later point, the document indi-
cated that the extent of the grant was seis
sitios de ganado mayor.9

The northern boundary in the above
description, Mesa del Arroyo de la Cruz, is
now known as Mesa de Otay. Aguaje de la
Nopalera, the old southern limit, is
presently called Aguaje de la Tuna.
However, the east and west sides of
Rancho Tijuana, Datilar and Posa de los
Adobes, cannot be located in modern
times since these terms no longer have any
geographic significance in the region. It is
impossible to determine the original
boundaries of Rancho Tijuana due to the
antiquated description in Pico’s confirma-
tion.

A document that confirms the date of
the grant and gives some idea of where the
original ranch house was located is a transcription by one of Hubert Howe Bancroft’s
assistants in 1877. Together with his employees, Bancroft devoted much time during
the late nineteenth century in gathering records concerning California’s Mexican peri-
od. When he could not acquire an original, he had a copy made. The item in question
reads as follows:

1829 Mar. 24 San Diego

Governor Echeandía—Provisional concession of title to the site of Tia Juana in favor
of the Lieutenant of the San Diego Presidio Company, Santiago Argüello, subject to
the approval of the Supreme Government, not to exceed 2 _ square leagues.10

This document presents virtually no information about the land subject to the
grant. However, an annotation on it written in 1877 by one of Bancroft’s aides gives
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Santiago E. Argüello ©SDHS #80:4571

Signature of Santiago Argüello petitioning grant of
Rancho Milijo lying adjacent to “el de la Tijuan” April
20, 1833. MS. Arguello Estates. Doc. Box l.  San
Diego County Law Library.
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us a clue to locating one of the ranch houses. The annotation states:
…the dividing line at the border passed through Rancho Tijuana, and it is said that
in 1857 the line traversed an adobe house leaving part of it in the United States and
part of it in Mexico.

February 1877.

The March 24, 1829 record and its 1877 annotation permits us to make two
observations. One has to do with the size of the grant and the other with locating a
ranch house on the property.

The 1829 document limits the grant to two and one half square leagues, the
equivalent of 4,387.5 hectares. Nevertheless, the confirmation signed by Pío Pico in
1846 speaks of the grant as six “sitios de ganado mayor” about 10,530 hectares.11 The
difference between these numbers is 6,142.5 hectares. The discrepancy was probably
caused by one of Bancroft’s people transcribing the 1829 document as “2 _ square
leagues” rather than “2 _ leagues square.” If the latter expression had been used, the
area of the grant would have been something more than 10,000 hectares, about equal
to the size of the grant set forth in Pico’s 1846 confirmation.

Although the 1829 document does not describe the boundaries of the grant, the
annotation added by Bancroft’s assistants confirms that one of the ranch houses was
situated right on the international border.

Some years ago a sketch was found in the Mission San Juan Capistrano archives
entitled “Diseño de Ti-Juan con arreglo de la posesión y título, 1827.”12 It appears to be a
map of the grant given to Santiago Argüello by Governor Echeandía. Its authenticity
could be questioned since most such “diseños,” or maps of land grants were an inte-
gral part of official government records. In this unusual instance, a diseño of Rancho

Diseño de Ti-Juan con arreglo de la posesión y título, 1827. Mission San Juan Capistrano archives.



Tijuana turned up in a place where it
should not have been found.13

Nevertheless, it is my belief that the map
is genuine. Santiago Argüello was an
administrator of the Mission San Juan
Capistrano from 1838 to 1840. It is highly
probable that the map was in his posses-
sion at that time, but later forgotten in the
Mission archives.

A more convincing feature establish-
ing the map’s authenticity is the fact that it
contains almost the same boundaries as
Pico’s confirmation of Rancho Tijuana in
1846. The southern boundary is given as
Aguaje de la Nopalera. The western line is
Posa de los Adobes. Toward the north the
limit is indicated as “lindero de Otay,” cor-
responding to Mesa de Otay. The eastern
edge is marked by “Cerro Colorado,” a hill
still known by that name. However, we cannot tell from the map what part of the
ranch was in the United States after 1848 or how much remained in Mexico.

In 1833, Governor José Figueroa, awarded a grant of land called Rancho Melijó
to Emigdio, the son of Santiago Argüello. The grant document recited that it was
given “to help his father support his numerous family.”14 The land awarded was in the
form of a rectangle with an area of approximately one square league, the equivalent of
1,775 hectares. According to the grant the boundaries were as follows: to the west, “El
Camino Real” to Baja California; to the east, “the road to the Rancho de la Tía Juana”;
to the south, baldíos—vacant land; and to the north, “two or three leagues from
Rancho Nacional.” As can be seen in the “diseño” or map, the eastern boundary of
Rancho Melijó was indistinct from the western boundary of Rancho Tijuana. The east-
ern boundary was not “the road to Rancho de la Tía Juana.” Instead, Rancho Melijó
was actually an area between Rancho Tijuana and a point where the Tijuana River
empties into the Pacific Ocean, part of what is now Imperial Beach, California.

With the creation of a new international border according to the terms of the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the Tijuana River was left partly in both the United
States and Mexico. A map made about 1850 by Andrew B. Gray, a surveyor with the
United States Commission, shows three places where the Argüello family had houses:
one at La Punta, next to the mouth of the Otay River at the extreme southern end of
San Diego Bay; another, on the Mexican side near the confluence of the Las Palmas
and Almar Rivers in the eastern Tijuana River Valley; and, finally, a spot indicated on
the map as a “deserted ranch.” This latter place appears on the map to be within the
United States, just north of a point where the road from San Diego crosses the border.
It is most likely the adobe ranch house referred to by Bancroft’s researchers in 1877.

Upon a more careful examination of the map, we see that the border is designat-
ed by a line described as the “approximate direction of the international boundary.”
This line, however, is not correctly drawn. When properly placed on the map, it
shows that the “deserted ranch,” which was the site of the Argüello house, was actual-
ly on the Mexican side.

33

T H E R A N C H O T I A J U A N A G R A N T

Title page of 1833 file (Expediente) containing 
documents granting Rancho Milijo to Santiago E.
Argüello.  MS. Arguello Estates. Doc. Box l.  
San Diego County Law Library.
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The above conclusion is corroborated by a map called “Plan of the Rancho of
Melijó” drawn about 1850.15 It was used by the Argüello family in litigation against
the United States for possession of Rancho Melijó’s lands located north of the border.
The map, drawn with exactitude, identifies the Argüello adobe as an “old house in
ruins” and places it in Mexico.

On this same map one can observe for the first time a kind of boundary between
Rancho Melijó and Rancho Tijuana. Nevertheless, the line between them is not clear.
This situation, as in many other cases, was the result of Mexicans never precisely
defining the boundaries of their ranches in California. At the time there was no need
for it. This defect would eventually cause Emigdio Argüello to lose his property lying
within United States territory.16

On the Mexican side, Santiago Argüello was forced to defend his possession of
Rancho Tijuana against a decree promulgated by President Ignacio Comonfort on
March 10, 1857.17 The decree represented an effort by authorities in central Mexico to
nullify previous transfers of vacant lands in Baja California by local officials acting
without approval from the national government. The measure required a review of all
land titles on the peninsula to determine their validity.

Santiago Argüello successfully underwent a government audit of his title.
Afterwards, he received official confirmation of his ownership in 1861 from Benito
Juárez, president of the republic. The government review of his title failed to mention
the boundary lines of Rancho Tijuana or those of adjacent land owners. It merely
identified the size of the ranch as being six “sitios de ganado mayor,” the same as
Pico’s previous confirmation in 1846.18

In the following year, 1862, Santiago Argüello died without leaving a will. His
failure to provide for the distribution of his estate provoked disagreements and con-
frontations between his numerous descendants who claimed conflicting ownership
rights to his ranch property. For many years a climate of uncertainty and hostility pre-
vented his heirs from fully enjoying the extensive property.

Meantime, the “ley Juárez,” was issued by the central government in 1863, which
restricted the size of land grants to a maximum of three “sitios de ganado mayor.”19

This new limitation undoubtedly induced Doña Pilar Ortega, the widow of Argüello,
to sell three sitios de ganado mayor, one-half of the Rancho Tijuana, to her son
Ignacio for 700 pesos in 1870.20 In this way, the entire ranch of six sitios de ganado
mayor was kept within the family. It is not known why Ignacio Argüello was favored
by being selected as the sole purchaser. This transaction would result in protests and
competing claims by other heirs, as we shall see.

In 1879, Doña Pilar Ortega de Argüello had to undertake additional proceedings
to insure title to the ranch. At this time, she obtained from the then president of
Mexico, Porfirio Díaz, a new concession of title.21 A part of the document with special
significance is as follows:

…it having been established by various laws of the Republic, especially the law of July 22, 1863
that undeveloped lands are property of the nation, and in consideration of the fact that Pilar
Ortega, on behalf of herself and other heirs and persons interested in the ranch called “La Tía
Juana,” has claimed the ranch before the Comisión de Baldíos de La Baja California, said land hav-
ing an area of ten thousand five hundred thirty-three hectares, and seventy-six decameters; the
adjoining landowners being Lino López, Jesús María Machado and Joaquín Machado, according to
a map and documents filed with the Secretaría de Fomento…22

It can be observed from the above that title was issued for land considered unde-
veloped and without a previous owner. In addition, it includes 10,530 hectares, the
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original area of the ranch. Argüello’s descendants would later utilize the title as an
argument to disavow the sale of half the ranch Doña Pilar Ortega de Argüello made to
her son. It should be noted that the area of the land was expressed for the first time in
hectares, units derived from the metric system. In previous titles issued by Pío Pico
and Benito Juárez, the dimensions of the ranch were described in terms of the old
measurement “sitios de ganado mayor.” The document also sets forth the names of
adjacent landowners to the east and south of Rancho Tijuana.23 Finally, it should be
noted that the title was awarded by President Porfirio Díaz to Pilar Ortega de Argüello
on August 6, 1879, even though she had died earlier on February 7 of the same
year.24

During the 1880s, the Mexican government began a policy of encouraging for-
eign corporations to colonize and exploit vast areas of undeveloped land in Baja
California. With a view toward opening the peninsula to international investors, the
administration of President Porfirio Díaz awarded an enormous concession of land in
1886 to a company headed by Luis Hüller, a naturalized Mexican citizen of German
origin.25 Rancho Tijuana was part of the area placed under control of Hüller’s compa-
ny. Somewhat earlier, the ranch had arguably reverted to the public domain since the
Argüellos had failed to improve the property as required by contracts they had made
with the national government.

Fortunately for the Argüello family, Hüller’s enterprise did not claim dominion
over Rancho Tijuana. The company was involved with economic problems elsewhere
in the peninsula that diverted its attention from the border region. Nevertheless, the
threat of Hüller’s company motivated the Argüello family to seek a declaration of their
rights in Rancho Tijuana.

The Argüellos were aware that north of the border, southern California was expe-
riencing a boom in the sale of subdivided lands. During the late 1880s a spirit of
speculation induced by the boom spread to Baja California, especially Ensenada. Land
prices dramatically increased on both sides of the border. The Argüello family became
convinced that the time had come to lay aside their differences concerning Rancho
Tijuana and take advantage of its sudden increase in value.

The first act of the Argüellos was to file a declaration in the district court pre-
pared by the heirs of Pilar Ortega de Argüello, who had earlier died without a will.26

For legal reasons, the heirs named José Antonio Argüello as their representative and
custodian of the property at issue. José Antonio was the only living son of Santiago
Argüello. The other heirs mentioned in the court declaration were grandchildren.
Before accepting his role as representative, José Antonio requested that an inventory
be made of the estate. A meeting of the family was held for this purpose on
September 3, 1888, at the Tijuana custom house.27

The documents presented by the heirs in court to prove their entitlement to the
ranch consisted of the deed given to Pilar Ortega de Argüello by President Porfirio
Díaz, dated August 6, 1879, a certificate of ownership issued by the territorial district
judge on March 3, 1886, and a plat of the land drawn by M. G. Wheeler during
January 1870, which was approved by a surveyor, Ismael Sánchez, on June 3, 1883.

The inventory of the estate was apparently ready for completion when José
Antonio Argüello and the other claimants were unexpectedly confronted by Ricardo
Ramírez, an attorney acting on behalf of the heirs of Ignacio Argüello, who purchased
one-half of the ranch from his mother in 1870. Ramírez made the following con-
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tention in open court:
…that the land presented for inclusion in the inventory was not the property of doña María del
Pilar Ortega de Argüello before her death since she had sold it to her son, Ignacio Argüello, and
therefore it is requested that it be excluded from the inventory.

Given the circumstances, the judge suspended the proceedings and the taking of
an appraisal until the claim presented by Ramírez was resolved.

Toward the end of that same month of September 1888, José Antonio Argüello as
“provisional executor” of Pilar Ortega de Argüello’s estate appeared in the Ensenada
courthouse to answer the allegations of the attorney, Ricardo Ramírez. José Antonio
denied the legal validity of the documents offered to prove a sale by Doña Pilar of
“three leagues” of Rancho Tijuana to her son, Ignacio Argüello.

In order to demonstrate the impropriety of Ramírez’ contentions, José Antonio
showed what he considered to be the “authentic documents.” He first presented con-
firmation of the land grant to his father, Santiago Argüello, signed by Pió Pico in 1846
and ratified by President Benito Juárez on June 1, 1861. José Antonio explained that
this grant was subject to certain conditions such as requirements that it be inhabited
and cultivated by the grantee. He indicated that such conditions were imposed by
laws established August 12, 1768, August 18, 1824, and November 21, 1828. Since
these conditions were never met, “the comisionado de terrenos baldíos, Cayetano E.
Treviño, declared that the grant to his father was void.” Pilar Ortega de Argüello was
forced to recognize that she no longer had the grant inherited from her husband.

However, the resilient Argüello family was not done with Rancho Tijuana. Doña
Pilar soon gave her son, Ignacio Argüello, a power of attorney so that he and the other
heirs could attempt to regain the property. Acting as attorney-in-fact for this mother,
Ignacio Argüello applied for a new grant of the vacant Rancho Tijuana and another
opportunity to comply with conditions for its development imposed by Mexican law.
The request was favorably received as demonstrated by a document from President
Díaz on August 6, 1879 awarding Pilar Ortega de Argüello a new grant of Rancho
Tijuana.

Based on the foregoing, José Antonio Argüello argued in court that the docu-
ments of title and sale dating from 1870, which were the foundation of the case pre-
sented by the heirs of Ignacio Argüello, were void and of no effect since the grant of
1879 conferred a new and different title on Pilar Ortega de Argüello that wiped out all
previous interests. By the time of the court proceedings in September 1888, owner-
ship of the grant was entirely based on the title of 1879, and not on a right of succes-
sion to the interest of the deceased Santiago Argüello. The sale by Doña Pilar to her
son Ignacio Argüello in 1870 preceded issuance of the new grant and therefore any
ownership she conferred on her son was terminated when the old grant was declared
void. José Antonio also pointed out that beyond the invalidity of any transaction pre-
ceding 1879, his mother was only one of ten heirs to Santiago Argüello’s estate and
could not have conveyed more than a one-tenth interest in Rancho Tijuana to her son,
Ignacio.

In addition to the evidence given by José Antonio, which he considered sufficient
to nullify any rights arising from the sale of 1870, he added another argument he
thought established fraud in the sale. He stated:

The alleged sale made by my mother to Ignacio Argüello has the signature of ‘Pilar Ortega’ but she
did not know how to write. This proves not only the invalidity of their claims, but also the falsity
of the evidence on which they are based.

The documents presented by José Antonio Argüello and his interpretation of



them seem to correctly invalidate the claims based on the sale to his brother Ignacio.
However, his contention that his mother could not have signed the document of sale
to Ignacio because she did not know how to read and write seems doubtful since it is
strongly contradicted by a statement of Manuel Clemente Rojo in 1879.28

In the above year, Manuel Clemente Rojo wrote a biographical sketch of María
Pilar Ortega de Argüello. It was requested by Hubert Howe Bancroft, who was com-
piling a history of the region with the help of persons who had participated in it. In
correspondence exchanged with Thomas Savage, one of Bancroft’s employees, Rojo
made the following remark:

Doña Pilar was a very distinguished person. Although she was born in the year 1794, she knew
how to read and write, an extraordinary accomplishment in her time, putting her half a century
ahead of her contemporaries. It is said that up until 1848, those in Alta California did not want
their children to read and write ‘in order for them not to be corrupted by reading and writing love
letters’29

We are more inclined to accept Rojo’s belief that Doña Pilar was literate than José
Antonio’s contrary statement in court. Rojo enjoyed a reputation in the region as a
person interested in historical accuracy. Bancroft had good cause to trust his credibili-
ty. Moreover, Rojo had no motive to misrepresent Doña Pilar’s ability to read and
write.

The claims of Ignacio Argüello’s heirs were eventually recognized by José Antonio
and those he represented. Together, they decided to divide the land into two sections.
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Portion of a document signed by Governor Pío Pico and Secretary José Matias Moreno June 15, 1846, approving the
concession made in favor of Citizen Santiago Arguello of the place named TiaJuana (del paraje nombrado
TiaJuana). Ms. Centro de Investigaciones Históricas.
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Each faction of the Argüello family would receive a separate portion. In order to
divide the ranch, the heirs would retain Ricardo Orozco, an engineer who played a
major role in planning the initial urbanization of Tijuana.

Orozco had earlier arrived in the region as a government-appointed “inspector de
colonias.” He was charged with reviewing the activities of foreign companies contract-
ed to develop the area and to see that they were complying with requirements
imposed by the administration of President Díaz.30 His professional activities soon
became known to the Argüellos who hired him to appraise and divide Rancho Tijuana
with a view toward ending their dispute.

When Orozco accepted his assignment, he was in a position to significantly affect
the birth of urban Tijuana. Prior to this time, the value of land was necessarily deter-
mined solely by its suitability for agriculture and cattle raising. However, such criteria
for the land’s value were about to end with Tijuana’s approaching urban development.
A new era was arriving in which land prices would rise to previously unknown levels.
This phenomenon was largely a reflection of spectacular economic growth occurring
in adjacent southern California.

In order to measure and appraise Rancho Tijuana, Orozco prepared the first
known modern map of it. The drawing used measurements based on the metric sys-
tem to show that it was comprised of 10,533 hectares. Curiously, the map placed
Rancho Tijuana entirely on Mexican soil and ignored previous indications that it was
partly north of the international border. As can be observed on his map, Orozco limit-
ed the northern edge to the United States border without stating a reason for doing
so, then traced the remaining boundaries toward the south.

Orozco’s approach was rational and practical. He proceeded to divide the ranch
into two unequal parts, but he explained in his report that each section had the same
commercial value “according to market conditions.”31

Orozco believed the land contained two valuable features: its proximity to the
international border and a flowing spring of sulfurous water at Agua Caliente. Even at
this early date, the spring was a great tourist attraction because of its supposed cura-
tive properties.32 In this regard, Orozco realized that if he divided the property into
symmetrical parts, both of the land’s most desirable assets would be located in the
northern half, thereby diminishing the value of the southern part. The solution he
devised was to create a dividing line between the two sections so that the spring was
located in the southern part. In that way, each portion of the land contained an
important asset and was commercially equal in value to the other.

Another manifestation of Orozco’s rational method in dealing with the property,
and something very much in vogue during the first years of Porfirio Díaz’ presidency,
was his introduction of the metric system to Baja California, a product of the French
rational spirit.33 At that time it was common in Mexico to use Spanish colonial forms
of measurement, especially in Baja California due to its isolation from the capital.
Colonial expressions of size included “sitio de ganado mayor” when describing the
area of large ranches.

The French metric system of weights and measures was established in Mexico by
a decree of December 10, 1882. A similar law took effect March 15, 1857, but was
never carried out in practice. Another statute dated August 2, 1863 had also called for
utilizing the modern metric system in topographical measurements.34 As an engineer,
Orozco dedicated a considerable part of his report to the Argüellos explaining his use
of the metric system. He even included a table of equivalents between the antiquated



Spanish colonial system, English forms of measurement, and the modern French met-
ric system.

In 1889, after continuous negotiations between the Argüellos in which Ricardo
Orozco and local authorities participated, an agreement was reached putting an end to
the litigation between the family members. In January of that year, the ranch was
divided into two parts. The southern portion was awarded to the heirs and successors
of Ignacio Argüello who had acquired three sitios de ganado mayor by purchase from
his mother. The northern part was distributed to José Antonio Argüello and the
descendants of his other brothers.

Subsequently, a portion of the land was set aside as a proposed town site. (Figure
6) A vertical line was drawn dividing the area of the future town into two sections. In
the same way that the ranch was divided, each group of relatives was assigned rough-
ly equal areas of the town site. The eastern half went to José Antonio and the heirs
associated with him, while the western half was assigned to the heirs of Ignacio
Argüello.35

The settlement between the two factions of the Argüello family was approved by
the court on July 6, 1889, and it was declared on July 11 that their agreement was
“based on the map presented by the expert Ricardo Orozco” showing the sections of
the ranch assigned to each group of heirs as well as the agreed distribution of the pro-
posed township.36 By virtue of this arrangement, the court declared that its proceed-
ings were terminated.37

On two later occasions, a group of heirs calling themselves the “northern
Argüellos” gathered at the Ensenada courthouse. The object of the first meeting was to
allocate between them certain subdivided lots that were part of the western half of the
proposed town site.38 The second time was for the purpose of assigning sections of
the northern Rancho Tijuana to individual heirs.39

In this manner the problems surrounding the Rancho Tijuana grant in the first
phase of its history were ended. The settlement of the Argüello family dispute estab-
lished conditions favoring the development of a little town that would become the
modern city of Tijuana.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF SPANISH-LANGUAGE

TELEVISION IN SAN DIEGO: 
A CONTEMPORARY HISTORY

■
by

Kristin C. Moran

According to the 2000 United States Census, Latinos are the nation’s largest
minority group, comprising 13.5 percent of the U.S. population with close to
9 million television households.1 The continuing growth of the Latino popula-

tion has led to the development of Spanish-language mass media, including radio,
film, television and newspapers. San Diegans, living close to the border of Mexico,
have long been able to access such media due to the efforts of Mexican entrepreneurs.
As a result, San Diego has become a particularly important site for researchers inter-
ested in understanding what continues to draw an increasingly wealthy and English-
speaking Latino population to Spanish-language media.  

This article explores the development of Spanish-language television in San Diego
focusing, in particular, on the history of Univisión and its competitors, including
Telemundo. It describes the audience for Spanish-language programming and suggests
reasons why dual English and Spanish speakers continue to prefer to get their news
from television stations XETV, KBNT or XHAS. Finally, it looks at the economic fac-
tors, particularly advertising, that have fueled the growth of Spanish-language media
in the U.S.

Spanish-language radio and television programs appeared in Southern California
as early as the 1930s and 1940s. Pedro Gonzalez, a Mexican singer, began broadcast-
ing in Los Angeles during the 1930s. However, when his program began to include
protests about the treatment of Mexican farm workers during the Depression, he was
sent to prison on falsified charges. Released in 1940, his group, “las Madrugadores”
(early risers), began broadcasting from XERU in Tijuana. On December 16, 1984, an
ambitious five panel mural celebrating Gonzalez’s life and times was installed on a 60-
foot support pillar of the Coronado Bridge in San Diego’s Chicano Park. Two addition-
al Hispanic radio stations – XEMO-AM and XEAZ-AM – date to the 1940s.2

In the 1950s, the response to the presence and growth of Latinos in the popula-
tion spurred action by television entrepreneurs who saw not only a Spanish-speaking
minority, but also an untapped market available to sell to advertisers. Essentially,
Spanish-language television was born out of the desire to reach Spanish-speakers in a
way that would entice them to buy and become loyal to products advertised on these
stations.

Like most television industries, the Spanish-language industry was created from
the foundation of Spanish-language radio, which had been dominated by the

Kristin C. Moran (Ph.D. University of Washington) is an assistant professor at the University of San Diego.
Her research interests include international communication with an emphasis on Spanish-language mass
media.  As representative to the Binational Association of Schools of Communication (Binacom), she keeps
connected to communication issues that face our border region. 
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Azcárraga family of Mexico. Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta and his son Emilio Azcárraga
Milmo have held majority ownership of Televisa since its formation in 1972 that
developed out of Azcárraga’s Telesistema Mexicano.3 Televisa, the most watched televi-
sion network in Mexico, has grown into an international multimedia corporation and
is the second largest exporter of television programming worldwide. For U.S. televi-

Voz Libre, 1984. Dedicated to Don Pedro Gonzalez, a Mexican singer on an early Spanish radio station in Los
Angeles during the 1930s. Chicano Park, San Diego. Artists Michael Schnorr, Victor Ochoa, Guillermo Rosete, Yasue
Doudera, Carlos Esparza. Personal collection of author.
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sion investors, the Spanish-speaking market in the United States was so small and
poor during the 1950s that it was not even considered a viable audience to sell to
advertisers through television programming. From the point of view of the Azcarraga
family, however, “the millions of Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans living
in the United States were one of the largest and wealthiest Spanish language markets
in the world.”4 Therefore, as a result of Mexico’s geographical proximity and Azcárraga
Vidaurreta’s assumption that Mexicans living in the United States would watch
Mexican produced programming, the development of a Spanish-language television
industry began in the 1960s.

The Spanish International Communication Corporation (SICC) became the
umbrella corporation under which a string of U.S. Spanish-language stations began in
areas that had significant numbers of Spanish speakers. The first cities with Spanish-
language television stations owned by SICC were San Antonio (1961), Los Angeles
(1962), New York (1968), and Miami (1971). Because of FCC regulations stating that
“aliens” or persons acting for them can own no more than 20 percent of stock in a tel-
evision station, Azcárraga Vidaurreta officially owned only 20 percent of SICC. The
other investors were U.S. citizens, including Rene Anselmo, who later became presi-
dent of the corporation. Anselmo had a close relationship with Azcárraga Vidaurreta
and essentially acted on his behalf in all aspects of the business.5

As the stations were purchased, the need arose for programming to the fill the
airwaves. Thus, the Spanish International Network (SIN) was formed in order to sup-
ply programming, exclusively produced by Telesistema Mexicano and to sell airtime
to advertisers.6 Azcárraga, through SIN, supplied SICC with telenovelas, news, and
other entertainment programming.7 By the end of 1972, Televisa was created in
Mexico as a result of the consolidation of the two most powerful networks,
Telesistema Mexicano and its competitor, Televisión Independiente de México.
Televisa continued to support the Spanish-language market in the United States.8

SICC and SIN were operating together under Rene Anselmo but were not financially
successful, and even though the Televisa Corporation was supplying programming,
SIN did not make a profit for its first seven years of operation.9

By 1975, American investors, including Frank Fouce, Jr., a majority stockholder
in SICC, grew tired of the growing debt, which by this time was nearly $2 million.10

Fouce brought a civil lawsuit against Anselmo and SICC that exposed the relationship
between SIN, SICC, and the Azcárraga. As a result, in 1980 the Spanish Radio
Broadcasters’ Association filed a charge with the FCC claiming that SICC was under
foreign control, triggering an investigation into the corporate structure of SICC and
SIN. The investigation concluded that the corporate structure violated section 310b of
the Communication Act of 1934 because Anselmo was acting indeed on behalf of
“aliens,” resulting in defacto foreign ownership of American airwaves. Thirteen of
SICC stations and all of SIN’s stations had to be sold to U.S. citizens.11

SICC and SIN interests were acquired by two major players. The Reliance group,
which acquired enough Spanish-language stations to form the Telemundo network in
the mid 1980s, and Hallmark Cards Inc., acting with First Capital Corporation of
Chicago, out-bid other interested parties to acquire control over SIN and their indi-
vidual stations. The 1987 Hallmark takeover was considered “friendly” since the cozy
relationship continued between the Azcárraga family, Televisa, and the American net-
work. The new Hallmark network was named Univisión. For the first ten years,
Univisión had the first option to purchase Televisa-produced programs, giving
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Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta. Courtesy of XETV. Emilio Azcárraga Milmo. Courtesy of XETV.

Televisa a distribution outlet in the USA. Televisa had free advertising time on the
Univisión stations for its products and services.12 Because of the advantage of its rela-
tionship with Televisa, Univisión quickly rose in popularity and gained notoriety in
the USA as the Spanish-language network.

The straight importation of Mexican news and entertainment on Univisión began
to create frustration among some Latino groups in the U.S. who claimed that the pro-
gramming did not reflect the experiences of Spanish-speaking Americans. They want-
ed to be more than a dumping ground for Mexican imports. Since the Telemundo net-
work could not buy products from Televisa because of its arrangement with
Univisión, it began producing programming in the U.S., in Spanish, to reach Latinos
who were looking for an alternative to Mexican television. Because Telemundo was
headquartered in New York, it tried to appeal to Puerto Ricans, Cubans and people
from Central and South America. When Telemundo moved its operations from New
York to Miami, it began producing a U.S. news program in 1987, Noticiero Telemundo,
and even a telenovela that integrated stories of Mexican, Puerto Rican and Cuban
immigrant families. Univisión was quick to respond and by 1991 had set up its own
production studios in Miami and began airing shows such as Sábado Gigante, a live
variety show and Cristina, a talk show, both became popular with Spanish-speaking
audiences.13

In 1992, Spanish-language television entered a new era marked by significant
changes in the industry. Telemundo filed bankruptcy. The network could not compete
with Univisión, which had successfully cornered the market with its exclusive deal-
ings with Televisa. Nielsen Media Research began tracking “Hispanic Audience” media
use and therefore provided a more accurate account of the audience share devoted to
Spanish-language television. At Univisión there was a shift in ownership that brought
Televisa back into the management structure.14

Hallmark Cards Inc. sold its interest in Univisión to A. Jerrold Perenchio, a
Hollywood television producer who acquired 50 percent of the Univisión Network
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Partnership and 76 percent of Univisión Television Group, which operates individual
stations. Careful to remain in compliance with FCC regulations, Televisa acquired 25
percent of the Network Partnership and 12 percent of the Television Group.
Venevisión, the most influential television network in Venezuela, which also produces
telenovelas, purchased the remaining portion of the corporation. For both Venevisión
and Televisa, access to the U.S. market was increasingly important especially as
Nielsen Media Research was taking notice of the Spanish-language market.15 The
power of Univisión to attract the Spanish-speaking audience has continued to grow,
especially in the 7-9 p.m. time-slot during which time the most popular Mexican
telenovelas are aired. According to the Nielsen ratings, nearly every week, the top-ten
most watched programs by Latinos are on Univisión.16

The A.C. Nielsen Company is the most recognized audience research firm in the
world. Mass media industries including television, radio and more recently the
Internet rely on Nielsen to gather data about who is using a particular medium at a
particular time. In addition, Nielsen provides demographic information about the
audience including age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic class. The mass media industries
use this data to set advertising rates as they sell airtime to advertisers who hope to
reach a particular segment of the audience. When Nielsen began collecting informa-
tion about the Hispanic audience, it legitimized the presence of the Spanish-language
media market.

Bill Grimes, who became president of Univisión in 1986, was eager for Nielsen to
revamp its data collection system in order to gather more accurate information about
the Hispanic audience. In 1992, Univisión and Telemundo paid $20 million to devel-
op new ways of assessing the Hispanic audience.17 The old methodology used by
Nielsen, for example, showed that 8 percent of the population in Los Angeles watched
Spanish-language programming. The new system showed that the viewership was
actually 13 percent. After this methodology was implemented, nation-wide figures
showed 40 percent more households tuning into Spanish-language programming than
were reported under the old system.18 The new methodology was called the National
Hispanic Television Index.

The more accurate estimates of viewers did not help Telemundo, however, which
was coming in a distant second to Univisión. Telemundo was forced to file bankrupt-
cy in 1992. Telemundo restructured the corporation and, by 1994, became a public
company controlled by Apollo Advertisers, as a U.S. firm but backed by Europe’s
largest bank, Crédit Lyonnais and Bastion Capital, a U.S.-based firm.19 Even with a
new corporate structure, Telemundo continued to struggle without access to Televisa
or Venevisión telenovelas, the most-watched programs among Latinos. Telemundo
turned to TV Azteca, a Mexican network started in 1994, and arranged to purchase
their telenovelas, although these had not been as popular with audiences. Telemundo,
purchased by NBC Universal in 2001, is the second largest provider of Spanish-lan-
guage television in the United States.

Univisión continues to be the leader in attracting the Spanish-speaking audience
and has consolidated its power over the marketplace by merging with the Hispanic
Broadcasting Corporation (HBC), the largest Spanish-language radio network. As a
result of this 2003 merger, one corporation now controls more than 70 percent of the
national advertising dollars spent on Hispanic media.20 Some Latino activists have
voiced concern about the limited voices representing the Latino community, especially
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since the chief executive officers of Univisión and HBC are not Latino. Nevertheless,
concentration of ownership in the media sector has led to economic success.

Spanish-language Television in San Diego

According to the 2000 census, 28.1 million American households speak Spanish
in the home. Of those, over half reported speaking English “very well.” In the State of
California, there are 8.1 million Spanish-speaking households. In the city of San
Diego, nearly 27 percent of the population is Latino and this figure is projected to
increase in the future. There are 719,000 Latinos living in San Diego County and of
those, 53 percent speak predominantly Spanish.22 As a result of the number of Latinos
in the area, Spanish-language television has always had a home in San Diego. But it
was not until recently that San Diego became a coveted market for Univisión and
Telemundo, the two main networks that produce Spanish-language television.

A full 21 percent of San Diego’s television households are Hispanic,23 accounting
for over 800,000 potential Spanish-language television viewers in San Diego County.
The combined Hispanic population of the San Diego and Tijuana region equals over 2
million, an audience too large to be ignored by the U.S. Spanish-language television
industry. The median age of Latinos in San Diego is 26; 65 percent are under 35 while
33 percent are between the ages of 2 and 17. Of the Hispanic TV households, 67.1
percent subscribe to cable.24 Young consumers are particularly attractive to advertisers
because of the perception that young people are easily persuaded to “try new things”
and have not yet become brand loyal. 

Spanish-language television began in San Diego as a result of its geographic loca-
tion and television broadcast signals’ ability to cross international borders. XETV,
channel 6, was San Diego’s second television station and the first to broadcast pro-
grams in Spanish. The call letters were designated because of its transmitter in

KBNT, Univisión, Telemundo Studios San Diego. Personal collection of author.
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Tijuana, which allowed the station’s
owner to get around the FCC’s television
licensing freeze from 1948 to 1952.
Partnering with Mexican television entre-
preneur Emilio Azcárraga Vidaurreta, the
station was licensed by the Mexican gov-
ernment and began broadcasting in
1953.25 Programs in English and Spanish
could be seen on both sides of the border.
XETV affiliated with mainstream U.S. net-
works, first with ABC until 1973 and cur-
rently as San Diego’s FOX affiliate choos-
ing to broadcast exclusively in English.
Because XETV is licensed in Mexico, offi-
cially it does not have to follow FCC reg-
ulations, although it does remain in com-
pliance with U.S. policies.26

In 1960, XEWT, channel 12, began
broadcasting programs exclusively in
Spanish. Although it was a station owned
and operated in Tijuana, it served
Spanish-speaking households in the San

Diego region. XEWT, a Televisa affiliate, was popular with Spanish-speaking San
Diego audiences who had direct access to Mexican television. 

Univisión in San Diego

San Diegans have long been able to access entertainment programming and
national news in Spanish through cable and Tijuana stations, but local Spanish-lan-
guage media, specifically news, is relatively recent. KBNT, channel 17, a Univisión
affiliate, went on the air in San Diego in 1990 and has grown in popularity. Just with-
in 2004, audience ratings increased over 200 percent in the coveted 18-34 year-old
market.27 The station is owned by Entravisión Communications. Its local news broad-
cast and entertainment programming have been successful in reaching the Spanish-
speaking audience throughout the city and county. 

Lourdes Sandoval, the news director of KBNT since 1998, is committed to mak-
ing the news broadcast relevant to the Latino audience by focusing on issues that are
salient to them. Sandoval grew up in San Angel, a district in southern Mexico City,
and moved with her family to Toronto, Canada, at age 13. Her family then moved to
San Diego. Sandoval attended Southwestern College in the mid-1980s, studying mass
communication and photography with an emphasis on journalism. Her increased
interest in border issues led Sandoval to work for Mexico’s Televisa network in 1990
at Tijuana’s XEWT, Channel 12, reporting stories on both sides of the border. In 1996
she left that position to become press attaché for the Mexican consulate. Then, in
1998, she joined KNBT news, which went on the air in 1997.28

According to 2000 Nielsen ratings, KBNT’s 11 p.m. news broadcast averaged a
1.3 rating and 3.0 share of the total viewing audience. A share is equal to the number
of TV households tuned-in to a particular program divided by the total number of TV
households with the television set turned on. In 2004, among viewers between the

Lourdes Sandoval. Courtesy of KBNT
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ages of 18 and 34, KBNT news received 3.7 rating. Nielsen ratings are collected
through a sampling process to assess the number of viewers for each program aired as
a way to determine advertising rates.29 In San Diego County, one rating point equals
10,292 TV households.30

Spanish-speaking audiences in San Diego have supported KBNT local news
broadcast. Even when they speak English, they will watch local news in Spanish
because it offers an alternative to English–language news. In San Diego, there are defi-
nite differences in the types of stories that are aired on KBNT and the local English-
language news channels. The general trend points to a more varied newscast on
KBNT, emphasizing stories that are more relevant to the Latino community. For exam-
ple, KBNT airs more stories related to immigration, immigrant rights, Latino politics,
and other stories that resonate with Latino viewers. The English-language broadcasts
tend to give spotty coverage to these topics. When immigrants are covered, they tend
to be in stories related to illegal border crossings and other crimes.31

San Diego audiences can access all of Univisión’s national programming via
KBNT, which includes morning talk shows, children’s programs, afternoon talk shows,
national news, and telenovelas during the prime-time evening hours. For those fami-
lies accessing cable, Galavisión, Univisión’s cable network, offers national news,
movies, and other entertainment programming. 

Alternatives to Univisión in San Diego

Telemundo’s cable stations are available in the San Diego market, providing an
alternative to Univisión’s Televisa-dominated programming. Telemundo continues to
have access to programming from Mexico through TV Azteca, but still is second to
Univisión in terms of national television ratings. In 1998, Telemundo was bought by
the Sony Corporation and Liberty Media Inc., and in 2001 was purchased by
NBC/Universal. The sale marked a new beginning for Telemundo. Writing for the
Mergers and Acquisitions Journal, Brent Shearer stated: “One Spanish media specialist
is cautiously optimistic that NBC will be able to increase Telemundo’s market
share...NBC didn’t get a struggling business in Telemundo but rather one that needs
support and an infusion of capital.”32 NBC’s takeover marked the first time in history
that one of the top three U.S. networks will operate a Spanish-language network.33

XHAS, channel 33, a Tijuana station affiliated with Telemundo, began broadcast-
ing local programming to San Diego audiences in 2002, while competitors, KBNT and
XHAS are both owned by Entravisión Communications Corporation. To circumvent
FCC regulations that prohibit one corporation owning more than 35 percent of a
given television market, XHAS is licensed through the Mexican government, while
KBNT receives its license from the United States. The shared corporate structure
makes the relationship between the Univisión affiliate and the Telemundo affiliate a
bit peculiar since both stations are housed in the same facility on Ruffin Road in San
Diego. Rather than having two distinct news outlets, these two stations that are sup-
pose to compete with each other share facilities and resources making the broadcasts
less unique.

XHAS broadcasts its local news Noticiero 33 from San Diego, but it is relayed
through a transmitter in Tijuana. The mission of the newscast is to appeal to audi-
ences on both sides of the border. The general manager, Carlos Sanchez, explained:
“Our goal is to open the borders of local communication with a global vision living
up to our slogan Abriendo Fronteras (Opening Borders).”34 In addition to its local news
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broadcast, Channel 33 provides national Telemundo programming, including telenov-
elas and its national news program Noticiera Telemundo.

On April 8, 2005, San Diego got its first local and independent Spanish-language
television station, Mí San Diego, channel 43. The station developed from an interesting
corporate structure. The relationship between NBC, TV Azteca, Telemundo began
when NBC bought an interest in TV Azteca based in Mexico City in 2000.35 TV
Azteca sells programming to Telemundo, which NBC bought in 2001. Because of FCC
regulations, Telemundo cannot have an affiliate in San Diego because of the agreement
with Santa Monica-based Entravisión, which owns KBNT the Univisión affiliate.
XHAS is the Tijuana-based Telemundo affiliate that broadcasts in San Diego.36 NBC
therefore started channel 43, Mí San Diego, as an independent station operated by
Channel 7/39, the San Diego NBC affiliate. But it is not a Telemundo affiliate even
though all operations are under the NBC/Universal corporate umbrella. 

The purpose of Mí San Diego is to offer alternative programming to Univisión and
Telemundo, including the live broadcast of Padres baseball games in Spanish and
other original programming. The station draws its programming from KWHY,
Channel 22, in Los Angeles, including shows such as 12 Corazones, a dating show,
and De todo un poco, a variety show. In addition, Mí San Diego has access to KWHY’s
film library that includes classic Mexican cinema.37 Channel 43’s broadcast signal
reaches most of southwest San Diego County, which includes about 51 percent of the
Spanish-speaking households in the county. Its availability on Channel 143 on Cox
Communication’s digital cable package increases its reach.38

The Spanish-language Audience 

The desire for Spanish-language programming stems from the desire of U.S. audi-
ences to stay connected to Latino culture. Scholars Diana Rios and Stanley O. Gaines,
Jr., describe Latino mass media use as part of a dual cultural process for social integra-
tion and sustained ethnic differentiation.39 In other words, ethnic groups use ethnic
media as a way to stay connected to what is familiar – their native culture. Those in
the process of assimilation find that access to news and entertainment in their own
language helps them to understand their “new” home. Connection to a Latino heritage
and proficient Spanish-language ability leads to more frequent Spanish-language
media use. Often as families grow, older members will encourage younger members,
who may have never lived in Latin America, to access Spanish-language media. This
serves as a way to maintain cultural awareness and to ensure that younger members
feel connected to a Latino heritage while integrating into the larger Anglo culture.
According to Diana Rios, “Latinos may use media for selective acculturation to gain
dominant cultural knowledge and learn cultural interaction and survival skills neces-
sary in an Anglo American world.”40

In addition to cultural maintenance and identity formation, the desire to access
Spanish-language mass media comes from the under-representation of Latinos in
English-language mainstream media. The trend has been relatively consistent through-
out the years with regard to the representation of Latinos on English-language televi-
sion. Latino characters make up between 4 to 6 percent of all characters on television,
far below their actual numbers in the population.41 In 2003, the most recent pub-
lished data from the Screen Actors Guild, which collects diversity information annual-
ly, found that Latino actors were cast in 10.5 fewer roles (including television and the-
ater) in 2003 than in 2002. Latino actors made up only 5.4 percent of working actors
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in 2003, which is far below the Latino communities 13.7 percent representation in
the general population.42 The lack of representation of Latinos in the mainstream,
English-language media leads Latinos to Spanish-language programming where they
can see entertainment and news that is relevant to their reality. 

Historically there has been frustration not only with the lack of representation,
but also with the fact that Latinos have been portrayed in stereotypical ways. From
the early days of cinema to the present, Latinos have been categorized as the “Latin
lover,” relegated to domestic work like housekeeping or gardening, or more recently
as drug traffickers/dealers.43 These stereotypical images do not represent the reality of
most Latinos, and the lack of variety in the representations causes Latino audiences to
turn to Spanish-language programming. 

Another reason people may be turning to Spanish-language media outlets is
because Latinos and Latino issues are virtually absent from English-language enter-
tainment programming and mainstream network news. The National Association for
Hispanic Journalists (NAHJ) has been tracking national network coverage of Latinos
and Latino issues since 1995 and has consistently found that these topics make up
less than 1 percent of the stories aired each year.44 When Latinos are featured, it is
commonly in stories about crime or immigration issues. During 2003, of the more
than 16,000 stories aired on the national news broadcasts of ABC, CBS, CNN and
NBC, 131 (0.82 percent) were about Latinos. Latinos had even a poorer showing in
2004 when only 0.72 percent of the stories focused on Latino or Latino issues.45 It is
no wonder that Latinos look to the Spanish-language networks to learn about their
community. It seems clear that English-language television does not satisfy Latino
audiences.

“Hispanics” as a Market

While the lack of representation and stereotypes lead Latinos to Spanish-language
television, the more concrete reason for the boom in Spanish-language television
results from a market-driven agenda. Major corporations in the United States view the
Hispanic market as a viable segment of the population with money to spend on prod-
ucts. Since Latinos are not watching English-language television, the best way to
advertisers for reach them is through Spanish-language outlets. According to John
Sinclair, “…the Spanish-language television industry has been one of the most active
agents and also beneficiaries of the mode of capitalist ethnography with which a
Hispanic audience has been constructed for sale to advertisers.”46 San Diego is no
exception.

In the United States, there are roughly 35 million Latinos with a potential buying
power of $458 million, a market too big for most advertisers to ignore. The Spanish-
speaking market is the fastest growing in the country, both in population and pur-
chasing power. These facts make advertising in Spanish a necessity. By 2010, purchas-
ing power is projected to double to $9 billion and by 2025 it is estimated there will
be 60 million Latinos nationwide, surpassing the Anglo population in California and
San Diego County. Dean Calbreath, writing for the San Diego Union-Tribune, stated:
“Walter Meneses, who runs Meneses Research & Associates in San Diego, said that in
San Diego County, many third-or fourth generation Hispanics flip between English
and Spanish stations on their televisions. But, according to his research, as many as
85% prefer to communicate in Spanish.”47

In addition, Spanish-speakers recall advertisements more often when the ads are
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presented in their native language. Hispanic audiences have a 61 percent better ad
recall when the ads are in Spanish and a 57 percent better comprehension rate when
the ads are in Spanish.48 In San Diego, 89 percent of Hispanics speak Spanish.
Therefore, Spanish TV advertisements are 4.5 times more likely to influence purchas-
ing decisions than English-language ads. The recognition that Latinos prefer to watch
programming in Spanish will continue to persuade corporations to make advertise-
ments in Spanish. This, in turn, will support the Spanish-language media industries in
the United States.

Conclusion

The creation of Spanish-language media has been shaped by dual forces: first, the
desire of Latinos to access programming that is relevant to their experiences and, sec-
ond, the need of corporations to reach an audience segment of the U.S. population
that has been relatively untapped. The two forces are not mutually exclusive and work
together to push the networks to provide more and more outlets for the Spanish-
speaking audience.

Evidence of this is obvious in San Diego County where the television industry
recently expanded to provide programming for San Diegans who want to access news
and entertainment in the Spanish language. Considering the growth of the Latino
population and its resulting impact on the media industry, the knowledge of the
development of Spanish-language television will enhance our understanding of San
Diego as a whole. This opportunity has broadened the San Diego community in a way
that makes residents more aware of their proximity and relationship to Mexico. It
projects a unique San Diego identity that incorporates an Anglo majority with a rapid-
ly growing Latino community. 
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◆ BOOK REVIEWS ◆

Juan Bautista de Anza, Basque Explorer in the New World, 1693-1740. By Donald T. Garate. Reno: University of
Nevada Press, 2003. Appendix, glossary, index, 6 b & w illustrations, and 2 maps. 360 pp. $39.95 cloth.

Reviewed by Michael J. Gonzalez, Associate Professor, Department of History, University of San Diego.

Donald Garate has written a wonderful biography of Juan Bautista de Anza (1693-1740), the Basque

soldier and explorer. In service to the Spanish Crown, he helped settle what is now Sonora and Chihuahua,

the northwestern states of present-day Mexico. Garate employs an innovative technique to present his find-

ings. He immerses himself in the primary sources and reads between the lines. Rather than remaining

bound to what a document says, he imagines the feelings and thoughts entertained by Anza and his con-

temporaries. Garate, though, is not reckless. He does not create details that have no historical foundation.

Instead, he relies on the common humanity that any writer or reader shares with figures from the past. True

enough, the person who inhabits the present will never know how Anza and others from long ago experi-

enced life. But all the same, the hopes and fears that all humans feel allows an individual in modern times

to imagine the most intimate details of Anza’s world.

As a consequence, Garate takes the reader into the eighteenth century. We see Anza as a young boy

growing up in Hernani, a small village in the Basque country. Later, we feel the wanderlust that inspired the

nineteen-year-old Anza to leave home, a place he would never see again, and head to the northern reaches

of Mexico, or what the Spaniards then called New Spain. The heat and dust, but also the stark beauty of

the northern deserts, seem as vivid to us as they did to young Anza. Any person who has sought opportu-

nity will understand why Anza decided to join the military and rise through the ranks. Nor will it seem so

mysterious why Anza aspired to improve his prospects by acquiring cattle ranches or interests in silver

mines. He only wanted to ensure that his wife and children received the comforts he rarely experienced as a

child. In the end, the mortality we all confront allows us to imagine Anza’s final moments. A month before

his forty-seventh birthday, Anza rode into an Apache ambush and died on the desert floor with arrows bris-

tling from his body.

Garate’s approach is not without its problems, however. At times, he relies too much on conditional

tenses like “should have been” or “would have been” when a more emphatic phrasing seems most appropri-

ate. In other spots, Garate’s wish to share the primary sources with his audience sometimes works against

his good judgment. On occasion, he reproduces letters verbatim when a paraphrase or summary would

work better to move the narrative along. Garate also belabors the point that the Basques helped settle the

north of Mexico. That the Basques helped the Spanish Empire is without question. But in the text, and

especially in the footnotes, we read of individuals whose ethnicity is unknown, but Garate employs all sorts

of speculation to suggest they were Basques. Garate’s attempt to find out who was or was not Basque gives

the impression he is trying too hard to impress the reader. He has amassed sufficient evidence to prove that

the Basques served the Spanish Empire quite well.

These complaints amount to mere quibbles. Garate succeeds to enlighten scholars and students about

Anza’s accomplishments. In the twenty-five years that Anza lived in Mexico, he fought Indians; pushed the

empire’s borders further north; made some money in business ventures; started a family; and may have

been the first person to call the northernmost parts of Mexico, “Arizona,” the name that now adorns that

state. Not bad for a man from humble circumstances who, Garate rightly notes, deserves more mention in

the histories of northern Mexico and the American West.
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◆ ◆ ◆

Las Misiones Antiguas: The Spanish Missions of Baja California. By Edward W. Vernon. Santa Barbara, CA:
Viejo Press, 2002. Distributed by University of New Mexico Press. Bibliography, index, color illustrations.
xxiv + 303 pp. $44.95 cloth. 

Reviewed by Steven M. Karr, Assistant Curator, Department of History, Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County.

Eighty-six years before Fray Junípero Serra founded Alta California’s first mission, San Diego de

Alcalá, the Jesuit Father Eusebio Francisco Kino along with a sizeable contingent of Spanish soldiers, neo-

phytes, and Indian slaves sought to establish a permanent fortification at San Bruno along the coast of the

Sea of Cortés on the Baja Peninsula. From there they hoped to create a staging area for further exploration

throughout the vast peninsular range. While their efforts to secure and maintain the fort at San Bruno

proved unsuccessful, the attempt was significant as it set in motion, for over a century, the creation of a

chain of missions stretching some 800 miles across arid and often inhospitable land. In all, Jesuit priests

and Dominican friars, along with a few Franciscans, established thirty-four missions and visitas from the

very tip of the peninsula to today’s international border. 

Sadly, few Americans, or Norte Americanos, as we are known south of the border, are aware that mis-

sions have marked Baja California’s landscape for centuries. This publication is a sound effort at informing

this general ignorance. The author’s purpose is twofold: to represent the numerous historic structures and

landscapes, and to lend the reader a better understanding of the faith and determination needed to establish

these outposts. Relying heavily on previously published secondary works for its narrative treatment, the

book is primarily a photographic compilation (including maps, drawings, and even some computer graph-

ics) that moves chronologically in the order that each mission was established on the peninsula.  

Many of the publication’s photographs present both period and contemporary wide-angle shots of the

missions themselves, or the melting adobe bricks which once comprised an entire structure, and sometimes

only the scant remnants of their stone foundations. Other photographs are more focused, showing the fine

architectural details that numerous structures still retain. As significant as the pictures of the missions and

their various architectural styles are the numerous landscape photographs represented throughout the

peninsula. The author has adequately documented where, how, and perhaps why Europeans responded to

this environment, and subsequently he has met the first part of the book’s purpose. Doubtful, though, is

whether the author has sufficiently demonstrated the determination and faith required by all who partici-

pated in the establishment of these missions and their communities. Absent in both picture and word is any

significant portrayal of how Indians, essential participants in the establishment of each mission, also

demonstrated their own faith and determination in helping to create, and perhaps to resist, these missions

and the circumstances they presented. 

This complaint aside, the author has compiled a sound visual resource on Baja California’s extensive

mission system that will add nicely to any public or private library collection.

◆ ◆ ◆

Race and Homicide in Nineteenth-Century California. By Clare V. McKanna, Jr. Reno: University of Nevada
Press, 2002. Notes, bibliography, index, illustrations, and map. 168 pp. $29.95 cloth.

Reviewed by Jill Dupont, Assistant Professor of History, Department of History, University of North Texas

In Race and Homicide in Nineteenth-Century California, Clare V. McKanna, Jr. argues that “rapid popula-

tion growth, ethnic diversity, young single men, alcohol, and a gun culture” are among the factors leading

to “enclaves of violence” in California (p. 2). At first glance, McKanna’s aims and methods in writing this

slender volume may appear modest. His investigation of murders involving Indian, Chinese, Hispanic, and

white defendants from seven counties located in various portions of the state offers, he argues, “a good

assessment of how the criminal justice system functioned” (p. 2). More boldly, McKanna suggests that

because his case studies are both geographically and ethnically diverse, they are “representative” and “pro-

vide an important glimpse of the interaction of race, homicide, and justice in nineteenth-century California”

(p. 2). His data are collected from an impressive array of sources, including coroners’ inquests, county court

records, assorted prison registers and papers, pardon files, census and city records, newspaper accounts,

and available trial transcripts.  



The work is divided into chapters according to the race of the defendant and includes a brief back-

ground sketch of each county. Since the 1850s, homicidal encounters generally spiked with white popula-

tion movements and shifting economic fortunes in the state. As individuals from different backgrounds

came into more frequent contact, disputes and misunderstandings between whites and minorities almost

inevitably led to violent encounters and the death of one or more parties from gunshot wounds.

The particulars of each incident, region, and minority group vary, but in their encounters with the

criminal justice system as it was developing in California, McKanna shows that all non-white ethnic groups

were hampered by linguistic and cultural barriers, lack of peer representation on juries, inadequate legal

counsel, and the distorted racial perceptions that influenced white decision-making. Because whites con-

trolled the burgeoning justice system, McKanna ultimately concludes that whether the defendant was

Indian, Chinese, or Hispanic, “there were two standards of justice, one for whites and another for minori-

ties” (p. 108).

That conclusion is not necessarily surprising, and it resonates with the disproportionate numbers of

African Americans, for instance, currently enmeshed in the criminal justice system. What is interesting

about McKanna’s research is that it implicitly and explicitly illustrates how much violent activity was once

interracial, as contrasted with contemporary statistics indicating that homicide within racial or ethnic

groups is more often the norm. One exception to this was the Chinese, whose criminal activity frequently

targeted individuals from rival tongs within the “community.” 

McKanna concludes his study with an engaging foray into the occasionally contentious discussions

about the extent of violence in the West. McKanna’s statistical comparison of several regions in California

with states in the Northeast and South reveal Tuolumne and San Luis Obispo counties, especially, to be very

volatile, indeed. At a time and in a place where virtually everyone was scrambling for position, perceptions

of racial and ethnic difference only inflamed - and made legible - issues of class, status, and well-being. In

providing a detailed account of how whites won the struggle for power in the courts, McKanna’s work is

significant. But it should be read with and against broader social and cultural histories of the region in

order to fully appreciate the texture and dynamics of racial violence.

◆ ◆ ◆

Navajo Expedition: Journal of a Military Reconnaissance from Santa Fe, New Mexico, to the Navajo Country, Made
in 1849 by Lieutenant James H. Simpson. By Frank McNitt, ed., foreword by Durwood Ball. Norman: Red
River Books, 2003. Notes, bibliography, illustrations, index, and map. $19.95 paper.

Reviewed by Jim Norris, Associate Professor, Department of History, North Dakota State University

Originally published in 1964, Navajo Expedition relates the experiences of a topographical survey car-

ried out by Lieutenant James Simpson in 1849. The survey examined the environs west of Santa Fe,

through the Navajo country of northwest New Mexico-northeastern Arizona, and returned along a line run-

ning from Zuñi to Albuquerque shortly after the region was seized in the war with Mexico. Simpson and

his associates accompanied a military expedition intent on reducing Navajo raids into the Rio Grande

region, thus his journal is both a physical description of the area and an important examination of Navajo

(and Puebloan) culture at that time. The military achievements of the expedition generally came up short of

its goal, as the Navajo avoided serious engagements and only begrudgingly signed a peace treaty that they

soon ignored. 

Simpson’s examination of the land, resources, and people during the six-week expedition were of

more enduring value. The lieutenant’s written portrayals of such places as Mt. Taylor, Canyon de Chelly,

Chaco Canyon, and El Morro’s Inscription Rock are beautifully rendered, and his depiction of the military

campaign and Navajo resistance is fascinating. Along the way Simpson spent time among Puebloan villages

such as Jemez, Laguna, and Zuñi, the latter a people he particularly admired. His ruminations on their pos-

sible link to the Aztecs, a common belief at the time, suggests a man fully engaged in his task. Clearly,

Simpson was enthralled by this world. On the other hand, there were aspects about the area that Simpson

did not regard as highly, such as the climate, the arid soil, and especially the local cuisine.

Of equal value to Simpson’s observations are Frank McNitt’s editing and annotation. In the 1950s,

McNitt and a companion used a Land Rover to retrace the route followed by the original expedition, and
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his own observations of the physical environment more than a century later reveal many of the environ-

mental, social, and cultural changes that have occurred in the region. In addition, McNitt’s annotations fur-

ther enlighten the reader of the events Simpson recounted in the journal and offers more information about

some of the characters accompanying the expedition. A rather long epilogue focuses on the lives of some of

the important participants after the expedition ended and narrates subsequent campaigns against the

Navajo, culminating in their removal to Bosque Redondo. This portion of the work is especially insightful

about the history of New Mexico during the early 1850s. 

The illustrations add greater importance to this volume. Artists Richard and Edward Kern accompa-

nied Simpson’s survey group. The brothers had left Philadelphia shortly before the war to see the West.

Unfortunately another brother, Benjamin, was murdered shortly before this expedition. The Kerns made

sketches and watercolors of the landscape, pueblos, and people encountered during the trek, and several of

these are reproduced herein. Furthermore, McNitt’s narrative of the brothers’ further adventures and

untimely deaths are also recounted. 

The arrangement is somewhat peculiar, in that Durwood Ball’s informative foreword seems oddly

placed between the muster roll and the journal itself. One might want to see more of the Kerns’ art repro-

duced in the book. These are, however, minor complaints. Navajo Expedition is a very well done book, and

those involved deserve accolades for their efforts.

◆ ◆ ◆

Empty Beds: Indian Student Health at Sherman Institute, 1902-1922. By Jean A. Keller. East Lansing, MI:
Michigan State University Press, 2002. B & w photos, notes, bibliography, and index. xviii + 290 pp.
$59.95 cloth. $24.95 paper.

Reviewed by Marci Barnes Gracey, Ph.D. candidate, Department of History, University of Oklahoma.

In this monograph, Jean A. Keller examines student morbidity and mortality at the Sherman Institute

in Riverside, California from 1902-1922. She challenges the belief that student health was insignificant to

administrators at all off-reservation boarding schools. At Sherman, Keller finds an educational facility dedi-

cated to providing a healthy environment for its American Indian pupils.

The author argues that Sherman was a healthy environment due to “the combination of compliance

with Indian Office health policies and the implementation of school-specific health practices” (p. 7). Using

government documents and superintendent accounts, Keller identifies four factors that made the Sherman

Institute a better facility. They include increased Bureau emphasis on health in the early twentieth century;

Riverside’s temperate climate and supportive community; its experienced, capable, and dedicated adminis-

trators; and its well-trained medical practitioners (pp. 8-9). Sherman superintendents Harwood Hall (1902-

09) and Frank Conser (1909-22) are integral to Keller’s argument because they made student health a pri-

ority. To prove her thesis, the author examines the physical design of the school, prevention of disease,

medical care, and the cases of illness and death with particular emphasis placed on tuberculosis and tra-

choma. This work reflects a careful and thorough examination of policy and practice from 1902 to 1922

and combines American Indian history with the history of medicine.

Although the text reflects quality research, some of the arguments and methods are problematic. First,

Keller portrays Superintendents Hall and Conser as capable administrators dedicated to the health of their

students. At times, however, both men appear to be more concerned with the school’s image than with

health. For example, Keller relates Hall’s desires to want the school to be “the quintessential Indian board-

ing school of the West” (p. 17). He pushed for the construction of a large auditorium to accommodate the

non-Indian community instead of the construction of a school hospital (p. 21). Second, the emphasis is on

policy and non-Indian administrators rather than the students subjected to Sherman’s preventive measures.

The author justifies this because the sources are not available; however, it still leaves the work seemingly

incomplete. Next, while trying to prove that student health was better at Sherman, Keller makes compar-

isons between Sherman and a contemporary, upper-middle class school. This seems irrelevant and anachro-

nistic. Better comparisons could be made with other boarding schools or at least with schools during the

same era (p. 113). Finally, the author argues that the school had excellent medical practitioners. While the

care given by Mary Israel in 1907 and Dr. William W. Roblee after 1909 was exceptional, the school did not

have a full-time physician and often had inadequate staff. One physician, Dr. A.S. Parker, seemed to be
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unconcerned completely with his contracted duties at the school (p. 83).

Despite these limitations, Empty Beds makes a valuable contribution to the existing scholarship on

early twentieth-century Indian policy, boarding school experience, and Native American health. Jean Keller

demonstrates how looking beyond common beliefs can lead to unexpected findings. This book, despite a

few flaws, reflects an intelligent and in-depth analysis.

◆ ◆ ◆

The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1940. By Michael J. Gonzales. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
2002. 44 halftones. Notes. 312 pp. $45.00 cloth. $21.95 paper.

Reviewed by Michael M. Smith, Professor of History, Department of History, Oklahoma State University.

At a recent international conference on Mexican history and culture, a leading scholar and political

analyst noted waggishly that if the Mexican revolution was not dead, it was, at best, “andando de parranda”

(out partying with friends). The audience chuckled and nodded in agreement with his assessment. Indeed,

for the past half century, scholars have generally concurred that this convulsive epic of modern Mexican

history ended in 1940, with the conclusion of the sexenio of Lázaro Cárdenas, and was put to rest conclu-

sively in 1946, when the Mexican political elite “institutionalized” the process and re-baptized the “official”

party as the Party of the Institutional Revolution (PRI). In July 2000, the election of Vicente Fox, candidate

of the long-time “loyal opposition” Partido de Acción Nacional (PAN), broke the “revolutionary” party’s sev-

enty-year stranglehold on the presidency and most other political offices and positions. The PAN, perhaps,

interred the myths and empty rhetoric of a purportedly on-going “Revolution.” Scholarly and popular fasci-

nation with the Mexican epic, however, continues unabated. Countless books and articles discuss previous-

ly ignored topics and reinterpret familiar themes and personalities, while academics meet to consider and

reconsider the revolution, now from the perspective of the twenty-first century. 

Michael J. Gonzales’s The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1940, drawing upon classic studies, recent scholar-

ship, and archival sources, provides the reader with a sweeping chronological overview of the revolution, its

important leaders and programs, as well as their successes and failures. While some scholars deny that

Mexico experienced a revolution, Gonzales argues that “the popular and agrarian character of the uprising

makes it a social revolution. The conflict pitted landless peasants, elements of the working classes, and dis-

contented provincial gentry against the dictator Díaz, his elite supporters, and the federal army. The revolu-

tion threw out the old guard, reinvented the state, and made possible historic social and economic

reforms…. If the final outcome failed to eradicate poverty, create democracy, or achieve economic inde-

pendence, the event still remains revolutionary” (p. 2). 

With nine chapters, the book chronicles the main outlines of the revolution from the era of Don

Porfirio, “whose policies provoked the revolution,” through the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas, “who imple-

mented the most far-reaching reforms” (pp. 2-3). Approximately 40 percent of the text is devoted to the

eras dominated by these two towering figures. While recognizing Díaz’s contributions to the forging of

modern Mexico, Gonzales also notes that “the causes of discontent lie woven within the very fabric of

Porfirian order and progress” (p. 59). Like many others, Gonzales finds Cárdenas to be Mexico’s most

appealing twentieth-century president. He lauds the michoacano as a man “who stood up to the imperialists,

the Catholic Church, and the hacendados” and was the only president “who truly cared about the poverty

of the foot soldiers of the revolution” (p. 259). In between these “bookend chapters,” the dominant figures

of the revolution’s violent military phase - Madero, Orozco, Villa, Zapata, and Carranza, among others - and

the subsequent era dominated by the “Sonora dynasty” (Obregón and Calles) - receive a generally dispas-

sionate, balanced, and fair treatment. As the author notes, this is essentially a political narrative, with lesser

emphasis on economic and social issues. Cultural themes, particularly literary and artistic developments,

receive scant attention. 

The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1940 is an even-handed narrative/analysis written in a clear and concise

style that both specialists and the general public can read to advantage. It is well illustrated with numerous

photographs, clear and helpful maps, graphs, and chronologies. This work should serve especially well as a

basic text for undergraduate and graduate-level courses focusing on the revolution or as a complementary

text in those treating the broader sweep of Mexican national history.  
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◆ ◆ ◆

Juan Soldado: Rapist, Murderer, Martyr, Saint. By Paul J. Vanderwood. Durham: Duke University Press, 2004.
Bibliography, index notes, 44 b&w photos. 352 pp. $22.95 paper.

Reviewed by Jaime R. Aguila, Assistant Professor of History, Humanities and Fine Arts, The University of Texas of the
Permian Basin. 

At first glance, Juan Soldado: Rapist, Murderer, Martyr, Saint, appears to be a book strictly about reli-

gious martyrdom and saint worship. Instead, the reader discovers a telling regional history about Tijuana

and its place within national and international politics during the end of the Lázaro Cárdenas era. This

study explores the power of Catholic faith not only within a historical perspective, but also within the com-

bative context of a community along the Mexican/U.S. border torn between its Catholic heritage and an

aggressively secular federal government.

On February 14, 1938, Mexican army private Juan Castillo Morales confessed to the rape and murder

of eight-year-old Olga Camacho in Tijuana. On February 17, a military tribunal convicted him of statutory

rape and murder, publicly executing him the same day. However, these facts do not begin to express the

issues that influenced the trial and execution, or those that emerged following the physical death of Juan

Castillo Morales and the birth of Juan Soldado, the martyred saint.

Regardless of one’s faith or intellect, Catholicism’s tremendous influence over Mexican society and pol-

itics cannot be ignored, and in fact mainstream scholarly projects must assess its role in shaping popular

culture. This is the author’s purpose when he asked, “how can a confessed rapist-murderer who had been

publicly executed become venerated as a miracle working saint?” (p. xi). Although such an outcome may

appear unfathomable, Vanderwood demonstrates that there are many such manifestations, especially in

Northern Mexico. The most famous example is the case of Jesús Malverde, the patron saint of drug dealers

in Sinaloa.

Shortly after Castillo Morales’s burial, signs appeared that indicated “God’s hand” at work, such as

blood flowing from his grave. Such signals reinforced some Tijuanenses’ doubts about the legitimacy of the

military’s investigation and questioned the validity of the offender’s confession. Consequently, as

Vanderwood describes, “[v]ictims become martyrs, and hence saints, since in the popular mind, these two

notions overlap” (p. 190). In turn, martyrs who have died unjustly sit closest to God and become effective

intercessors on behalf of true believers. Juan Soldado is one such popular saint. 

The author interprets Tijuana’s shifting evolution from an out-of-the-way border outpost in the late

nineteenth century to a significant and lucrative community that tests the strength of the federal govern-

ment’s resolve in implementing its post-revolutionary mission of the late 1930s. In February 1938 a declin-

ing economy and problematic labor relations with the CROM (Regional Confederation of Mexican Workers)

threatened the Cárdenas administration’s capacity to continue its reformist path. The traditional Norteño

resistance that had historically existed in Northwestern Mexico further hindered the federal government’s

hegemony. Vanderwood claimed that such pressure was behind the decisive conviction of the accused and

his immediate execution. This show of strength was a pledge to the Mexican people that the government

and military were capable of protecting them and imparted a warning to any groups that would challenge

their command of the nation.

Vanderwood eloquently intertwines the major issues of the period with local events. This study’s mul-

tiple topics are tied to the expectations exerted by Juan Soldado as well as the popular and institutional fac-

tors that created him. One such topic is Tijuana’s relationship with San Diego. As with other bi-national

communities, such as Nogales-Nogales, Ciudad Juárez-El Paso, and Nuevo Laredo-Laredo, San Diego influ-

enced events in its sister city, Tijuana. Public opinion in San Diego was significant because of Tijuana’s

dependence on tourism. It also provided a refuge for mob leaders who had demanded the lynching of

Castillo Morales and led an attack on city hall, but then fled once the army occupied the city. And finally, it

is the home for many Juan Soldado worshippers today.

In this and in his earlier book, The Power of God Against the Guns of Government: Religious Upheaval in

Mexico at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century, Vanderwood reveals the difficulties that a Norteño community

experiences while defending its popular Catholic faith when challenged by a revolutionary regime. His use

of archival sources and interviews conveys an intellectual and personal interpretation of Juan Soldado’s

longevity in Tijuana’s Cemetery Number One.
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◆ ◆ ◆

Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost. By Jackson J. Benson. Reprint Edition. Reno and Las Vegas: University of
Nevada Press, 2002. 231 pp. $21.95 Paper.

Reviewed by Jim Miller, Professor of English, San Diego City College.

Jackson J. Benson’s Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost is an autobiography of his biography of John

Steinbeck, The True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer, originally published in 1984 and reprinted in 2002.

Benson, who won the PEN Center USA West Award for Nonfiction for his study of Steinbeck, has written

and edited ten other books on American Literature and was a longtime professor of English at San Diego

State University. In Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost, he takes the reader on his long journey of discovery starting

with his struggle to be recognized by his peers as a young scholar and meandering on through his library

and archival research, his travels, his interviews with Steinbeck’s family and friends, and his struggles with

his publisher and a variety of lawyers.

At his best, Benson reveals some fascinating details about his quest for the identity of “Tom,” the man

to whom The Grapes of Wrath was dedicated. Here, the reader is immersed in the work of the “Biographer

as Detective” as we follow the author’s search from the Farm Security Administration papers in the Federal

Archives in San Francisco; the photos of Dorothea Lange; the family members of the allusive Tom Collins;

finally to Collins’ own obscure autobiographical novel. At the end of this investigation we learn that the

mixture of elements one finds in reading Collins’ autobiographical novel (the romance, the self dramatiza-

tion, the folk realism, and the political utopianism) seems to sum up Collins’ life: he was a dreamer, a talk-

er, and a drinker. He had a genius for getting along and helping people who were down and out but was a

failure, for the most part, in managing the relations of his own personal life. 

Details such as these extend Benson’s seminal biographical account of Steinbeck. It gives more essen-

tial background on the author’s greatest work. They are of interest to the scholar and the Steinbeck fan

alike. Also of interest are the stories of Benson’s encounters with Steinbeck’s wives and old friends. With

deep engagement, he reveals how the story of Steinbeck’s death retold by family and friends made him

weep.  

Where Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost is weak is in the telling of stories best left for the faculty lounge

such as the tale of Benson’s fear of being “surrounded by very unfriendly looking black people” in the big

city “and his discomfort while sitting next to a Puerto Rican shopping bag lady” on the subway in New

York. Benson’s interest in tape recorders, trouble with copy editors, and loathing of legal wrangling could

have been cut as well. The book also disappoints in that, as an obviously self-reflexive project, it fails to

deeply investigate the question of what it means to write a biography. Perhaps this is a product of Benson’s

dislike of criticism (of both the right and the left) which he dismisses by arguing that by “being devoted to

politics, just as being devoted to religion or the search for success one puts on selective blinders.”

Unfortunately, by accusing Steinbeck’s critics of being ideologically driven while maintaining that somehow

he is free of all bias, Benson merely takes a pass on any honest evaluation of his task. What would have

been more interesting would have been a defense of Benson’s own position with regard to Steinbeck’s work

rather than an intellectually shallow retreat to the mythical realm of objectivity. Hence, scholars looking for

theoretical or critical insight about the nature of biography or the breadth of literary criticism on Steinbeck

will be disappointed.

Despite its problems, however, Looking for Steinbeck’s Ghost does contain a wealth of information about

the people surrounding the author from his childhood friends to well-known figures like Elia Kazan, Arthur

Miller, and Burl Ives. We are also reminded of how, even after his death, Steinbeck is a figure of enough

controversy to inspire the groundskeeper at his cemetery to turn the sprinklers on to drench a crowd of the

author’s admirers. For those who love Steinbeck’s writing and yearn to learn all they can about him,

Benson’s book is worth a read. 
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◆ ◆ ◆

Home Bound: Filipino American Lives Across Cultures, Communities, and Countries. By Yen Le Espiritu.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003. Notes, bibliography, and index. 282 pp. $55.00 cloth.
$21.95 paper.

Reviewed by Daryl J. Maeda, Assistant Professor, Department of History, Oberlin College.

In Home Bound, Yen Le Espiritu examines San Diego as a place where Filipino Americans have con-

structed identities and communities that transcend national boundaries and bear the traces of the inter-

twined colonial histories of the United States and the Philippines. She pays particular attention to exploring

how these identities and communities respond to racialization by mainstream society, and how they are

sites of gender and class contestation. San Diego boasts the third-largest Filipino American population in

the United States, numbering over 120,000 according to the 2000 census (p. 4). Methodologically, the

study is based on over one hundred in-depth interviews of Filipino Americans accumulated through a

snowball sample, but selected with an eye to diversity along lines of generation, gender, and class.

Espiritu adroitly draws on the scholarly literatures on trans-nationalism, feminism, and ethnic studies

to build a sophisticated analysis of how Filipino Americans “confront U.S. domestic racism and the global

racial order by leading lives stretched across borders - shaped as much by memories of, and ties to, the

Philippines as by the social, economic, and political contexts in their new home in the United States” (p. 2).

A particular strength of the book is that Espiritu uses the words of her interviewees to demonstrate how

nostalgia and longing for a distant homeland, along with remittances, hometown and provincial associa-

tions, and return visits make the Philippines a continuing and palpable presence in their U.S. lives.

Espiritu argues that American colonialism is central to understanding Filipino American history, as

“Filipinos went to the United States because Americans went first to the Philippines” (p. 25). One signifi-

cant American presence was the military, and Espiritu shows that while Filipinos endured subordinate sta-

tus in the U.S. Navy, naval positions were highly sought-after and afforded enhanced standing in Filipino

communities. This disjuncture highlights Espiritu’s contention that unequal exchanges were, and continue

to be, the hallmark of transnational encounters between the U.S. and the Philippines.

Home Bound elegantly positions San Diego as a border city, not only on the U.S.-Mexico boundary, but

also, by virtue of the presence of the Navy, on the cusp of Asia. The Filipino community in San Diego was

largely Navy-based before 1965, and chain migration enlarged it further. But the book also ably explores

the nuances of the locality itself, examining differences between Filipino American communities in the

Navy-dominated, largely working-class, and racially diverse southern region of San Diego, and the predom-

inantly professional, largely white northern region. As a historiographical work, the book touches upon the

pre-1965 period, but its interview-based methodology skews its analysis toward the present.

Far from presenting an exclusively celebratory account, Espiritu shows how some immigrant Filipino

Americans deploy patriarchal notions of gender that especially police young women’s sexuality as a way to

establish ethnic and cultural authority. One wonders, however, about young men, who surely must also

receive instruction on how to be proper Filipinos, but an analysis of the construction of Filipino American

masculinity remains outside the scope of this work. Furthermore, when Espiritu touches on how a gay man

feels excluded from the Filipino American community, it suggests another avenue of inquiry that might be

pursued in a different project.

The critical trans-nationalist framework developed in Home Bound offers a trenchant critique of the

unidirectional, voluntary immigration paradigm, arguing instead that U.S. imperialism beckoned Filipino

migration and that the homeland continues to play an important symbolic role in the Filipino American

imaginary. Espiritu’s careful analysis helps us to understand how race, gender, class, and sexuality are inter-

twined in the transnational lives of Filipino Americans in San Diego and beyond.



◆ ◆ ◆

Many Faces of Gender: Roles and Relationships Through Time in Indigenous Northern Communities. By Lisa
Frink, Rita Shepard, and Gregory Reinhardt, ed., Boulder: University of Colorado Press, 2002. 8 b&w pho-
tos, 16 line drawings, 13 tables, 1 map. 232 pp. $45.00 Cloth. $19.95 Paper.

Reviewed by Marci Gracey, Ph.D. Candidate in American Indian History, Department of History, University of Oklahoma.

Many Faces of Gender, edited by anthropologists Lisa Frink, Rita S. Shepard, and Gregory A.

Reinhardt, is a compilation of essays examining two neglected fields, gender and the indigenous peoples of

northern North America. Its diverse subject matter addresses the roles of men and women, the lives and

deaths of children, and the household. The editors organize the work around the fields of ethnography,

archaeology, and material culture. They chose the northern communities because of their late contact with

Europeans, well-preserved archaeological record, and the cooperative relationships the communities formed

with anthropologists. By studying these groups the editors hope to gain knowledge that will clarify “the

complicated nature of social, economic, and material relations” of indigenous communities (p. 7).

The editors present the volume as a study going beyond the roles of women and encompassing all

areas of gender. Henry Stewart challenges traditional concepts of gender by relating the case of the “third

gender” of the Netsilik society. In this society, a biological male child may be reared as a female identified as

kipijuituq. Another study in the collection by Barbara A. Crass examines Inuit burial practices for children

by relying on archaeological evidence. Studies examining the household include Jennifer Ann Tobey’s study

of the Deg Hit’an of Southwest Alaska and Gregory A. Reinhardt’s work on the archaeological findings of a

prehistoric Inuit household in Barrow, Alaska. 

Despite the effort to expand the focus of the text beyond women’s issues, most of the essays concen-

trate on the experiences of women in indigenous northern communities. Lillian A. Ackerman’s study of

gender equality on the Colville Indian Reservation is of particular interest to the historian. This selection

demonstrates how the implementation of policy reform in the 1930s challenged an American Indian com-

munity and its values. As the reservation economy became more Euro-American, the Plateau Indians

worked to preserve gender equality during a period when women in the dominant society struggled to gain

a modicum of equality (p. 29). Other interesting studies include Carol Zane Jolles tribute to Linda Womkon

Badten (a Yupik educator) and Lisa Frink’s examination of fish processing and women’s production in west-

ern Alaska.

Due to the nature of the work as a compilation, Many Faces of Gender switches quickly between gen-

der, women, and the household. In addition, it shifts from one geographic region to another and from one

community to another, which makes reading the text a challenge. However, by organizing the essays by the

subjects of ethnography, archaeology, and material culture, the editors make the text easier to comprehend.

Frink, Shepard, and Reinhardt achieve their goal of improving the knowledge of the people of the indige-

nous northern communities. Furthermore, the editors expand our knowledge of all indigenous peoples.

◆ ◆ ◆

Under the Perfect Sun: The San Diego Tourists Never See. By Mike Davis, Kelly Mayhew, and Jim Miller. New
York: The New Press, 2003. Foreword by David Reid. Index, maps, notes, and photographs. 404 pp.
$25.95 cloth.

Reviewed by Jennifer L. Martinez, Manuscripts and Rare Books Librarian, Special Collections and University Archives,
Library and Information Access, San Diego State University.

As the saying goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. What first seizes your attention when you

pick up a copy of Under the Perfect Sun: The San Diego Tourists Never See is the wide, crooked smile, straw

hat and blinding solar glare reflected off the glasses worn by what is presumably a typical San Diego tourist.

With a second glance, the reflection of those polarized lenses reveals a military jet dispensing five missiles.

Harnessing the thematic tones of the book, this image deftly conveys the juxtaposed perceptions of

“America’s Finest City” which Mike Davis, Kelly Mayhew and Jim Miller endeavor to explore.

Under the Perfect Sun attempts to begin a new dialogue about San Diego’s past, present, and future. It

makes no apologies for debunking the city’s boosters, icons and personalities that riddle most local histories

published to date. Rather, the book cuts across the sunny, palm tree-lined images of San Diego with almost
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exposé-like anecdotes of political and economic corruption, exploitation and suppression. The gauntlet is

thrown at the conclusion of the book’s introduction, when the co-authors state, “This is a partisan book,

dedicated to the San Diego Left, past and present, and it is meant to sting” (p. 4). Boosters should beware. 

Arranged into three distinct essays and separated by two photographic compilations, Under the Perfect

Sun covers a broad range of the city’s past. Mike Davis’s “The Next Little Dollar: The Private Governments of

San Diego” is an overview of power and personalities, deftly weaving together the antics and accomplish-

ments of John D. Spreckels, C. Arnholt Smith, Pete Wilson and John Moores along with water rights strug-

gles, the militarization of the economy, municipal corruption, and real estate investments. “Just Another

Day in Paradise? An Episodic History of Rebellion and Repression in America’s Finest City” by Jim Miller is

an in-depth look at the events surrounding organized labor struggles from the Industrial Workers of the

World (IWW) and the free speech movement from 1909-1913. He covers the struggles of Luisa Moreno

and the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA) during the

1930s and 1940s, in addition to the labor strife at National Steel and Shipbuilding Company (NASSCO) in

the 1970s and 1980s and the San Diego Union-Tribune in the 1990s. Kelly Mayhew’s “Life in Vacationland:

The ‘Other’ San Diego” assembles a compelling array of narratives drawn from recent interviews with vari-

ous San Diegans from all walks of life. The interviews range from college students, community leaders, and

activists to academics, surfers, and labor leaders. The significance of this portion of the book should not be

discounted: Mayhew has captured the voice and everyday experience of San Diego’s diverse population that

so often fades away in time, never to be documented for later generations.

Although Davis and Miller’s essays are fascinating, consultation of their endnotes reveals that articles

from the San Diego Union, San Diego Magazine (drawing heavily from the writings of Harold Keen), The

Journal of San Diego History and the San Diego Reader form the thrust of their research. A few master’s theses,

dissertations and books, and vertical files were consulted. With disappointment, there is little evidence of

original research using personal papers or archival collections to lend stronger support to their arguments. 

While its leftist, pro-labor message is likely to distress many in today’s San Diego Association of

Governments (SANDAG), the San Diego Chamber of Commerce, and the San Diego Convention and

Visitor’s Bureau, Under the Perfect Sun is an important contribution for understanding the dynamic growth

of twentieth-century San Diego. Local historians will likely make use of it, and portions of the book can be

easily incorporated into the classroom for college students studying labor, ethnicity, and politics in southern

California. It is a book about perspectives: the maquiladora worker, the land developer, the undocumented

immigrant student, the NASSCO laborer, and yes, even the sunburned tourist. It leaves the reader with the

hope that somewhere between the boosters and the bombs, the real story of “America’s Finest City” may

one day be better understood. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Velvet Barrios: Popular Culture and Chicana/o Sexualities. By Alicia Gaspar de Alba, ed. Foreword by Tomás
Ybarra Frausto. New York: Palgrave, 2003. Notes. Illustrations. xviii + 325 pp. $80.00 cloth. $26.95 paper.

Reviewed by Peter Boag, Professor, History, University of Colorado at Boulder.

Alicia Gaspar de Alba, editor of Velvet Barrios, professes in UCLA’s well-known Chicana/o Studies

Program and teaches, among other things, courses on barrio culture. She explains in the introduction to her

awaited volume that for many years she has wanted to produce a collection on the popular culture of the

barrio and its connections to United States’ mainstream popular culture. She argues “that Chicana/o culture

is not a subculture but rather an alter-Native culture”; that it is “an Other American culture indigenous to -

the West and the Southwest of the United States” (p. xxi). As such, it is neither foreign nor alien, but colo-

nized and different. Only over time in her development of this project did she choose to foreground sexual-

ity and gender, thus each of the nineteen essays of the collection (one is a series of cartoon panels) takes

Chicana/o sexuality and/or gender as its focus.

Half of the contributors to the volume have backgrounds in literature and the languages, and there-

fore the volume is heavily weighted to literary criticism, the analysis and deconstruction of film and texts

like novels, plays, and films to tease out their subversive or hidden meanings. The other contributors have

backgrounds in anthropology, religious or cultural studies, art, and history. Gaspar de Alba’s authors look at

a range of subjects from how contemporary Chicana performers depict the Mexican homeland, to examina-
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tions of the family, a study of Chicano rap and hip-hop, analyses of the multiple meanings of the border in

Chicana/o culture, and investigations of various Latina/o centered films in American mainstream culture.

This reviewer found each of the essays instructive, but three stand out. Eric Avila considers the centrality of

baseball to Chicano culture and how Chicanos/as in Los Angeles had to negotiate their love of baseball and

the urban renewal project that cleared their beloved Chavez Ravine neighborhood. Because of conservative

politics in the 1950s, the urban renewal project slated for the ravine ultimately was not built. Instead, the

land was given over to the construction of the new Dodger Stadium, which in many ways came to symbol-

ize the colonization of Chicano/a urban space. Throughout the essay, Avila examines contending meanings

of masculinity, some of which derived from baseball, others of which derived from family and protection of

the home. Another fine contribution is that of Karen Mary Davalos. She chooses Chicago as the setting for

her examination of the shifting meanings over time in La Quinceanera celebrations—the ceremony observ-

ing the Chicanas’ passage from childhood to young womanhood. Another of my favorites is Denise Michelle

Sandoval’s consideration of the role of women as subjects in, and readers of, the very popular Low Rider

Magazine.

The volume is not without its drawbacks. One has already been mentioned: the privileging of the

deconstruction of performances, films, and texts and the limited historical contributions. The essays are

therefore weighted heavily to the very recent past, and, because of the methods employed, seldom take a

broad view of historical change. The essays do consider sexuality and gender in myriad ways and they also

tend to focus on women, with first-rate coverage of Mexican icons such as La Llorna, Malinche, la Virgen

de Guadalupe, and even Ixtaciháutl. There is some consideration of homosexuality, but the volume lacks

balance when considering masculinity and masculine icons. Certainly, some contributors consider mas-

culinity, but it usually plays background to a focus on women. A third concern is the anthologists’ decon-

struction of texts that might not be considered “popular culture” in its strictest sense. In addition to these

general comments, some of the essays themselves seem to have missed golden opportunities for further crit-

ical analysis. For example, in an otherwise fine examination of Jesus Helguera’s artistic renditions of the

Aztec figures Ixtaciháutl and Popcatélpetl in calendar art, author Catrióna Rueda Esquibél fails to consider

the all too apparent Europeanization of their visages and bodies. Finally, this reviewer was a bit taken aback

by the volume editor’s contention in her second paragraph that race is “biologically determined” (p. xix).

The whole purpose of the volume, as it ends up, and thankfully so, is to explore the social construction of

race.

These criticisms aside, those interested in sexuality and gender and in Chicano and American popular

cultures will find Velvet Barrios a blessed addition to the literature available.
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