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Praise for Forging Latino Power


“Forging Latino Power is a major contribution to Latina/o political science. With their unique ringside views and firsthand experiences in helping shape what they call the “Latina/o political empowerment project,” Ayón and Pla have established themselves as the preeminent scholars of Latina/o American political development. To understand the historical and contemporary ebbs and flows of progressive Latina/o politics, read this book!”


—Chris Zepeda-Millán, UCLA Labor Studies Program Chair, Associate Professor of Public Policy and Chicana/o & Central American Studies, Strategic Research Lab Faculty Director, author of Latino Mass Mobilization: Immigration, Racialization, and Activism


“Forging Latino Power spotlights the changemakers who have taken brave steps to speak up for Latino communities and have used their newfound political power to right the wrongs of history, creating generational change for marginalized communities in the process. The political landscape has been forever changed for the better because of the inclusion of Latino voices. I thank George and David for taking up the task to document and share this history.”


—Karen Bass, Mayor of Los Angeles


“Forging Latino Power is a testament to the enduring strength, vision, and influence of Latino leaders in American democracy. From their unique insider vantage point, Ayón and Pla illuminate the strategies and unwavering courage with which Latinos have insisted on justice, resisted marginalization, and persisted in shaping the nation’s future. This compelling work is essential reading for anyone seeking to understand the heart of US history and the promise of its political future.


—G. Cristina Mora, Chancellor’s Professor of Sociology, Co-Director of the Institute of Governmental Studies at the University of California Berkeley, and author of Making Hispanics: How Activists, Bureaucrats, and Media Constructed a New American


“For a rising generation of Latinos, this book is a mirror, a map, and a movement—all in one. It’s a bold, unapologetic celebration of Latino identity, civic rise, and resistance in the face of exclusion. For every young person who has ever felt unseen or underestimated, this book says: you belong in the rooms where decisions are made.”


—Dr. Mike Muñoz, Superintendent-President, Long Beach City College


“As a Mexican diplomat who has had the privilege of serving in California over the past three decades, I have witnessed firsthand the remarkable evolution of Latino political power in this state, its growing impact on the national stage, and its critical role in US-Mexico relations. With clarity, depth, and historical perspective, George Pla and David Ayón once again deliver a landmark book. Forging Latino Power is a compelling chronicle of how Latino political influence has taken shape, adapted, and expanded. It is also a timely reminder that progress is never linear. As this powerful narrative reveals, every advance has been hard-won, every breakthrough met with backlash, and every setback answered with renewed determination and audacity. A must-read for anyone seeking to understand the evolving role of Latinos in American democracy.”


—Ambassador Carlos González Gutiérrez, Consul General of Mexico in Los Angeles


“Forging Latino Power is an exquisitely nuanced follow-up to the seminal book, Power Shift. Once again, Pla and Ayón skillfully remind their audience of the possibilities that exist within and across the Latino political, ideological, generational, and demographic diaspora. In this compelling narrative, the authors highlight the critical convergences of opportunity and acts of informed resistance that continue to define the ongoing political evolution of Latinas/os, underscoring their growing influence and enduring promise for the future of the American enterprise.”


—Juan Sánchez Muñoz, Chancellor of the University of California Merced


“Forging Latino Power is an important new book, meticulously tracing the rise of Latino political empowerment from its complex rural and urban lineages in California to its florescence in the nation’s capital, Washington, D.C. The authors take us from farm-labor organizing and consumer boycotts to immigration reforms and voting rights in the diverse sites throughout the United States that forged Latino political power.”


—Ramón A. Gutiérrez, MacArthur Fellow, Professor Emeritus of US History at the University of Chicago, coeditor, The New Latino Studies Reader: A Twenty-First Century Perspective
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Who lives, who dies, who tells your story?
— Lin-Manuel Miranda, Hamilton


In memory of the Power Shift pioneers
we lost during our work on this book,
Richard Alatorre and Gloria Molina.




Foreword


BY ADAM B. SCHIFF


OVER THE LAST DECADE, DEMOCRACY has come under unprecedented strain. Time and again, America’s core institutions have been attacked and our fundamental values and principles violated. When I was elected to the US Senate in 2024, I joined my colleague Alex Padilla on the Judiciary Committee—our nation’s first line of defense of the Constitution, the rule of law, and our democracy—with these well-known challenges clearly in mind. Even so, I was genuinely shocked, as was most of the country, when on June 12, 2025, Senator Padilla was forcibly removed from a press conference held by the Secretary of Homeland Security in a federal building in Los Angeles—the senator’s hometown—and pushed to the floor.


If there is any image that captures the enormous progress of Latino empowerment in the last century, and the fierce backlash it has prompted, it is this: a Latino US senator from the largest state in the union on the floor with his hands cuffed behind his back. That this son of immigrants, themselves a short-order cook and a housekeeper, would graduate from MIT, become the youngest City Council president in LA history, and later the state’s first Latino US senator, is a story only possible in America. But his treatment by the current administration is all too familiar in repressive regimes anywhere. It is also a harbinger of a dangerous and difficult new period that the Latino community—and the country—is struggling to overcome.


As George Pla and David Ayón detail in Forging Latino Power, the story of Latino political empowerment in California and the country is one that cycles through periods of tremendous advancement and intense backlash, realignment, and then empowerment again. It is also the story of the diversity of the Latino community, which is often painted with the same broad brush. The authors reveal communities that are deeply complex, and where personal paths to power are as dissimilar as they are woven tightly together.


When I ran for the California State Assembly in 1994, I shared a political consultant with a young and energetic labor organizer named Antonio Villaraigosa, who was also running for the state legislature. His district was overwhelmingly Democratic, while mine was lean-Republican. He won. I lost. Nationally, it was a very strong GOP year, but in California, there was more to the Republican surge than a national trend. Proposition 187—a deeply xenophobic and anti-immigrant ballot measure—was Republican Governor Pete Wilson’s ticket to reelection. I opposed it, and I vividly recall the sensation of standing on railroad tracks, my feet tied to the rails, and recognizing this train was going to run over me. The proposition passed by a large margin. Wilson won his reelection, but the long-term consequences for the GOP were severe. If supporting civil rights legislation in the 1960s cost Democrats the South, Republicans’ support for rolling back Latinos’ rights cost them the West Coast.


I was elected to the state Senate two years after my abortive run for the Assembly, and Villaraigosa went on to become Assembly Speaker and then mayor of Los Angeles. In my time in the California Senate, the US House of Representatives, and now the US Senate, I’ve been blessed to work with many of the people whose stories fill these pages. What was often a lonely journey through the corridors of power for early Latino leaders is not so lonely now. Their ranks are filled with talented representatives from all over the state and country, and no longer confined to a handful of Latino districts or neighborhoods. As recounted in Forging Latino Power, so many of the political leaders chronicled here came of age in the 1980s, ’90s, and early 2000s. They came from Southern California and the Valley, the Coast and Northern California, rising from often humble beginnings to challenge the establishment, disrupt the status quo, reframe how issues were discussed, and bring much needed change to the halls of power. The issues that they champion go well beyond traditional concerns over immigration, to the whole panoply of challenges facing the community and country.


I became active in politics just as some of the original power brokers of the Latino community were handing over the reins to a new generation of leaders who have redefined what it means to be a Latino leader in California. That generation has given way to yet another, like Pete Aguilar, a young mayor from Redlands whom I once helped persuade to run for Congress, and who is now the third-ranking Democrat in the House of Representatives. Or Robert Rivas, the grandson of farmworkers who emigrated from Mexico in search of the California Dream, and who now serves as California Assembly Speaker. Their stories inspire, but they also demonstrate the power that Latinos have built in Sacramento and Washington, and the ability to turn that power into real legislative victories.


The struggles chronicled in Forging Latino Power are uniquely Latino, but they also tell a broader story about the pluralistic nature of our democracy and how the accomplishments of our predecessors build on each other. And while their origin stories differ, they are deeply familiar to me—not just because I know many of these leaders personally. My grandparents fled Eastern Europe at the turn of the century; some of the family who stayed behind were lost during the Holocaust. When they arrived in the new world, they were not always welcomed at universities, in social clubs, at workplaces, in housing, or in politics. But early Jewish political leaders emerged and paved the way for others to follow. Sharing that common experience of immigration, discrimination, and hardship, it should come as no surprise that the early generation of Jewish political leaders so often found common cause and friendship with their Latino counterparts. That tradition proudly continues. And given the tremendous challenges facing both communities, it needs to, more than ever.


As this book shows, it took a century for Latinos in California to establish an electoral foothold, initially based on the sustained organization and mobilization of a single community. From there, one community after another was empowered, until Latinas and Latinos developed the leadership and built the clout needed to make government address their needs. As we organize to overcome current and future backlashes, their stories of struggle and achievement give me confidence that we will succeed.


***


ADAM B. SCHIFF serves as a US senator for California, is former chair of the House Intelligence Committee, and led the first impeachment trial of Donald J. Trump. Schiff previously served as a California state senator and as an assistant US attorney in Los Angeles. He is the author of the best-selling book Midnight in Washington: How We Almost Lost Our Democracy and Still Could.




Preface


Latino Politics in Transition


THIS BOOK IS OUR SECOND “deep dive” into the US Latina/o political-empowerment experience, emphasizing roles of community, leadership, participation, representation, and policy achievement.i Sustained Latino empowerment had multiple, independent origins across the country, at different times and in varying circumstances.ii Here, however, as before, we trace the current of American political development that we argue most shaped Latino politics—and especially Latina/o political leadership—over the last half century. That current emerged in a diverse Eastside barrio of Los Angeles in the late 1940s, evolved in significant ways over time, and contributed fundamentally to empowerment in the state and beyond. Top-tier California Latina/o leadership in the last decade, however, has transitioned away from those distant barrio origins to second and third generations predominantly not from LA, and it is now confronting unprecedented national political challenges.


To take into account key recent inflections in Latino politics, we had to reframe this book following the 2024 elections—much as we had to reframe our first collaboration after the elections of 2016. We started on that previous title, Power Shift: How Latinos in California Transformed Politics in America, early in Barack Obama’s first presidential term and Antonio Villaraigosa’s second term as mayor of LA—both historic and seemingly definitive breakthroughs.iii Power Shift highlighted the origins, rise, and contributions of a “top ten” selection of LA-based Latina/o leaders we dubbed Los Diez, who pioneered their community’s politics of inclusion at every level.iv From that perspective, the story of Latino empowerment was of a people who through a lifetime of struggles acquired a “civic voice” in Los Angeles, supported the formation of a professional political leadership class in California, and triumphed over systemic exclusion and invisibility in the US.v


As we neared completion of that project, however, Donald Trump was elected president. We adapted to that challenging turn by emphasizing at the book’s outset that Latina/o political empowerment has been marked by recurring cycles of progress, backlash, and resistance, with progress eventually resumed. Indeed, we noted that effective politics of resistance has also spurred substantial progress, as we saw in the 1994 experience with the anti-immigrant California Proposition 187, which passed in a landslide but was followed in 1996 by a dramatic Latino-led comeback that helped fundamentally change state politics.vi


We undertook this follow-up book amid the social and political upheavals of 2020 to further document consequential advances in Latina/o empowerment. Generally speaking, greater Latino representation and organization strengthened the capacity of leaders, their communities, and ultimately the state to resist policies contrary to “California values,” and to continue making further social and political progress.vii More specifically, they contributed to the Democrats retaking control of the US House of Representatives in 2018 and to the efforts to recover the presidency. Those developments, combined with the growing importance of Latina and Latino leaders besides the Los Diez pioneers, provided ample need and motivation for another book. Success in helping end the first Trump presidency, accompanied by unprecedented LA Latino representation in the new cabinet and US Senate, strongly confirmed that effective resistance can result in historic progress. These achievements consolidated the understanding that Democratic governing coalitions at both state and national levels must include a major role for Latinos.


We needed to delve further into the rise of the second and third generations of Latina/o leaders who had become the new players in these roles. That meant capturing their growing diversity and political and policy assertiveness, as well as the continuing development, coherence, and influence of the California empowerment project, not only beyond LA’s Eastside but also regionally, beyond the state.viii With the crucial flipping of Arizona in 2020, we saw what we call a “California corner,” including Nevada, come together in presidential politics—an emergent bloc potentially as significant as the famous “blue wall” of Great Lakes states.ix The roles of Latina/o leadership, organization, and voter mobilization were defining strategic features of this incipient bloc.


As this second book was nearly finished, however, Trump was elected again, this time to greater effect, flipping both Nevada and Arizona back to red, and for the first time winning the national popular vote, but shy of a majority. As a result, we have come to see the Latino-empowerment experience as a continuously evolving political project that, in addition to transformations already mentioned, in its most recent ten years came into conflict with a uniquely strong and protracted, if segmented, national backlash—sure to be branded in retrospect as the “Trump Revolution,” as the Reagan presidency is also recalled.x


As we recount in chapter 13 and the epilogue of this book, in the weeks and months that followed the election, resistance to the new Trump administration—from Latinos and non-Latinos, in California and beyond—emerged more slowly than in 2016–17, but began gathering force. The historic cycle of progress, backlash, and resistance in Latino empowerment, born in the mid-twentieth century, could be seen persisting into the second quarter of the twenty-first, with the expectation in California of further progress to be earnestly resumed by 2026. But the main Latino political project was not simply regrouping to carry on as before. That Trump—running, among other things, on a harshly anti-immigrant agenda—won growing shares of the Latino vote across three consecutive national elections indicates that the Latino-empowerment experience is again in some sort of transition, as is the complicated environment in which it continues to evolve. A key question is how best to understand and explain it.


First, however, we should recognize in basic terms what Trump’s reelection, as a high-consequence historical event, both was and was not, in order to have a balanced sense of its significance. It was the fifth successful Republican presidential reelection since World War II, each of which was, in its time, considered a definitive win and historic Democratic defeat. Indeed, the first three Republican presidents reelected in this period—Eisenhower in 1956, Nixon in 1972, and Reagan in 1984—won in genuine electoral landslides. Even in 2004—the closest of the first four reelections—George W. Bush won with an absolute majority of the popular vote.xi


The dimensions of Trump’s 2024 reelection were widely misrepresented and misunderstood, primarily due to his sweep—by narrow margins—of battleground states.xii He was, in fact, the first of the five Republicans reelected since World War II to not reach 50 percent of the national popular vote, which is relevant for the immediate future. Trump outdid his predecessors among Latino voters, garnering perhaps as much as a 46 percent share, according to a major exit poll.xiii Nixon, Reagan, and Bush each won over a third of the Latino vote, from 35 to 44 percent, in their reelections; but none of the Republican presidential candidates that followed them four years later, running in open races, was able to reach a third of the Latino vote, receiving just 24 to 31 percent. Only one of those successors, George H. W. Bush in 1988, was elected at all, and he was then ousted after a single term.xiv


Second, we must take the still-longer view of Latina/o political empowerment that both this and our previous book provide. We argue that the recently much-discussed shift to the right of Latino votes since 2016, most of all in 2024, cannot be fully understood without taking into account how and why Latino politics had a progressive character in the first place, and that its dominant policy priorities have significantly evolved several times.xv In our first book we called this a distinctly progressive Latino political tradition, born of particular experiences and conditions in a historically specific setting.xvi That progressivism was both paradoxical, given the rural Latin American origins of most US Latinos, and comprehensible, in light of their US urban experience in and since the Great Depression and World War II.


California Latino political power was literally “born in the barrio,” taking shape in the late 1940s in Eastside LA’s storied and diverse Boyle Heights neighborhood. Initial failure there, followed by breakthrough electoral success, forged a strategic political model that was intentionally scaled into a movement, which in the span of a dozen years spread outward to create a statewide Latino electorate. Another dozen years later, Eastside LA political leaders began institutionalizing networks of Latino elected officials and, working with allies and in coalitions stretching across the country, started to advance major policy-reform priorities that strategically furthered Latino empowerment nationally. These efforts—which not only accelerated the development of a Latino professional political class but also involved many other activists, organizations, institutions, and sectors—retained and built upon key elements of the LA model. All along the way, progressive Latino politics had to compete with both the community’s inherited cultural conservatism and intermittent right-wing efforts to exploit traditional values to sow political division and win Latino votes.


What can be called barrioization has been central to the development and influence of the LA empowerment model.xvii Eastside natives had moved away and later returned—rebarrioized themselves—to become part, and eventually major leaders, of the movement.xviii Most Latinos, however, have no personal connection to the particular big-city barrios where the California Latina/o-empowerment project got started. Many activists and future leaders from communities starkly unlike Boyle Heights or East LA effectively self-barrioized to also join the movement. Many were from beyond Los Angeles altogether but had ties to networks rooted in LA and developed within the Democratic Party framework. Eventually, leaders inevitably arose entirely outside of metropolitan LA and reached prominent positions in state and national politics, primarily on their own, without passing through or being indebted to Latino LA. Given their differing personal experiences, local circumstances, and bases of support, they brought their own perspectives and strengths to bear on both Democratic Party politics and the Latino policy agenda.


It is in these circumstances, and partially due to them, that a significant and growing minority of Latino voters—many first-timers—have shifted the aggregate Latino vote to the right.xix Other factors, as well, played major roles in changing the makeup of the aggregate vote. Latinos were particularly impacted by the financial crisis of 2008–09, which began as a home mortgage crisis that wiped out the life savings of many.xx President Barack Obama critically boosted his Latino approval ratings and support for reelection in 2012 by providing protection to undocumented-immigrant “Dreamers” with his Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) executive action. An unanticipated consequence of that wildly successful program, however, was that the Dreamer movement faded from public view, and the face of the immigration issue changed in ways that, with each passing year, eroded many Latino voters’ identification with waves of new undocumented arrivals.xxi


Trump both helped create, and took advantage of, a widespread public sense of crisis on the border, while he personally connected more directly with first-time, infrequent, and low-information voters, and vigorously stoked contempt for professional politicians of both parties. He did the same with public discontent with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The COVID-19 pandemic, and especially official responses to it, hit working-class Latinos—many deemed “essential workers,” and most of whom were far less able than the college educated to shift to remote work and schooling—particularly hard. They did, however, begin receiving emergency stimulus checks, ostentatiously bearing Trump’s signature.xxii An astounding economic recovery under a new administration then followed, but was disconcertingly accompanied by two years of price inflation at levels not seen since the 1970s, which had outsized effects on Latino families’ budgets. Approval of the incumbent Biden administration fell to and remained at record national lows, and once-notable Latino trust in government virtually collapsed.xxiii


A relatively new and growing factor is the emergence of a separate, Republican-funded conservative Latino political project—a countermovement to Latino progressivism that is pointedly hostile to the Democratic Party, and government generally, more than it is to Latino Democrats per se.xxiv Overall, this countermovement was certainly boosted by the result of the 2024 election, but its emergent base of support suffered considerable erosion and even partial collapse over the course of the Trump regime’s first 100 days in power. We return in the epilogue to early data on Latino public opinion regarding the first quarter of the second Trump administration—as it frantically tried to mount its promised mass deportations; chaotically decreed budget cutbacks and mass firings of government workers; bullied allies and neighbors; and abruptly threatened, imposed, and withdrew tariffs on imports from the whole world.


Most Latino political leaders remain fundamentally progressive and overwhelmingly Democratic—hardly any have changed party affiliation—but progressive Latino politics generally can be seen as transitioning to a post-barrio era, one that more reflects suburban, small-town, and rural Latino interests, values, and perspectives, and is challenged by an increasingly divided electorate. From the start, the pioneers featured in Power Shift—wherever each was from—all showed a commitment to the historic barrios of greater Eastside and Central LA. But today, the most prominent Latino leaders produced by California and featured in this book include those never tied to Los Angeles at all—such as current Speaker of the state Assembly Robert Rivas of Salinas and House Democratic Caucus Chair Pete Aguilar of Redlands—or those who had been based in LA but transcended it since taking statewide or federal positions, and even diplomatic appointments abroad.xxv The historic barrios of Boyle Heights and East LA, for all their decades of influence, have not produced a new leader of comparable stature since the 1990s.


For the rest of the 2020s and into the decade that follows, we will all get to see in real time the increasingly visible competition between, on one hand, the historic progressive Latina/o-empowerment project and, on the other, enhanced right-wing efforts to win a growing share of Latino votes. The former has transitioned to new generations of leadership no longer attached to LA’s Eastside, but it retains a belief in an indispensable role for activist government in advancing progress and social justice. The latter promotes a frankly cynical attitude toward government, politicians, and mainstream news media. This book provides the background, context, and insight into the rise of Latino political power and its ongoing evolution, without which it is impossible to understand the role of Latinos in today’s ongoing struggle over the country’s political direction.




Introduction:
Worlds in Collision


Prelude




Madam Clerk, a Latino is nominating for leader of this
chamber a Black man for the first time in our history.


— Rep. Pete Aguilar
Democratic Caucus Chair
US House of Representatives
January 3, 2023





SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA REPRESENTATIVE PETE AGUILAR, forty-two, rose to nominate his colleague, Hakeem Jeffries of Brooklyn, fifty-three, as Speaker of the House, to succeed Northern Californian Nancy Pelosi, eighty-three, who had led her party in that chamber for sixteen years. This moment in Washington, DC, in 2023, as Aguilar said, was historic, but it resonated with the whole journey of California Latina/o political empowerment, reaching back over seventy-five years to the Eastside of Los Angeles. The old saying “History might not repeat itself but sometimes rhymes” applied well. Eight years before, Aguilar had boldly leapt from a city council seat to Congress, much like the first California Latino elected to significant office in 1949.1 And also like that predecessor, Pete Aguilar acquired the coveted status of “appropriator,” having landed a seat on the powerful Appropriations Committee.2


[image: image]


Rep. Pete Aguilar nominates Rep. Hakeem Jeffries for Speaker of the House. Copyright C-Span.


Also like another Southern California Latino political pioneer in 1980, Aguilar allied with a talented African American colleague from a different city, in the latter’s bid to become the first Black Speaker (albeit of the state Assembly in 1980).3 But the contrasts were also notable, and bound up with how the California Latina/o-empowerment project has expanded and diversified, transcending its LA origins and overcoming backlashes to achieve national recognition and influence. The leaders of these efforts rarely found themselves to be the only Latina or Latino in the room or on the committee anymore. For the most part, they no longer had to assume their non-Latino colleagues had no idea what they were, although the two parties differed substantially in that regard. Most of the country was quite unlike California, but there was now a visible and growing Latino presence in nearly every state.


Aguilar and Jeffries’s party did not control the House in 2023, but the chaotically divided Republican majority could not muster more votes for its leader—who also happened to be from California—than the Democratic minority united behind Jeffries.4 Consequently, after his first historic nomination speech, Aguilar repeated it another fourteen times over several days, until the majority finally elected its Speaker. The exercise was repeated the following fall, when that Speaker was recalled by his own colleagues, forcing more votes in the same session, which prompted Aguilar to nominate Jeffries yet again, and again. After the 2024 elections—in which Aguilar further narrowed the House majority’s margin of control by helping flip three Republican seats in California—he once again nominated Jeffries. But even if they would now contend with an even-weaker majority in the House, Jeffries and Aguilar would have to resist and sometimes deal with a federal “trifecta”—a Republican Party led by their old nemesis Donald Trump, now in control of the White House and both chambers of Congress.


The two young—by Washington standards, certainly—legislators seemed to have burst onto the national scene with the leadership dramas in the House, but they had, in fact, been introduced to the nation in the years prior. The first step in their ascent came courtesy of a rising Latina superstar—Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez—who upset a previous Democratic Caucus chair, a white male New Yorker who was thought to be next in line for the speakership after Pelosi.5 “AOC” thus opened the space for Jeffries to ascend to caucus chair and Aguilar to vice chair. Jeffries went on to serve as one of the managers of Trump’s first impeachment trial before the Senate in 2020. Aguilar made his national debut on the “Select Committee on the January 6 Attack,” leading the third of the committee’s nationally televised hearings in June 2022.


During Trump’s 2024 campaign, he and congressional Republicans threatened to criminally investigate and prosecute January 6 Committee members if Trump was reelected and regained control of the Department of Justice.6 Aguilar, the highest-ranking Latino in the House and leading member of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, was now a protagonist at the highest level that Democratic Latino politics had ever reached. This development was made possible by a lifetime of growth of the Latino vote, the formation and weight of a Latino professional political class, and the clout of megastate California and its congressional delegation.7


Trump Shock II: Latino Realignment, Continuing Paradox, or New Era?


The Latina/o political-empowerment project we trace in this book collided with a massive and protracted national backlash in the US presidential elections of 2016, 2020, and 2024, when the country swerved right, then left, then right again.8 In each case, most Latino leaders and voters—especially in California—expressed continuing support of their transgenerational quest, primarily channeled through the Democratic Party, for political inclusion, representation, and progressive policy reform.9 In 2016, however, and even more in 2024, they suffered severe setbacks in the results and in the new administrations that followed.


Over the last decade, this movement has resisted the latest backlash, led by Trump, to the rise and development of the Latino community and other changes in American society.10 But the resisting majority of Latina/o voters—the movement’s base that showed up at the polls—did, in fact, proportionately shrink over this period.11 By 2024, this political project appeared to many to be in retreat. The very idea of a “Latino vote” in national politics was seriously questioned.12 As the country’s ideological and partisan polarization persisted and deepened, Latinos have become increasingly divided, as well, and are even said to be realigning as part of a national shift to the right. But as we show in this book, the project of Latina/o political empowerment has deep roots, has achieved great progress in representation and policy impact, and has repeatedly come back from stunning losses. In a Trump-dominated era—widely taken as indicating the exhaustion or failure of a brand of Democratic politics—considered together with shifts in both Latino voting and leadership, we can see a transition to a new period in, and a modified form of, Latino-empowerment politics.


To grasp this transition and its significance, we must not only fully appreciate the long progressive era that preceded it, but we must also put that era in context and recognize its paradoxical nature, how it came about, and how it not only persisted but dramatically expanded across the country. For a lifetime now, the fundamental question about Latina/o political empowerment and its national impact has been a paradox: why this people, predominantly with origins in conservative, rural, and small-town Catholic Latin America, ever became a key part of the progressive, big-city-dominated Democratic coalition in the US. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan famously said “Hispanics are Republicans, they just don’t know it yet.”13 He urged the preeminent Latino political leader of his time, Henry Cisneros of San Antonio, to join the Republican Party.14 This book shows, among much else, how wrong Reagan was—especially as far as his own state was concerned. We take a mainly California point of view. Since California suddenly became a new and fast-developing US state over 150 years ago, Latinos have struggled to improve their working and living conditions here.


Another key to understanding progressive Latino-empowerment politics and its apparent recent decline and transition to, for the moment, something somewhat different, is to recognize the importance of place. Waves of migration from Mexico, from the onset of the Revolution of 1910–20 and continuing until the mass repatriations of the Great Depression of the 1930s, was overwhelmingly from the conservative Mexican countryside.15 That is one large category of places of origin or ancestry of the Mexican American population of the US.16 In California during that time, however, Mexican immigrants and migrants settled in a variety of communities, not simply in LA barrios.17 In chapter 1, we examine less known but historically important alternative places in California where some of the predominantly Mexican American Latina/o leaders featured in this book settled or originated from. There, we look especially at two forms of community: the primarily residential Mexican agricultural labor colonias of California, and the company/mining towns of the Southwest.18


But there is no doubt that Latina/o political empowerment as a successful and persisting movement in California was indeed born in an urban barrio on the Eastside of Los Angeles.19 That origin, and its export to other communities, has had enormous but largely unrecognized influence on Democratic Latino politics to this day.20 We may now, after a full lifetime of consequential history, be seeing that precise LA-barrio brand of Latino politics to some extent passing into history. But that does not mean the end of California Latino political leadership, either in the state or nationally, as this empowerment project has both evolved and extended well beyond its urban LA origins. Significant new leaders have arisen outside of LA who may prove to be better suited than their forebears for navigating the political turbulence of today.


Forging Latino Power, as the title suggests, however, is not simply, or even primarily, about Latino and California resistance to Trump, soldiering on a decade after he launched his movement and first campaign; more significantly, we show how California Latino political power spread from LA and diversified to have an impact on Latinos everywhere, as well as on the country’s politics as a whole. After a lifetime of progress, this movement’s continuing capacity to defy the power of the two Trumpian backlash presidencies, defend the most vulnerable members of the Latino community, and continue to develop and effect further policy reforms and innovations are among its signal ongoing achievements.


The Latino Landscape and Expanding Empowerment


Contrary to the stereotypical “up from the barrio” narrative, the leaders featured in this book came from highly dissimilar communities, even within the LA metropolis, and especially from elsewhere in California, across the Southwest, and outside the US. Besides the urban American barrio, two other kinds of communities—farmworker colonias and company towns—stand out in this experience, even if most of them have disappeared. To appreciate how far Latina/o political empowerment and its leadership have come, we must know their distinctive origins. Chapter 1 provides key examples, including California’s first company town, which was also its first mining town, as well as the site of the state’s first Mexican labor colonia dating to before the Gold Rush. In such settings, we see early examples of critical issues like racism, unequal education, and labor abuse, which would inform and galvanize future leaders who were raised there. Those include Dean Florez, born and raised in a Central Valley farmworker colonia, who embarked on a political career that took him to the leadership of the state legislature. They also include the legendary Dolores Huerta, originally from a company mining town in far-off New Mexico, who in California became best known as a leader of the farmworkers’ movement.


It is no accident that a stable base for Latino political development in California was not built until a century later, in the Eastside LA neighborhood of Boyle Heights. People of Mexican origin—whether from elsewhere in California, the Southwest, or Mexico—found allies there, mainly Jewish, who were experienced in urban and labor politics. From there, as we trace in chapter 2, the young Latino-empowerment movement intentionally expanded to other LA neighborhoods, and most consequentially ventured well north, first to San Jose and then throughout California’s Central Valley. This chapter centers on how Dolores Huerta, along with Cesar Chavez, was “discovered” and made into a statewide community organizer and policy lobbyist by a historic, yet still little known, Mexican American civil rights organization founded in Boyle Heights in 1947. Eventually both Huerta and Chavez moved to LA, where they became prominent leaders of the Community Service Organization (CSO). There, they and the organization won recognition from both John and Robert Kennedy for mobilizing the California Latino electorate for the 1960 presidential election, well before they returned to the Central Valley to establish the United Farm Workers (UFW) union.
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Dolores Huerta, atop a car, calling on farmworkers to leave the fields and join the strike in 1965. Photo by Harvey Wilson Richards. Courtesy of Paul Richards.


Chavez, with critical support from Huerta and others, split with CSO in 1962 and left LA to organize farmworkers in his own way in the San Joaquin Valley, as we recount in chapter 3. They set out with an astonishingly bold plan that remains little known or understood: to devote five to six years to quietly organizing farmworker communities in CSO fashion, while denying any intent to establish a union. Their strategic objective was to delay challenging the state’s powerful growers until they were in a position to stage a valley-wide general strike that would force the state government to intervene. But they abandoned that plan in 1965, when Filipino farmworkers organized by the AFL-CIO asked them to support their strike against table-grape growers. The UFW emerged from that combined action and went on to become for a time the dominant Latino political force in California. The union effectively superseded its CSO forebear, maintaining critical ties to Los Angeles through its consumer-boycott infrastructure and deep involvement in several election campaign efforts in the city. The union reached the height of its national political influence and visibility in mid-1976, when it organized then-Governor Jerry Brown’s field effort in Democratic presidential primaries across the country, and Chavez gave the speech placing Brown’s name in nomination at the Democratic National Convention. But the UFW then experienced a crushing defeat on a California ballot initiative in the fall election. For the subsequent decade, further development of Latina/o political empowerment took a different course, with a focus on key national policy reforms followed by a new era in urban electoral mobilization.


Pivot to Immigrant Rights and the Rise of the Latino Lobby


Years of intense Latino political effort in Washington, DC in the 1970s–’80s helped erect three pillars of the community’s empowerment: Census reform, immigration reform, and the enhanced protection of Latinos in the 1982 extension of the Voting Rights Act. Those reforms laid the foundation for nearly all subsequent Latino political development across the country to this day.21 Chapter 4 examines the turn to this policy agenda and the roles of Latino leaders and organizations in it. Before the ’70s, the closest thing to a Latino position on immigration had been opposition to the World War II–era guest-worker “Bracero Program,” which was repeatedly extended all the way to 1964.22 The labor movement, including the UFW, and most Latino leaders and organizations tended to not distinguish between braceros and undocumented migrant workers, wanting both kept out of the country. Early in the ’70s, however, with the Bracero Program long gone, solidarity with the undocumented began developing in LA. By the late ’70s, provoked by a proposed national immigration crackdown advanced by the Jimmy Carter administration, mainstream Mexican American organizations and Chicano-movement activists united in opposition. A consensus among the Latino political class in defense of undocumented immigrants became a prominent cause that significantly modified the empowerment movement born in LA. The demand for immigration reform to legalize the undocumented was consolidated as one of the trio of issues on the emergent Latino national policy agenda.


If, on one hand, the Carter administration inadvertently provoked a Latino political pivot on immigration, on the other it also helped enhance California Latino participation on both the census and voting rights fronts. Having Los Angeles Latinos in the administration led to the recruitment of perhaps the most impactful lawyer to emerge from East LA. Antonia Hernández joined the staff of the Senate Judiciary Committee, newly chaired in 1979 by Edward Kennedy. Then, after working in Kennedy’s presidential primary campaign the following year, Hernández stayed in Washington to head the DC office of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF). Antonia was thus established in the national policy arena in time to play a key role in strengthening the Voting Rights Act for Latinos, as it was due for renewal in 1982. Hernández subsequently became president of MALDEF and moved its headquarters to Los Angeles.


A decade of resistance to a national immigration crackdown, from the mid-1970s to mid-1980s, served as the crucible to forge a permanent Latino policy lobby in Washington. As recounted in chapter 5, another Latina activist lawyer from East LA, Martha Escutia, became a central part of this effort. Escutia made her way to Washington, where she interned as an undergraduate and attended law school. There she helped set up the congressional office of a new representative she had campaigned for back in Eastside LA. Escutia wound up staying in DC when she became the legislative director for a leading Latino advocacy organization, just as a protracted policy debate over immigration reform was again heating up. Between Martha’s LA political relationships, her contacts on Capitol Hill, and deep personal knowledge of the processes of Mexican migration to the US, she had much to contribute to the Latino effort to effect an acceptable reform of immigration policy. After her years in DC, Escutia returned home, where she eventually launched her own political career in LA County’s “Southeast Cities.”


Legalizing Millions, Ensuing Backlash


Getting a complete count of the Latino population in the US Census for the first time in 1980 was a “big bang” for the community’s national empowerment. A comparable historic leap came in 1987, when millions of undocumented workers and their families were mobilized to apply for legalization, as we recount in chapter 6. Hidden within this story is the critically important role Dolores Huerta played in making possible the 1986 law known as the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), and in particular the provision that allowed for the legalization of well over a million undocumented farmworkers. But even before IRCA went into effect, a campaign was launched in LA to urge undocumented immigrants to come out of the shadows and legalize their status, with Latino media playing a leading role, along with the Catholic Church, Latino and immigrant-rights organizations, and elected officials.


Spanish-language news media leaders in LA—Monica Lozano, of the daily La Opinión, and Jorge Ramos, initially of the TV station KMEX—are featured players in our telling of this historic effort. Their platforms were both the largest of their kind in the country and the fastest growing in their industries, which attracted corporate America’s interest. But their personal origin and development stories are critical for understanding the social commitment they brought to their respective mass-media corporations. Growing advertising revenue allowed these platforms’ operations to expand and further professionalize while Lozano and Ramos developed more activist leadership roles in the community. The action networks they helped convene in the legalization campaign would be reactivated and emulated time and again to advance collective community goals around the same three pillars noted above: in 1990, to again mobilize Latino participation in the Census; in 1992, to participate in the first elections following that decade’s redistricting, which coincided with another pivotal presidential contest; and in 1994, to resist Governor Pete Wilson and his Proposition 187, which targeted undocumented immigrants and their children.


The legalization of millions of undocumented residents in the late 1980s accelerated urban Latino population growth nationally, which in metropolitan LA allowed new, predominantly Latino electoral districts to be created at all levels of government. Influential elements of the majority community, however, repeatedly showed their dissatisfaction with the increasing visibility and empowerment of minorities, as expressed in the “English Only” movement of the 1980s–’90s and the passage of state legislative term limits in this period. Nevertheless, in the early 1990s, newly drawn Latino districts propelled the political careers of Xavier Becerra, Hilda Solis, and Martha Escutia. Reapportionment and redistricting based on the 1990 census allowed Becerra to leap from just his first term as a member of the state Assembly to Congress, where he served a quarter century before becoming California attorney general, and then the first Latino to head the Department of Health and Human Services in the Biden–Harris administration.


However, as chapter 7 illustrates, the combined effects of just the initial inclusionary Latino political advances of the 1980s and early 1990s motivated a culminating and historic backlash symbolized by the “Save Our State” ballot initiative, better known simply as “187.” Proposition 187 would have barred millions of California residents from public services based on federal immigration status and expelled hundreds of thousands of students from public schools at every grade level throughout the state. That threat, combined with then-Governor Pete Wilson’s embrace of 187 in his 1994 reelection campaign, gave rise to the first instance of mass, organized resistance to repatriation pressures in US history. The Latino-empowerment movement in California suffered severe losses in 1994, but Latino resistance powered a historic comeback almost immediately thereafter, with breakthrough advances in politics and policy. A new generation of LA-based Latino leaders came forward to resist Wilson and 187, including Kevin de León, who decades later would become the first Latino to lead the state Senate, and Alex Padilla, who went on to a series of “firsts” at both the city and state levels, and eventually became the first Latino to represent California in the US Senate.


Expansion, Diversification, Comeback . . . and More Resistance


The historic electoral setbacks of 1994 were followed by a statewide Latino-led comeback in 1996, made possible by developing leadership networks and the power of community resistance. As chapter 8 recounts, Latina/o political empowerment expanded and diversified beyond Eastside LA and Mexican American men, with figures such as Hilda Solis, Tony Cárdenas, and Dean Florez of the San Gabriel, San Fernando, and Central Valleys, and Liz Figueroa and Deborah Ortiz in Northern California, all elected first to the state Assembly and then to the Senate. This networked spread of Latina/o electoral representation built an infrastructure that continuously recruited and developed new talent and tapped new resources. Its significance in state politics as a whole was underscored by the 1996 election of the first Latino Speaker of the California Assembly, followed by the second in 1998, along with the first Speaker’s subsequent election as lieutenant governor, and the new governor’s decision to drop the state’s legal defense of Proposition 187.


The country’s most prominent Latino political leader at the time, Henry Cisneros—the former four-term mayor of San Antonio and President Bill Clinton’s first-term secretary of Housing and Urban Development—moved to Los Angeles in 1997 to become president of the Univision TV network, which The Wall Street Journal described as unique in the history of corporate America in its commitment to the political empowerment of its audience.23 The famous Cisneros was not the only Texas Latino of note who was pulled to LA in the late 1990s. The still-unknown Eva Longoria also made her way to Los Angeles, where in the next century she not only became the biggest Latina TV star ever, but an activist of national renown. Longoria’s rise as a political leader was crowned by her cofounding the premier Latina/o campaign fundraising operation in the country, known as the Latino Victory Fund (LVF), and her increasingly prominent role in Democratic National Conventions from 2012–20.24


In the pivotal stretch of 1999–2000, Latino leadership in the top power positions of organized labor in LA County once again flexed their recently developed muscles. The Latino-led County Federation of Labor (“the Fed”) hosted the AFL-CIO’s 1999 national convention and pushed it to finally accept the need to organize the new US proletariat of undocumented-immigrant workers. Months later, the Fed backed state Senator Hilda Solis’s challenge to a sitting Latino member of Congress in the San Gabriel Valley. By taking out the centrist incumbent and sending “labor warrior” Solis to Washington instead, the Fed positioned her to be tapped eight years later, by President-elect Barack Obama, to be nominated the first Latina or Latino secretary of labor—still the highest-ranking Latina to serve in US government.
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Eva Longoria’s first time addressing the Democratic National Convention, on its last day in Charlotte, North Carolina in 2012, prior to President Barack Obama’s acceptance speech. Photo by Tom Pennington/Getty Images.


For a few years, at least, the new century seemed to have left behind the progress-backlash-resistance cycle in the Latino political experience. Latino-friendly Republican George W. Bush became president in 2001, and the next year California Governor Gray Davis, also Latino friendly, was reelected. Nevertheless, as recounted in chapter 9, Assembly Member Dean Florez, chair of the legislature’s Joint Oversight Committee, defied and embarrassed his governor in 2002 by probing a no-bid state contract with software giant Oracle. Florez’s high-profile hearings in an election year alarmed the governor, but Davis was nonetheless handily reelected. However, when popular discontent with a budget crisis and other issues arose, Davis was recalled from office before he could complete the first year of his second term.


The new backlash in California was embodied by a cartoonish strongman, Arnold Schwarzenegger, who led the recall of Governor Davis in 2003 and succeeded him in office.25 But the “Terminator” was soon tamed by a Latino leader with big institutional muscle, Fabián Núñez, who began his career as an immigrant-rights activist and a leader of the 1994 resistance to Proposition 187. Graduating to labor leader, Núñez used his union base to win election to the state Assembly in 2002, representing LA, and in a meteoric rise ascended to the post of Speaker in his first term, just months after Schwarzenegger had taken over as governor. As we recounted in Power Shift, Speaker Núñez, with the clout of the state’s organized labor behind him, led the campaigns that in 2005 derailed Schwarzenegger’s project of governing by ballot initiative, rather than by working with the state legislature.26 This historically pivotal, yet underappreciated, turn of events marked the rise of Latina/o political empowerment to de facto statewide leadership status in California, and it both consolidated and made plain a historic shift in the center of gravity of Latino power in the state—from activism on the outside to governing from the inside.


By the end of that year, however, House Republicans passed a sweeping bill to crack down on undocumented immigrants and criminalize any assistance to them.27 The threat of this bill, in turn, precipitated in 2006 the greatest concentrated series of street protest marches in US history up to then, involving millions of Latino demonstrators across the country. The march and rally leading to LA City Hall was the biggest by far, attracting an estimated half million participants—at least five to six times as many as the previous record march against Proposition 187 in 1994.28 The new backlash was thus met with a vengeance by unprecedented Latino resistance, which helped kill the nativist bill in the Senate.


Mobilize to Naturalize—¡Ya Es Hora!


As stunning and impactful as the immigrant “mega marches” of 2006 were, this national mobilization nevertheless highlighted a continuing and disconcerting reality. In spite of the catchy and oft-repeated slogan Hoy Marchamos, Mañana Votamos (“Today We March, Tomorrow We Vote”), there was no appreciable increase in the Latino vote in that year’s midterm elections. Chapter 10 tells the story of how a coalition of LA institutions came together to remedy the fact that so many of the immigrants eligible to become citizens and voters chronically failed to do so. The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO), the Univision flagship TV station KMEX, La Opinión/ImpreMedia, and the regional office of the Service Employees International Union, together with the Washington-based National Council of La Raza (now UnidosUS) and each of these national institutions’ affiliates and offices in cities across the country, devised a multifaceted and multistage campaign to first promote mass, mobilized naturalization (¡Ya Es Hora: Ciudadanía!), to be followed by a registration campaign and, finally, a campaign to promote voting in the next presidential election. Citizenship applications soared during this campaign in 2007, and the number of Latino votes increased by two million in the 2008 general election—contributing to the Obama breakthrough and approaching the long-sought goal of ten million voters nationally.
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Culmination of the nationally record-breaking immigrants’ rights march to LA City Hall on March 25, 2006. Photo by J. Emilio Flores.


The LA Latino ascent to, and continuity in, key leadership positions became a hallmark of this decade and into the next, as we show in chapter 11, but it was also marked by these leaders’ policy advances. After losing in his first attempt, Antonio Villaraigosa was elected and reelected mayor of Los Angeles, and in a major flex of his continuing clout in Sacramento, managed to assert an unprecedented measure of influence over the LA Unified School District. In 2008, fellow labor leader John Pérez, from the same LA district as Núñez, succeeded him in the state Assembly and, like Núñez, became Speaker in his first term. Eric Garcetti first succeeded Alex Padilla as president of the LA City Council in 2006, and then he succeeded Antonio Villaraigosa as mayor in 2013. In 2012, Padilla became only the second Latino to win statewide office since the 1800s, with his election (and later reelection) as secretary of state. Latina/o leadership of the mighty LA County Federation of Labor continued after the untimely death of Miguel Contreras in 2005, when his pioneering labor-activist widow, María Elena Durazo, was elected to succeed him.


Kevin de León, assisted in his rise to the Assembly by his longtime San Diego friend and ally Núñez, lost to Pérez in his bid for the speakership, but persisted in a remarkable policy-development effort that he took with him to the state Senate, where he became the first Latino Senate president pro tempore.29 Although in terms of policy achievements he became best known for—in direct response to Donald Trump’s first presidential win—establishing California as a “sanctuary state,” that was not his proudest accomplishment in Sacramento. As also told in this chapter, through years of work, de León fashioned a national breakthrough retirement instrument, which did not become available until he was termed out and had moved on to the LA City Council.


Overall, the consolidation of this Latino power base in California, and especially in LA, became a model for Latinos elsewhere to follow. It also enabled these leaders and their institutions to boost empowerment efforts beyond the state’s borders, in particular the neighboring states of Nevada and Arizona. Chapter 11 goes on to track the complicated politics of immigration reform in Obama’s first term. The congressional Republicans’ blocking of both comprehensive reform and the far more limited DREAM Act led Obama in 2012 to authorize executive action, known as DACA, to protect undocumented immigrants brought into the country as children. This program helped Obama’s approval rating among Latino voters bounce back from its lowest point, in time for his reelection. None of these recurring instances of progress, backlash, and resistance, however, prepared anyone for the rise of Trump in 2015–16.


Jorge and the “Build That Wall”–Breathing Dragon


Despite having lost control of the Senate in the 2014 midterms, President Obama’s reelection in 2012—with a majority of the popular vote for the second time—had many Democrats more than optimistic about their coalition’s prospects for 2016. Chapter 12 covers how as the cycle got underway at the start of the year before, Democrats looked more united behind the expected candidacy of Hillary Clinton than Republicans behind their putative front-runner, Jeb Bush, ex-governor of Florida. But there were clear indications on both sides of serious discontent with returning to a choice between a Clinton and a Bush. The country had twenty years of Bush–Clinton–Bush Jr. presidencies from 1988 to 2008, which were marked by severe recessions, scandals, hurricanes, terrorism, and seemingly endless wars. The political moment was inviting for an insurgent outsider candidate on either side. Two men were eager to step in—Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders on the left, and “reality TV” personality Donald Trump on the right.


As this chapter shows, Trump struggled to win attention as a potential candidate until he latched on to the issues of the Mexican border and immigrants—provided to him by extremist columnist Ann Coulter. Ironically, in retrospect, Univision nightly news coanchor Jorge Ramos was the conduit that brought Coulter’s anti-Mexican diatribe to Trump’s attention. Ramos and Univision then clashed with Trump and sounded the alarm that an aspiring US presidential candidate was stoking hostility toward Mexico and Mexican immigrants for political gain. Ramos and Univision were the first to forcefully respond to Donald Trump as he began his march to the Republican nomination in the summer of 2015. Univision answered Trump’s ad-libbed campaign announcement, in which he called Mexican immigrants “drug smugglers” and “rapists,” by canceling its planned broadcast of his beauty pageant. Then Ramos flew to a Trump campaign presser in Iowa to confront him on camera and got himself ejected from the press conference.
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Jorge Ramos confronts Donald Trump at an Iowa press conference on August 25, 2015. Photo by Scott Olson/Getty Images.


This episode marked the beginning of the specifically Latino resistance to the backlash engineered by Trump and his team to propel his presidential campaign. Most Latino leaders and organizations, however, could not bring themselves to believe that such a figure could win the presidency. But he did. Once the incredible result was in, California Latino leaders flew into resistance mode. They had seen this sort of threat to their community before, and they knew what they had to do. Chapter 12 goes on to trace the manifold ways in which Latinos and California worked to resist Trump at every turn. Congressman Becerra returned to his hometown to become the state’s attorney general, and from that post led the nation in filing or joining a record number of policy lawsuits against the Trump administration. Secretary of State Alex Padilla took the lead among his counterparts across the country in helping Democrats win elections to the same office in other states, and redoubled efforts to increase voter registration in California. A record seven Latino Democrats appeared on the 2018 statewide primary ballot—five of whom had represented metropolitan LA in Sacramento or Washington.


The first national resistance climax was reached in that year’s midterm elections, with California Latinos substantially contributing to Democrats’ recovery of a majority in the House of Representatives—stunningly underscored by a clean sweep of congressional seats in traditionally “red” Orange County. Four of the seven Latino candidates running for statewide offices prevailed. Padilla was reelected, and Becerra won his first election to retain the office of attorney general to which he had been appointed. State Senator Ricardo Lara, basing his campaign almost entirely on opposition to Trump, won his historic bid for insurance commissioner in a cliff-hanger. And Tony Thurmond, of Panamanian descent, was elected state superintendent of public instruction. The Latino politics of resistance was already producing empowerment breakthroughs in California.


Despite the year being dominated by three crises at once—the COVID-19 pandemic, the Black Lives Matter national movement against racist police killings, and a growing sense of a threat to American democracy from a president and his supporters who refused to accept the outcome of the 2020 election—Latinos in California continued to make advances in key areas, such as higher education. Former Assembly Speaker John Pérez, now as chair of the University of California system Board of Regents, led that world-class institution into a new era of administrative diversification and record Latino enrollment; a Latino was appointed to head the California State University (CSU) system—the country’s largest—for the first time in history, and both the CSU and the massive California Community Colleges system moved to adopt ethnic studies requirements in their curricula. But as fall approached, uncertainty regarding the November election and the ravages of the pandemic seemed to crowd all other issues out of public consciousness. The rapid spread of COVID-19, increasingly fierce disputes over how to respond to it, and the president’s months-long effort to skew and delegitimate his coming defeat in advance combined to distress and divide the nation beyond living memory.


Election officials across the country took special measures to promote safe voting, which yielded historic results. The Latino community suffered the worst rates of infection, illness, death, and economic pain in the country—most of all in Los Angeles. But California’s governor, Secretary of State Padilla, and county authorities acted to ensure that all registered voters were mailed ballots that required neither postage nor even leaving one’s home to vote. With votes soaring to more than twenty million ballots over the 2016 national total, one unexpected result was that the news media refrained from declaring a winner for four days while the counting continued, with most of the country in pandemic lockdown mode throughout. The occupant of the White House kept aggressively, and alarmingly, rejecting the result.


We Had Next


Chapter 13 grapples with the harsh reality that the 2024 election inescapably cast the success of the resistance in 2020 in a different and unwelcome light, extending to the ways in which 2020 had advanced Latino empowerment. The challenge, however, is to neither lose sight of how five and a half years of Latino resistance produced major breakthroughs in the makeup of a new national administration, and a new period of Latino inclusion and progress, nor to deny the severity of the reversal of 2024. Even if every passing day and week of the second Trump presidency reveals itself to be something considerably worse than how the first one started out, it is nonetheless not the case that all Latino political progress of the years from 2021 to 2024 has been nullified—certainly not from a California point of view.


This final chapter notes the lasting breakthrough of California finally being represented by a Latino in the US Senate. Furthermore, the state Assembly elected its sixth Latino Speaker during the Biden–Harris years, and the first Latina appointed to the state Court of Appeals became in short order not only the first named to the state Supreme Court, but in fact the chief justice. These are major, enduring advances indeed, and there is more besides. When Xavier Becerra returned to California to become the state’s first Latino attorney general, he left behind his position of chair of the Democratic Caucus in the US House of Representatives. Becerra had been only the second Latino to rise so high in House leadership, but six years later another Southern California Latino—Representative Pete Aguilar of Redlands—became the third.


That Northern Californian Robert Rivas of Salinas now heads the Assembly marks both continuity and change. He represents a largely rural district south of San Jose, stretched among four counties. Anthony Rendon, whom Rivas succeeded, had been the tenth consecutive Assembly Speaker from Southern California and the second-longest-serving in state history. That the transition to Rivas took place simultaneously with the rise of Pete Aguilar in the Democratic House leadership underscored a striking new reality: The highest-ranking Latino leaders in both the California Assembly and the US House of Representatives were suddenly not from Los Angeles anymore, nor did they owe their positions to the many LA Latina/o members of their respective chambers. By contrast, when Trump was first elected in 2016, Latinos from metropolitan LA led the House Democratic Caucus and both chambers of the California legislature.


Institutionally, California brings both strengths and limitations to meeting the challenge of defending its people and values from the hostile designs of the second Trump presidency. Governor Gavin Newsom and Attorney General Rob Bonta were quick to show a readiness to resist the new regime. Their approach appeared to reflect—especially with Bonta—the influence of the standard set by the state’s Latino leaders in dealing with Trump’s first term. But the governor in particular had to balance a range of considerations and contingencies, including both the leadership style of Speaker Rivas, the devastating firestorms that ravaged Los Angeles in January 2025, and the state’s consequent need to obtain federal support for recovery from a nationally unprecedented degree of destruction due to a natural disaster.


We see significant and potentially great meaning in the aforementioned Latino advances achieved during the Biden–Harris years, taken together with the advent of enhanced competition for Latino votes and changing Latino voting patterns. Here, the challenge is to make out the factors involved in these changes and what they amount to. Latino politics is in transition, with new leaders dealing with grave new threats of mass deportations, the wholesale dismantling of programs established to advance historically marginalized communities, and growing divisions among Latino voters. The California Latina/o-empowerment project has indeed moved on to some extent in a new direction, but California Latinos, as well as Latinas and Latinos from other states, are very much in the struggle to define the nation’s future.


History had already shown us that a next backlash should always be expected. The cycles of Latino empowerment continue, and in retrospect it appears that with every new turn, the community and its leaders have continued to press forward and labored to advance to a stronger position. Now, however, they find themselves contending with what could be called the mother of all backlashes, in the form of a national regime containing openly authoritarian elements that see retaining power as an existential imperative. The value of a deep dive into the Latino-empowerment experience as traced in this book depends on whether it can, in its own small way, contribute to furthering constructive resistance that results in greater inclusion and progress.




Part I


Worlds of Invisibility and Erasure


TO BE SEEN, HEARD, AND TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT in society or politics takes much more work for some than others. Some communities are rendered invisible and disregarded in countless ways. Urban barrios have often been disguised or hidden from general view—the proverbial “other side of the tracks (or river)”—and isolation has been a common experience for many Latinas and Latinos in these communities. It is no wonder, then, that the rise from a marginalized barrio, to college and on to a successful career, is a central and inspiring narrative of overcoming this social and political invisibility, subordination, and marginalization.


In that story of uplift, the barrio can, in fact, be seen as the penultimate step of Latino urbanization and integration. It is much better known and more visible than an ejido or a ranchería in Mexico, a colonia beyond city limits, a circuit of migrant labor camps, a segregated company town, or a remote mining or railway-station town. But these other, sometimes earlier, paths and settings of exclusion, struggle, and transcendence shaped future Latino leaders. They have also shaped currents within emergent Latina/o political-empowerment culture, in lasting ways distinct from the experience of a typical urban barrio.


Apart from various forms of residential and educational segregation, millions of Latinos have been made invisible by their immigration status, their role in the division of labor and working hours, or archaic and prejudicial terminology. Misleading or misapplied labels like “Golden State” and “Silicon Valley,” or misidentifications—like of the Garcettis of Los Angeles, the Roybals of New Mexico, or the Ronstadts of Arizona—can submerge, exclude, or erase people from maps and rip them from the fabric of shared history and culture. Language policies and practices, as well as selective attention or inattention by media, authorities, teachers, scholars, and public institutions can silence “other” voices and experiences.


To assess progress made in Latino political development, we must take into account diversity of origins and journeys, and degrees of difficulty in overcoming powerlessness. These histories are necessary to call attention to continuing forms of social invisibility, isolation, and exploitation, and to find and share solutions to them.




Chapter 1


Where to Begin: Decentering the Barrio


FROM MANHATTAN’S WESTSIDE TO LA’S EASTSIDE, from Washington Heights to Boyle Heights, the big-city Latino barrio in recent years has had a great run in American culture. From an acclaimed musical to a masterful history, the arts and academia have offered lovingly drawn insider looks at the urban barrio experience on opposite coasts.1 That an authentic Latino narrative must begin with either immigration or in the barrio, or one followed by the other, is well established in the public mind. But while sustained Latina/o political empowerment in California did indeed begin in fabled Boyle Heights, the barrio experience is far from a universal point of departure for understanding the long, broad, and multifaceted journey of Latino political development as a whole.


Tracing that journey necessarily leads us out of the barrios of LA to communities of other sorts, to learn of the particular challenges Latinas and Latinos faced there and the struggles they undertook. How might they have been influenced by, or connected to, better-known barrio-based empowerment efforts and advances? Did they exert their own influence, for good or ill, beyond their confines? Even if sooner or later they wound up in LA, many key Latino leaders did not originate in an urban barrio at all. They came from mining towns, company towns, and railway-station towns. But the most prevalent and historically consequential form of Mexican American community in twentieth-century California, besides the barrio, was the colonia—and there were other significant forms, as well, in the state and across the Southwest. Starting in the 1920s, from the Sacramento Valley in the north to the Mexican border in the south, Mexican American farmworker colonias sprang up, initially as shantytowns, throughout the state’s rich agricultural regions, typically just outside a town’s city limits. Unlike established urban neighborhoods such as Boyle Heights, which became barrios only when Mexicans and Mexican Americans moved into them, the classic colonia is a cluster of shelters that farmworker families themselves, and sometimes nonfarmworker Mexican-origin families, individually cobbled together on unoccupied land.2


Awareness of the significance of the colonia in the Mexican American experience in California has largely vanished among Latinos and non-Latinos alike, despite the excellent work of some prominent scholars, journalists, and organizers.3 Besides the intentional hiddenness of most colonias, many people don’t know about them because urban renewal and freeway construction projects demolished many of them. Colonias housed people who worked in the citrus belt ringing Los Angeles, but the belt’s ongoing conversion from orchards into suburbs made those communities magically disappear. The discarding of historical evidence, the evolution of some colonias into urban barrios, and even the loss of the colonia concept soon followed.4


When all Latino communities, whatever their structural and historical differences, are lumped together as barrios, other experiences and places are erased from memory and understanding. Furthermore, awareness matters because what Carey McWilliams dubbed the “colonia complex” persists in some areas, as the affluent seaside town of Half Moon Bay discovered only due to a mass shooting in 2023 that took the lives of seven farmworkers on two mushroom ranches.5 Without awareness, there can be no understanding that the affluence of the citrus-belt towns, with their elite colleges, is intrinsically related to the poverty of the farmworker labor colonias. Awareness and understanding are essential to appreciating the systemic barriers that long delayed sustained empowerment. But by the same token, only through awareness can we ever know how colonia residents also found ways to act on their own behalf.


“Spanishtown”


Long a major locus of Mexican communities of the US Southwest from Colorado to the coast, the remote mining settlement has receded from popular memory and consideration, even among Latino historians. We associate pioneering Latina/o leaders such as Dolores Huerta with California’s agricultural Central Valley, Herman Gallegos with the San Francisco Bay Area, and the late Esteban Torres with East LA, where they and their families landed. But these luminaries were born in mining towns in Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona, where their parents and earliest neighbors mined copper and coal—more Salt of the Earth than West Side Story.6


The mining experience, as work and as community, dates to the earliest years of Mexican-origin Latinos in the United States—not to mention centuries of Spanish colonialism in Mexico and beyond in what became Latin America. The start of such communities in California is the state’s most astonishing and neglected example. Its first commercial mine was initially developed before the immensely more famous discovery of gold, before statehood, before the US war with Mexico ended, before peace negotiations began, and before US annexation of the northern half of Mexico’s territory, but just months after the Mexican resistance to US conquest in California ended in January 1847.7


The great significance of what was dubbed the “New Almaden” mine and settlement lies in its combination of further “firsts.” It almost instantly became the site of the state’s first Mexican labor colonia and developed into not only California’s first mining town but a full-fledged company town. This, then, became the starting point of residential segregation of Mexicans and Mexican Americans in the state—when it was still legally part of Mexico—as well as of segregated schooling, employment discrimination, and even what we now know as environmental racism. Remarkably, much of the Latino political and policy agenda in California is rooted in conditions dating back over 175 years.


How did this come to be? When US forces invaded Mexico from multiple directions in the “Mexican War” of 1846–48, a pair of British entrepreneurs based there acquired rights to the Santa Clara mine, sight unseen. What was initially just a cave would eventually grow into a sprawling industrial operation within the present-day boundaries of the city of San Jose. Few Bay Area residents have ever wondered how its biggest city’s newspaper came to be named The San Jose Mercury News.8 The masthead refers to what the Brits made of this mine, which they renamed after the world’s richest mercury mine, Almadén, in the storied Spanish region of Castile–La Mancha, south of Madrid. Successive owner-operators made good on borrowing that brand for Nueva Almadén/New Almaden, which became the world’s second-richest mercury mine, more valuable than any gold mine in California.9


The two British principals, Eustace Barron and Alexander Forbes, had mining, textile, and trading operations in Mexico. But it appears Forbes alone had colonial designs on that most removed part of the country known as Alta California. Although Forbes had never been to the territory, he dreamt—and wrote, in the first book about California published in English—of not just establishing a company town there, but indeed fashioning all Alta California as a company colony, modeled on the British East India Company’s colonization of the Indian subcontinent.10 His book was published in London in 1835, on the eve of the Anglo settler uprising in Texas. Forbes needed the support of the British Navy for his scheme, which meant seizing Alta California before either the new Texas republic or the US took it first. The Texans’ immediate request to join the Union strengthened the US position, but Congress was deadlocked on the issue of slavery, which delayed annexation.11 Nearly a decade passed before Texas was admitted as a slave state in 1845. Mexico, however, was constitutionally opposed to slavery, had never recognized the breakaway territory, and again tried to reestablish its control. What the US called the Mexican War soon broke out.12


A Mexican Army captain had acquired rights to an area in California where he planned to develop a mine out of a cave he determined to be rich in mercury ore. The “vermillion cave,” as Carey McWilliams memorably dubbed it, was in the hills near the Santa Clara Mission and the Pueblo of San José, near the southern tip of the San Francisco Bay Area.13 But the US invasion of Mexico doomed the officer’s project. Barron and Forbes first leased and then bought the captain’s rights to the Santa Clara mine, and in 1847, with the war over in California but still raging to the south, took possession with an expedition of one hundred experienced Mexican hard-rock metal miners.14 Barron and Forbes had epic good fortune. They now had an especially rich source of what was commonly called “quicksilver,” essential for the process of extracting gold and silver from their ores.15 New Almaden started supplying the toxic and volatile element to silver mining operations in Mexico. And then came the discovery of gold nearby, soon enough followed by silver in Nevada.16 Thus, Scottish businessman Alexander Forbes practically realized the Spanish conquistadors’ dream of El Dorado in Northern California, made possible by Mexican miners who would labor underground to produce for him unsung mercury, midwife to silver and gold.17 But as we will also see, the day would come when the miners would assert themselves and make history of their own.


Brought from one part of Mexico to what was still at that time another part, the miners and their families put up their camp on what came to be known as “Mine Hill,” proximate to the cave entrance of the first New Almaden mine. The company euphemistically called the Mexicans’ camp “Spanishtown,” perhaps to complement the cachet of the original Almadén. This residential cluster did, in fact, become more than Mexican, as Chileans drawn to the region by the Gold Rush had to find other means of survival when California effectively barred foreigners from either prospecting for or mining gold.18 Over a mile away on the valley floor, the miners also began developing the compound for the owners and management, unironically dubbed “La Hacienda,” at the only source of drinkable water on the property. In his groundbreaking Mercury and the Making of California, architect and historian Andrew Scott Johnston assesses in detail and at length how New Almaden “was at its core a Spanish/Mexican hacienda, or estate, on the California frontier, and it was through the hacienda model that mercury wealth was created and controlled,” a “Spanish Empire plantation-like system.” Mexicans built the mining structures, dug shafts as deep as two thousand feet, and over time painstakingly carved out a network of over a hundred miles of tunnels under the hills.19 This was the first, biggest, and richest such operation in California, but far from the only one. Johnston charts “dozens” of lesser mines and camps up and down the state’s coastal range that, following New Almaden’s lead, were built as “planned communities on the hacienda model.”20


That imported model, combined with ensuing waves of Anglo-American settlers and the imposition of the US legal system, resulted in a massive transfer of the Californios’ land and their “systematic disfranchisement at the hands of squatters, lawyers and surveyors,” reinforced with “violent assaults by Northern California vigilantes.”21 Beyond New Almaden, these developments over time transformed “ethnic Mexicans,” as historian Stephen Pitti puts it, “into a low wage labor force, absorbed and discarded by white farmers as seasonal needs dictated.” A new racial order was established in which “ethnic Mexicans became a veritable ‘internal colony’ in Northern California.”22


[image: image]


Spanishtown settlement at the New Almaden mine complex in 1863, the year it was acquired by the Quicksilver Mining Company, and by which time the miners had long built themselves sturdy houses. Photo by Carleton Watkins, Huntington Library.


The Valley’s First Revolt


After a decade and a half of rich years producing tons of mercury shipped around the world, even Brits Barron and Forbes fell victim to the new legal system’s usurpation of land grants and rights. The owners were forced to sell their New Almaden operation to the Quicksilver Mining Company of the US.23 The new management doubled down on the company-town concept, enclosing its nearly nine thousand acres of property, charging an entrance and exit fee, and banning peddlers that had supplied Spanishtown residents for years. Quicksilver furthermore banned any sale or use of alcohol other than by the company’s canteens, changed how the underground miners’ pay was calculated, and switched paydays to monthly instead of twice monthly. All these measures were aimed at not only squeezing the miners but indebting them to the company store.24


The new American owners now also favored recruiting Cornish miners, for which a separate “Englishtown” was built, closer to the “Hacienda,” where amenities were concentrated. Spanishtown and Englishtown formed the basis of separate and unequal schooling. A one-room school with a single teacher in Spanishtown went up to only the fourth grade.25 The Mexican boys were not valued for what they might contribute, if educated, to the developing state, but for the endless chore of retrieving firewood from the surrounding hills and hauling it back on pack burros.26 The multiroom English school near the Hacienda had several teachers and went up to eighth grade. We do not know how many Mexican children transferred to the English school to continue their education, or how they fared there, but records indicate that half a century passed before any Spanishtown student went on to enroll at the nearest high school, in San Jose, for which they would have had to complete eighth grade in the Englishtown school.27


Environmental damage wrought by the mining of notoriously toxic mercury still lingers: The expansive New Almaden property—although for decades now a county park of wooded hills and streams—remains the Bay’s main source of mercury pollution.28 Our knowledge of the impact of mercury poisoning on generations of miners and their families in California is woefully scarce, and the evidence lies buried at dozens of remote locations. But we know that hundreds of miners perished and thousands were injured at New Almaden alone in the first half of the 1850s, the majority of deaths attributed to exposure to mercurial, sulfurous, and other gases, the rest due to work-related accidents.29 The fatally poisonous effects of this industrial operation on workers and their families, however, does not appear to have sparked labor action. It was instead the mining company’s greed, in combination with dramatic historical events unfolding thousands of miles away, that led to a series of other firsts: independent worker organization, mutual-aid projects, the first labor strikes in Santa Clara Valley history, and even the emergence of a proto-Latino identity and politics.


Quicksilver Mining Company acquired New Almaden in 1863, in the midst of not only the US Civil War but also the French invasion and occupation of Mexico. Mexican immigrants in California for the first time banded together politically in response to the attack on their homeland. With encouragement from the Mexican government, they formed over a hundred organizations, juntas patrióticas, throughout the state in support of the beleaguered republic headed by President Benito Juárez. The Mexican Army’s celebrated victory over advancing French forces in the Battle of Puebla—on May 5, 1862—electrified Mexicans all the way to the mining camps in the hills of California.30 Before the year was out, the first of three New Almaden juntas patrióticas announced its formation in a San Francisco weekly: Los mexicanos, que actualmente vivimos aquí, somos pobres, que ganamos la subsistencia con el sudor de nuestro trabajo; pero nos hemos organizado en Sociedades Patrióticas (“We Mexicans, who now live here, are poor, we earn our subsistence with the sweat of our labor; but we have organized ourselves into patriotic associations”).31 These juntas were no mere committees organizing Cinco de Mayo fiestas and issuing declarations of moral support. Although the cause was Mexican, they brought immigrants, native Californios, and Chileans together to raise funds for the Juárez government’s resistance to a new conquest. The New Almaden juntas published lists of over 1,200 dues-paying members in the local Spanish-language papers. The scattered local associations in Northern California sent the funds they raised to a junta central directiva in San Francisco, which in turn remitted them to Mexico, “approximately $1,000 every two weeks.”32


Pitti argues that the French invasion, President Juárez’s determined resistance to the great power’s aggression, and Mexico’s victory at Puebla, combined with the juntas’ astonishing success in mobilizing support, emboldened the miners to resist exploitative policy changes that Quicksilver implemented beginning in 1863—the same year the first anniversary of the Battle of Puebla was celebrated. It is not hard to see how one set of developments would lead to the other. Newspapers and pamphlets arrived regularly at New Almaden. Spanishtown residents gathered to hear news from Mexico read aloud, as well as of the progress of their own supportive patriotic efforts, detailed in letters and reports by correspondents. Spanishtowners also congregated for fundraising events and Mexican national holidays, marked by stirring speeches. The US Civil War added motivating talking points, as the juntas embraced the Union cause as a moral crusade against slavery, which Mexico had abolished decades before. Tensions built in 1864: French forces reached Sonora, the home state of many miners; Democrats opposed Lincoln’s reelection by calling for appeasement of the South’s treason; and Quicksilver management kept finding new ways to exploit its workforce.33


The papers and activists supported Lincoln’s reelection in 1864, comparing the president with Juárez, and his opponents with traitors in Mexico who supported the French occupation. Complaints about the mining company were spiced with comparisons of its treatment of miners to slavery. When, on the heels of Lincoln’s reelection that November, the company’s hired security evicted some complaining workers, “outright protests” began. And yet, the following January, management went further, declaring the miners’ self-built Spanishtown homes to be company property, for which it would begin charging rent. Hundreds of miners stopped work, and as many as a thousand confronted the management with a list of demands. The company retreated and signed an agreement, but it soon reneged. Another worker walkout ensued, followed by management promising some concessions before again striking back with more firings, evictions, and renewed exploitative measures. Workers apparently planned to go on an indefinite strike at the end of month, leading the company to appeal for intervention by the county sheriff, state militia, and the Northern California regiment of the Union army, which set up camp nearby for a week. The threat of overwhelming force—which US mining companies would, in fact, use against their workers on both sides of the border in the early twentieth century—quelled the 1865 Spanishtown revolt. More conflict and strikes broke out in 1866. Some concessions were won, but lacking a real union organization and any recognized labor rights, New Almaden’s Latino labor force began to dwindle, increasingly replaced by white workers recruited by the company. There would never again be another strike. Both the mainly Mexican, foundational era of mercury mining in California, and the revolt that erupted there in the 1860s, faded with the passing of the century.34


Thus, before California became world famous as the Golden State, it could well have become known as the mercury state, or the Mexican labor-colonia state.35 The Mexican American experience across the Southwest did not begin in either urban barrios or seasonal, migratory farmwork. Mining companies and the railroads drove the initial demand for Mexican-immigrant labor toward the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.36 In the twentieth, Mexican farmworker colonias proliferated far more than all of California’s mining towns, company towns, and railway-station towns combined, but mercury mining played the pioneering role in an emerging new era of exploiting Mexican labor at scale, and in its segregation into virtually hidden, self-built shelter communities.


After the creation of the first Spanishtown, a century would pass before sustained and effective efforts were mounted to organize those communities—California’s “colonia complex”—to reform their work, their living conditions, and the opportunities available to their children.37 In the post–World War II era, a new history would begin to unfold nearby, when an organizer from a breakthrough Los Angeles Mexican American community organization began working the agricultural colonias just east of San Jose and was taken to meet a young man named Cesar Chavez. After succeeding there, the organizer ventured not far afield to Stockton, where he encountered a promising young woman, born in another far-off corporate mining town in another state, who after a name-changing marriage became known as Dolores Huerta.


The Coal Miner’s Daughter


Dawson, in northeast New Mexico, where Dolores Huerta came into the world in 1930, was once a booming, coal-mining, Phelps Dodge company town on the Vermejo River, at the southern, open end of a canyon of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains.38 A horrific mine explosion in 1913—the second-deadliest in US history—killed 263 miners, including Huerta’s uncle Marcial, before Dolores was born.39 Marcial’s remains were buried in the cemetery among the fallen miners’ graves, sectioned off and marked by distinctive black iron crosses.40 “You will never forget it,” says a popular guide to New Mexico ghost towns about the forlorn cemetery. “It is a hard person who is not deeply moved by the sight.”41


As a company town, Dawson had no government—it was run by the mining corporation. The town’s local elections were for the company’s “Welfare Committee,” organized in the early 1920s. By then, women had won the right to vote throughout the country, and in New Mexico they had been voting in school-board elections since the previous century, before it became a state. But only men could vote for representatives on the Phelps Dodge Welfare Committee, and they were divided by “nationality” for voting purposes. The men voted for a representative of the mining district they lived in, and for a representative of their “nationality,” which appeared on the ballot in a revealing order: “American, Italian, Slav, Greek, Spanish-American, Old Mex. Mexican, Negro.”42 Dawson’s few Black families lived at the end of a Dawson back road, in a tiny clump of homes known as “Coontown.” Dolores’s father was classed as “Old Mexico Mexican.” According to what her aunts told her, their family at one time also lived among the “Negros” of Coontown.


Dolores’s parents, Alicia Chávez and Juán Fernández, were born, met, and married in Dawson when Alicia was seventeen and Juán was twenty. He lost a brother-in-law in the same mine accident that killed one of Alicia’s brothers. But for all they had in common, Juán and Alicia were different from the start, and they soon grew more so. Alicia was from an old Hispano family with generations in New Mexico.43
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