
P R E F A C E 

Between 1848 and 1900, a generous lifetime for 
men of the nineteenth century, the Spanish-
speaking peoples of the southwestern United 

States changed from a Mexican frontier society into an 
ethnic group marginal to both Mexican and Anglo-
American cultures. The main theme of this work is the 
economic, familial, societal, and geopolitical metamor-
phosis of this unique Spanish-language culture. How 
did the new ethnic group evolve? 

In attempting to answer this question, writers and 
scholars have suggested that racial discrimination, cul-
tural oppression, and outright violence have been 
major forces molding the Mexican-American experi-
ence. While partially concurring in this view, I would 
add that since the late nineteenth century, Mexican-
American history has also been characterized by cre-
ative and constructive responses to changing circum-
stances. 

After the Mexican-American War of 1848, the tnost 
rapid modifications in the frontier Mexican way of life 
occurred in the towns. Here, thousands of displaced 
Mexicans met the most brutal as well as the most pro-
gressive aspects of the new Anglo-American order. 
Rural Mexican culture in the Southwest changed 
slowly in the decades after 1848. In Arizona and New 
Mexico, rural life continued as it had before the war. 
Anglo encroachments took decades to diminish the 
numbers who lived on the land. The ranchos and farms 
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of Southern California, where the major i ty of Cal i for-
nia Mexicans lived, were for some t ime isolated f r o m 
the thousands of gold-seekers w h o inundated the 
Nor th . 

In 1850, Los Angeles, California, was the largest 
Mexican t o w n in the Uni ted States. By 1880 it had be-
come an American city, and the Spanish-speaking resi-
dents of the original pueblo found themselves living in 
a barrio called Sonora T o w n . Thus I have chosen to 
s tudy the dynamics of change in the pueblo of Los 
Angeles. 

N o one has yet studied the history of h o w the ethnic 
commun i ty of Sonora T o w n came into existence, or 
the changing nature of its social composi t ion and cul-
ture. Leonard Pitt and a f ew others have discussed the 
Mexicans of Los Angeles as part of larger studies, bu t 
most histories of early Los Angeles give little at tention 
to the Mexican-Americans living there. I hope that the 
present s tudy will enlighten those w h o seek the histori-
cal origins of the urban Chicano, be of value to those 
w h o are concerned with the effects of modernizat ion 
on traditional societies, and help to in fo rm those w h o 
are a t tempt ing to improve contemporary social condi-
tions. 

Leonard Pitt 's The Decline of the Californios was the 
original inspiration for this project. His wel l -docu-
mented and original interpretations of the economic 
and social decline of the hacendados p rompted m e to 
a t tempt this social history of the thousands of laborers 
and semi-skilled workers w h o constituted the mass of 
the Spanish-speaking population. 

T h e me thodo logy of the N e w U r b a n History, par-
ticularly the quantitatively based work of Stephan 
The rns t rom and Richard Sennett, shaped this study. It 
was f r o m them that I first learned of the possibility of 
"do ing history f r o m the b o t t o m up . " Almost all of the 
quantitative studies published to date have been con-
cerned wi th communi t ies east of the Mississippi. 
Perhaps this book will be fol lowed by others that focus 
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on the minorities of the American Southwest. The an-
thropologist Octavio Romano-V. has urged historians 
and social scientists to look at "traditional" Chicano 
culture from a more dynamic point of view. I share his 
concern that Mexican-Americans should be regarded as 
actively participating in the shaping of their history and 
culture. 

I am grateful to the many people and institutions 
who contributed their time and effort in the shaping of 
this book. Richard Weiss, Associate Professor of His-
tory at the University of California, Los Angeles, was 
instrumental in encouraging me to begin my research 
when I was a doctoral candidate there. He, along with 
Professors Gary Nash and Melvin Pollner, offered val-
uable suggestions at various points in the first-draft 
stage. Professors James Wilkie and Oscar Martinez re-
viewed the completed manuscript and proposed the-
matic and structural changes. Welcome criticism and 
encouragement came from Professor Leonard Pitt, who 
took time from a busy schedule to read the entire 
work. Professor David Weber, my former colleague at 
San Diego State University, gave a close scrutiny to 
Chapter 1, thereby improving its historical accuracy. 
O f course, even after all the correction and criticism, 
errors are bound to remain, and they are my full re-
sponsibility. 

I am indebted to Bill Mason and the staff of the Los 
Angeles Museum of Natural History for their countless 
hours of help. The staff of the Huntington Library was 
also very helpful in locating and researching nine-
teenth-century documents. Los Angeles City College 
District, the U C L A Computer Network, and the C o m -
puter Center at San Diego State University all pro-
vided many hours of consultation and computer time. 

Financial assistance from the Ford Foundation and 
U C L A ' s Patent Fund, together with the generous ser-
vices provided by San Diego State University, made 
typing expenses easier to bear. My editor, Milton Sav-
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age, whom I count as a good friend after months of 
unrelenting work, deserves much of the credit for mak-
ing the final version more readable. I am also indebted 
to Marjorie Hughes, of the University of California 
Press, for her help in preparing the final draft. Finally, 
to my wife, Maryann, I owe special thanks for her stead-
fast support throughout the turmoil. 


