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Series Foreword

The American Mosaic series offers a broad and accessible introduction to various ethnic minority groups in the United States, exploring important and timely themes of immigration, culture, and the struggle for equality and representation. The volumes aim to educate readers as well as to celebrate the myriad people, cultures, and ethnicities that weave together to create society in the United States—the American mosaic.

Each volume in the series focuses on a specific ethnic minority group in the United States and begins with an introduction to the group’s mother country, immigration history, and current demographics in the United States. The volumes then delve into the core of who these groups are—the languages spoken, holidays celebrated, food eaten, and religions believed in. Additions to the series furthermore shine a light on the struggles these minority groups have faced and continue to face in the United States, examining issues of politics, discrimination, activism, and political representation. Finally, the books recognize the representation of these groups in media and the arts and highlight notable people and organizations.



Introduction

This book is a tribute to immigrant Mexican American families who have meant so much to the growth and stability of our nation. Against the backdrop of increasing attacks against such families, we must not forget what has given our country its success and character. The book will explore the lives of Mexican American farm workers in the fields, construction workers laboring on buildings and highways and factories, and workers in food service and retail stores. It will chronicle the rise of those in professional fields—doctors and nurses, artists and musicians, lawyers and jurists, government workers and public officeholders, writers and journalists, and those in countless other professions. The book is a testament to the richness these families have meant to the American character.

The book will look at the challenges Mexican American immigrants have faced since the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, and the end of the so-called Mexican War that cost the country of Mexico half of its land. It will trace the fight against racial discrimination and ethnic tension and its resulting violence. But it will also trace the developing industrial and cross-border trade as well as the social and economic exchanges between countries. It will highlight the shared visions and relationships defining a place where individuals with disparate heritages mold an ever-evolving cultural mix.

Cultural Imprints

Across the United States are the markers of Mexican American influence: places, sounds, people, literature, art, and food.

The town of San Luis, Colorado, was established on April 5, 1851, three years after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Once a part of four Spanish land grants, the town still retains the texture of adobe architecture that shaped the early towns of southern Colorado. Settlers from the Taos Valley built the small town, built a church in La Plaza Medio, and dedicated it on the Feast of Saint Louis. They named the village San Luis de la Culebra in honor of its patron saint. Today, San Luis is the oldest continuously inhabited town in the state of Colorado.

In Los Angeles, along the west wall of the Tujunga Wash flood control channel in the Valley Glen community is one of the most striking murals in the United States. The Great Wall of Los Angeles, executed by artist Judy Baca and several hundred young aspiring artists and their families, along with historians, ethnologists, and community leaders, is a testament to Mexican American self-determination and Mexican indigenous roots. Spanning over half a mile, here is the story of Los Angeles from a particularly Mexican American viewpoint, a pictorial narrative illustrating how the great city was built on the backs of immigrants and infused with their vibrant culture brought to the city throughout the years. Other murals dot the landscape across Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, and other California cities, an art form with the political purpose of infusing pride and uniting a sense of community.

Seventeen hundred miles northeast of Los Angeles is Chicago’s neighborhood of Little Village. Known as the “Mexico of the Midwest,” the community is an enclave of Mexican American eateries, family-owned stores, art galleries, and homes for locals, some of whom have called this home for many years. A terracotta arch over 26th Street welcomes with the greeting “Bienvenidos a Little Village.” Visitors can go to Dulcelandria, a local candy store, eat at La Catedral Café, stop at clothing shops to admire Quinceañera dresses, and go to other Mexican American stores. On September 16, the city of Chicago, led by residents of Little Village, hosts an annual Mexican Independence Day to celebrate when, in 1810, a priest and leader, Father Hidalgo, called for Mexico’s liberation from Spain. The parade dates to 1939 and has grown to include significant celebrations not only in Little Village but also in other neighborhoods where there are many festivities.

In Denver, Colorado, is Alma Lincoln Park, one of the city’s oldest residential neighborhoods, with many of the homes built before 1890. It was here in this Denver neighborhood that Mexican American protestors carried on one of the country’s most fervent protest demonstrations against discrimination. It was part of what became known as the Chicano Movement or “El Movimiento” in the 1960s and 1970s, one that was a catalyst for reform and self-determination. To commemorate and maintain that spirit of cultural identity, city officials and neighbors worked together to create a cultural district to honor the struggles and triumphs of working-class immigrants and young reform leaders who fought against segregation, unequal educational opportunities, and other issues.

In Sacramento, at the California State Capitol, stands the California Mexican American Veterans Memorial, known as El Soldado. The nonprofit group El Soldado Latino works to preserve and publicize the monument dedicated to the estimated half million Mexican Americans who served in the Second World War, many of whom lost their lives. The idea of the memorial dates to 1948, when a group of Mexican American wives and mothers of service members formed “La Sociedad de Madres Mexicanas,” or the Society of Mexican Mothers. Through thousands of dollars earned from bake sales and grassroots donations, the mothers commissioned Italian sculptors to carve the marble statue.

On every May 5, in many US cities, a celebration occurs, of which very few people likely know the origins. It is Cinco de Mayo, and although not highly celebrated in Mexico, it has in the United States become a familiar and joyous gathering honoring Mexican American pride, music, cuisine, and vibrant culture. The date refers to a battle at Puebla, Mexico, in 1862 in which Mexicans fought off an effort by French troops to take over much of Mexico. Mexican American entrepreneurs and other business interests used the battle and “Cinco de Mayo” as a rallying symbol and created a holiday. The largest gathering is always in Los Angeles and is known as “Fiesta Broadway.” Other major celebrations are in Denver, Colorado; Phoenix, Arizona; and San Francisco, California. In Portland, Oregon, the event emphasizes cultural exchange by featuring exhibits and performances by artists and artisans from Portland’s sister city in Mexico—Guadalajara.

In 1948, in San Bernardino, California, a man named Glen Bell owned a hot dog stand called Bell’s Drive-In. Across the street was a small Mexican restaurant called the Mitla Café, a place that Bell noticed drew lines of people who had heard of the café’s hard-shelled tacos. An inquisitive entrepreneur, Bell marched across the street one day to find out about the big attraction that was drawing so many customers. Kindly striking up a friendship with the owner, Bell was eventually able to find out the recipe for the tacos. Three years later, Glen Bell took what he had learned and opened his own taco stand. Although he first called it Taco-Tia, he eventually decided to include his own name—it became Taco Bell. Today, across the United States, Taco Bell’s ubiquitous emblem—that of a red, white, and blue bell—stands atop thousands of restaurants in every state. Several generations ago, most US citizens had no idea of the existence of a taco or a tamale. Today, restaurants serving the most basic to the most exquisite Mexican dishes thrive in every state in the Union. The words burritos, enchiladas, guacamole, nachos, and tortillas are used regularly in American vernacular.

In 2016, The Grace Museum in Abilene, Texas, featured an exhibition on the origins of the cowboy in Texas culture. It was called Spanish Texas: Legend & Legacy. When the movie and television industries popularized the American cowboy, the image was invariably centered on a white male hero rescuing society from villainous outlaws, many of whom were Mexicans. The exhibition in Abilene revealed the stark difference between history and myth, between truth and legend. In fact, most of the cowboy culture as we know it sprung from many generations of Mexican vaqueros whose horsemanship and knowledge of cattle raising were passed down to new settlers arriving in Texas and other parts of the Southwest. Most Texas livestock handling techniques used to this day derive from the vaquero along with the saddles, hats (sombreros), ropes (lariats), spurs, and other well-known equipment that embody the image of the American cowboy. Newly arrived settlers copied the techniques of the Mexican cowboys, including herding skills. Vaqueros would even show off their roping and cattle-handling prowess in competitions. Those events became known as rodeos.

In 1983, a young Mexican American writer named Sandra Cisneros excited the world of publishing with a novel entitled The House on Mango Street. An intensely personal and human narrative about coming of age in a Chicago barrio that was beset by racism, sexism, and poverty, the book gave voice to young Mexican Americans making their way through a web of challenges. So personal and honest was the account that the book became standard reading in high schools and colleges across the United States. It was for many Anglo readers the first insights they had ever gained about the Latino neighborhoods across town. For Latinos it was a world they knew that was now laid bare to scrutiny as well as understanding. With her subsequent novels, poetry, and short stories, Cisneros not only gained distinction in literary fields but her works became treasured sources of inspiration to working-class Mexican Americans. Her work helped bridge cultural divides. She is one of many Mexican American writers whose stories and imagination have brought insight and intense feeling about the Mexican American experience.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Mexican American singers gained popularity not only in the United States but also internationally. Tejano music had been around for many years in the American Southwest among the Mexican American population, a form of folk music that combined waltz and polka renderings. In 1994, Selena Quintanilla won her first career Grammy award, the first time a female Tejano artist won the category. The following year, her tragic death not only made her something of a Mexican American icon but also gave her work additional international fame. Coincidentally, she had become the second popular Mexican American singer who died in tragic circumstances. In 1959, Ritchie Valens, whose song “La Bamba” had rocketed his career to great heights, died in a plane crash that also took the lives of others, including Buddy Holly. Valens’s work had popularized a form of music known as Son Jarocho, which blended Mexican, Spanish, and African elements. Son Jarocho has become part of the fabric of the work of an array of contemporary Mexican American pop and rock singers including Los Lobos and Lila Downs. In the late 1980s, the pop singer Linda Ronstadt, a Tucson, Arizona, native of Mexican American heritage, stoked the interest of a new generation of young Mexican Americans when she recorded an album entitled “Canciones de me Padre” (Songs of my Father). Mexican American music continues to attract much attention and profoundly influences the US musical scene. For example, in 2024, a 19-year-old Mexican American singer Xavi climbed to No. 1 on Billboard’s Hot Latin Songs chart. The influence of new musicians and new sounds continues.

Edward James Olmos is one of the most influential voices of the Latino community in the United States. As an actor, he has produced a commendable body of work that has earned him numerous awards and accolades. But Olmos’s life is more than a story of a poor kid from the barrio (a Latino enclave in a city) who made it big in Hollywood. He is not only an actor but an activist, with a deep commitment to his community. His greatest joy comes from influencing young people to do something good with their lives. The film My Family/Mi Familia, released in 1995, produced by Francis Ford Coppola, was a breakthrough in portraying the Mexican American family in Los Angeles. The members of the Sanchez family included an uncle called “El Californio,” who was born in Los Angeles when it was still Mexico; Maria, a Mexican American mother who was deported during anti-immigrant hysteria in the 1930s; and Isabel, a Salvadoran political refugee who married into the family. Olmos was the film’s narrator. Pulitzer Prize-winning critic Robert Ebert wrote, “Their story is the story of one Mexican American family, but it is also in some ways the story of all families. Watching it, I was reminded of my own family’s legends and heroes and stray sheep, and their strong sense of home” (Ebert 1995).

Renato Rosaldo is an esteemed anthropologist and poet. Harvard-educated, Professor Emeritus of Cultural Anthropology and Social and Cultural Analysis at New York University, Rosaldo was part of the graduating class of Tucson High School in 1959. At the time of the fiftieth reunion of the class in Tucson, Rosaldo and a friend decided to encourage several of his high-school buddies, a gang of about a dozen they had called “The Chasers,” to attend. It was here that Rosaldo interviewed his old Mexican American friends, many of whom had come from impoverished backgrounds. These were guys who embraced their culture and separateness, guys who had through various life routes made it to the same high school at the same time; they adopted mannerisms that made them part of the gang; they relished their rambunctiousness, crashed parties, and were the guys with the jackets who drank, smoked, and flirted with the girls. Few books were ever seen under their arms. Yet, when Rosaldo had his own special reunion with The Chasers, he was struck by what he found. Two had become lawyers, one a neurosurgeon, one a school principal, and another a successful singer. They had found the fortitude to carry on, to make their families proud not only in their accomplishments but also in the cultural traditions they still embraced as they entered their septuagenarian years.

And so, this book is a story about millions of Mexican Americans and their lives after the establishment of the current border between Mexico and the United States. It will discuss the background and history of the beginnings of immigration across the border, the gradual assimilation of Mexican Americans against the great challenges of discrimination and hostility, the ways in which most settled in enclaves where they found companionship and shared aspirations, and the significant increase not only in the number of individuals who settled in the United States but also the cultural impact they exerted.

The book will examine that cultural background handed down for generations which expressed itself on American life in many ways—language, food, religion, holidays, customs, and folklore. It will demonstrate the tight-knit familial connections of most Mexican Americans and their determination, through education and economic means to find adequate health care to improve their lives in American society. It will follow the generations of Mexican American activists and reformers who fought for the personal freedoms, legal rights, and political representation of their people and who struggled, most often in the face of powerful forces, to demand equal treatment, justice, and recognition of their human dignity. The book will also highlight the enormous contributions of Mexican Americans in a variety of artistic and professional fields.

Above all, the book will tell a story of pride, of family, of courage and perseverance, of a people with innumerable talents and skills who have made lasting contributions—a people of dignity who have fought against mighty odds to achieve acceptance and attribution.
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Immigration to the United States

The Mother Country

Spanish Colonialism

Prior to the arrival of the Spanish in what became the country of Mexico there lived diverse aboriginal peoples. The conquest of the Aztecs by the Spanish in the second decade of the sixteenth century marked the beginning of what became the colony of New Spain. It also marked a time of the continued subjugation and decline of indigenous civilizations and the rise of a social hierarchy dominated by Spanish culture.

The Spanish called its conquered lands “New Spain” and named its capital La Ciudad de Mexico (Mexico City) in 1585. The word “Mexico” was derived from the language of the indigenous Nahua people.

As early as 1540 the Spanish entered what is now the US southwest when Francisco Vasquez de Coronado led an expedition into the Rio Grande Valley. Two years later, Juan Cabrillo landed a force into an area that is now near modern-day Santa Barbara, California.

The first Spanish religious missions in Texas were founded in the 1680s around present-day El Paso and other missions followed in areas to the west. In Arizona, the first Spanish settlements were founded in 1691 by the Jesuit missionary Father Eusebio Francisco Kino. Ten miles south of present-day Tucson stands the most famous of those missions, the majestic Mission San Xavier del Bac. Called for many years “The White Dove on the Desert,” the mission is still active, ministering to members of the Tohono O’odham Nation on whose ground its stands.

In 1769, Father Junipero Serra founded the Presidio of San Diego. The establishment of the mission marked the first permanent Spanish settlement in California.

Missions served not only as churches but as the catalyst for the growth of towns and often operated together with military presidios. But the vast lands controlled by the missions made them a target of Mexican revolutionaries who began calling for the privatization of church property and many other reforms.

In 1821, after several years of plebian uprisings and general discontent with imperial rule, the Mexican War of Independence ended Spanish power in the region. Now freed of control by the Spanish crown, New Spain became the nation of Mexico.

The Lure of Northern Mexico Lands

With its newly gained independence, the country of Mexico faced its own towering problems, much of them rooted in the enormous size of its territory. When Mexico gained its independence from Spain, its territory stretched northward as far as modern-day Oregon and Wyoming and included all of what is now California, Utah, Nevada, Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. Sparsely populated and remote from its economic and political centers of control, the vast regions were inviting targets for expansion, especially by the United States.

And so, ironically, the story of Mexican American life and influence in the United States is one wrapped in a history of US imperialism and conquest against this newly independent country now facing the great challenge of holding on to its own borders.

Mexico’s Constitution that was adopted in 1824 guaranteed the equality of all Mexicans regardless of race. Especially in California, the policy sparked uprisings by native tribes including the Chumash of Santa Barbara. Here, and in other areas, rebellions broke out against the Catholic Mission system, protesting inhumane conditions and the vast accumulated wealth of sectarian interests. Along with the tribal protests, various elite agricultural families pressed the government for the secularization of land holdings.

In 1833, the Mexican government abolished the Mission system. Thus, large landholdings of the Missions were distributed through grants to the state’s wealthiest families. During this period, as Anglo businessmen and other settlers arrived in California as well as Texas, the Mexican government found it increasingly difficult to exercise control over the vast and sparsely occupied areas in their northern regions. As settlers from the eastern United States moved into areas in northern Mexico, tensions escalated into violence.

By 1835 approximately 30,000 Americans lived in Texas and outnumbered native Mexicans by six to one. Many of the new settlers from states in the US South brought their slaves with them. Mexican authorities correctly began to assume that powerful interests in the US southern states fully intended to attempt to break Mexican authority that outlawed slavery.

The issue became evermore heated when Anglo ranchers in Texas revolted against Mexican control and demanded independence. They established an armed force and began to refer to themselves as “The Republic of Texas,” a distinction against which Mexican authorities forever chafed and disregarded.

Between February 23 and March 6, 1836, in San Antonio, Texas, at a military garrison called The Alamo, that
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Migrants crossing Rio Grande on their way to US border in Juarez, Mexico, 2024. © David Peinado | Dreamstime.com.
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Ethnic Enclaves




Eastside Barrio—Los Angeles, California
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Current Demographics and Future Trends
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