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This book represents the collective effort of the many people who shared 
their knowledge and spared their time in helping me weave these stories. 
Among those who played critical roles is the brilliant Alexandra M. Stern, 
whose guidance, patience, and generosity in the early stages of this project 
steered me in the right direction. Norm Skonovd, a sociologist, professor, 
and employee of the Department of Corrections provided great insight 
on the Fred C. Nelles School for Boys (formerly Whittier State School) 
and piqued my curiosity in searching for more details and nuances of the 
institution. Equally supportive and adept colleagues who provided sig-
nifi cant feedback at various points include Sunaina Maira, Tony Platt, 
Vicki Ruiz, and Steven S. Schlossman.

I am particularly grateful to those colleagues who took time from 
their busy schedules to hear and/or read parts of my work and provide 
feedback. They include Sasha Abramsky, Al Camarillo, Ernesto Chávez, 
Nathaniel Deutsch, Marta Gutman, Anne Meis Knupfer, Sunaina Maira, 
Paula Moya, Tony Platt, Vicki Ruiz, Norm Skonovd, Alexandra M. Stern, 
and Rashad Shabazz. I also had the great fortune of participating in several 
important symposiums on eugenics, imprisonment, and delinquency, in-
cluding “From Eugenics to Designer Babies: Engineering the California 
Dream,” held at California State University– Sacramento in 2005; “Incar-
cerations and Detentions,” or ga nized at the University of California– 
Los Angeles in 2010; “Writing Policing and Punishment into Modern U.S. 
History,” held at Rutgers University in 2010; and “Juvenile Delinquency 
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in Comparative (East- West) Contexts,” or ga nized at Humboldt Univer-
sity in Berlin, Germany. Those experiences— and the individuals who 
participated— contributed to this project by helping me to think in new 
ways about delinquency, youth, race, and science. Thank you, too, in par-
tic u lar to Alex Wellerstein, a graduate student at Harvard University, who 
shared his writing and resources on Sonoma State Home.

In creating this work, I also had the opportunity to collaborate and 
share resources with many other smart colleagues who have taught me 
a lot about race, class, gender, psychology, eugenics, and juvenile justice. 
They include William “Bill” Bush, William “Bill” Deverell, Yvette Flores, 
Milmon Harrison, Laura Mihailoff, Natalia Molina, Tamara Myers, 
Judith R. Raftery, Eddie Salas, and Geoff Ward. David M. Hernandez 
merits par tic u lar praise for his fabulous suggestion for the title of this 
book.

My colleagues and former students also deserve a million thanks for 
their support throughout this pro cess. My colleagues in the Chicana/o 
Studies Department at UC Davis merit praise for their patience in allow-
ing me to steal time away from teaching and ser vice to focus on my re-
search. Lorena Marquez, a former doctoral student and recent Ph.D., 
warrants mil gracias for her unfl agging support and generous ear. Many 
undergraduate students at UC Davis also contributed to this project. 
Research assistants Liliana Madrid, Dominique “Niki” Windberg, and 
Lydia Werner found important newspaper articles, tracked down old 
essays, and photocopied dozens of eugenics fi eldworkers’ case fi les. My 
step- daughter Alejandra “Alex” García also gave up some of her summer 
to assist me in the archives searching state prison rec ords. Thank you to 
all of you.

None of this work, of course, would have been possible if it  wasn’t for 
the generous archivists who put up with my incessant requests. Those 
most deserving of my gratitude are the archivists at the California State 
Archives in Sacramento, California, where I spent a number of years 
collecting data. Thank you to Melodi Andersen, Sydney Bailey, Jeff Craw-
ford, Stephanie Hamashin, Linda Johnson, Genevieve Troka, and Re-
becca Wendt, among all the other friendly faces at the State Archives. 
Archivists at the Amador County Archives; the American Philosophical 
Society Library, particularly Charles Greifenstein; the Bancroft Library, 
particularly Theresa Salazar; the California State Library; the University 
Archives at the California Institute of Technology; Special Collections 
at the University of California– Los Angeles; Special Collections at Stan-
ford University; and the Southern California Regional Library also de-
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serve recognition for their assistance. A par tic u lar thanks goes out to 
John Lafferty, a retired librarian from the Preston School of Industry, who 
took time out during his retirement to meet with me in Sacramento and 
share his insights and work at Preston. Finally, Roberto Delgadillo, a 
librarian at Shields Library at UC Davis, deserves much praise for his 
attending to my every research need. Roberto, for instance, located an 
important court case that appears in Chapter 4.

Equally signifi cant are those institutions that provided invaluable sup-
port to carry out and, ultimately, fi nish this study. Funding for research 
came from UC Davis, Offi ce of Research; UC Davis, College of Letters 
and Science, Humanities, Arts, and Cultural Studies; UC Davis Humani-
ties Institute; and the University of California Institute for Mexico and 
the United States (UC- MEXUS). A year- long faculty fellowship at the 
Center for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity (CCSRE) at Stan-
ford University not only allowed me the opportunity to meet new col-
leagues and share my work but also to plow through writing and fi nishing 
the book. Thanks, too, to CCSRE Executive Director Elizabeth Wahl 
for her patience.

I also had the wonderful opportunity to share my work with the resi-
dents of Whittier, California, whose history is inextricably linked to the 
Fred C. Nelles Correctional Facility (Whittier State School). For facili-
tating that exchange, I thank Julie Collins- Dogrul, a professor at Whittier 
College.

I was fortunate, too, to visit the grounds of Nelles Correctional, though 
the institution has been closed since 2004. For allowing me the opportu-
nity to tour the site, I thank Norma Fong- Mori, John Day, and other 
offi cials working the Department of Corrections and the State of Cali-
fornia. I fi rst learned of the plans to raze Nelles Correctional from Mike 
Sprague, a newspaper reporter at the Whittier News who keeps close tabs 
on that place. Through him, I had the great chance of meeting Frank 
Aguirre, a former inmate whose story appears in the epilogue. Frank, in 
turn, is responsible for keeping me honest about this project. Frank’s in-
terest and commitment to this project runs deep, perhaps deeper than I 
realize. Our frequent e-mails and phone conversations reminded me that 
this project is not about the past but about the present and the future 
as well.

With much appreciation I thank my editor, Niels Hooper, Eric Schmidt, 
and the American Crossroads series editors at the University of California 
Press, particularly George Sánchez, my former advisor at UCLA, William 
“Bill” Deverel, and Laura Briggs, for supporting this project and bringing 
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it to fruition. Nothing brings me more satisfaction than getting these 
stories out into the public.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge my family, who helped me put my 
work in perspective and remind me of the most important things in life. 
Ebers García, my spouse, I thank for his brilliance and speed with the 
photos that adorn this book; my children Eliana, 7, and Evan, 5, I thank 
for making me write quicker than I ever have; and to Alex, 20, I thank 
for her support. I dedicate this book to Eliana, Evan, and to the youths 
in this book, for whom I feel a great responsibility. To my children, I feel 
responsible for helping to craft their futures; to the youths in this work, 
I feel responsible for recounting their past. I hope I have done all of them 
some justice.


