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San Diego and The Pacific Theater:
Consolidated Aircraft Corporation Holds the Home Front

By

Natalie Nakamura

But in spite of its size, its importance and its expansion, the Navy is not the 
chief reason for the San Diego boom. That reason is the aircraft industry, 
of which the biggest local producer is Consolidated. Until slightly more 
than a year ago Consolidated was making a small number of big flying 
boats for the Navy. Now it has a backlog, from the U.S. and England, of 
over $684,000,000 worth of airplane orders, and its planes, rolling out at a 
rate of one a day, are daily flying for the British Navy, bombing Germany 
for the R.A.F., or patrolling the Atlantic for the U.S.—“Boom Town: San 
Diego,” life, July 28, 1941.1

Chaplain Kenneth G. Stack, born and raised in San Diego, suffered an unusual 
bout of homesickness at his post “somewhere in the south seas.” deployed in 
early 1942, Stack was part of the American spearhead in the Pacific. On a march 
through the jungle with his fellow marines, he heard a hum, and soon a roar, that 
caught his full attention. “I saw a B-24,” he wrote to his seminary mentor in san 
diego. “He spotted us, wiggled his wings and kept on…the thought struck me 
that you were probably hearing the same sound in your office so many thousand 
miles away.”2 

Back in stack’s hometown, residents were familiar with the roar of airplanes 
produced by Consolidated aircraft Corporation. By 1944, thirty-six percent of 
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the county’s working population operated the assembly lines at lindbergh Field, 
turning out military aircraft such as the B-24 liberator at the rate of eight per day.3 
as the second largest employer in san diego County after the navy, the company 
offers a lens into the history of San Diego’s wartime experience. Consolidated 
aircraft not only made its name as an exporter of patrol and heavy bombers, but 
also facilitated the creation of a shared regional identity among its workers. 

Consolidating a war Asset

“the way to stay in business with the army and navy,” Major reuben H. Fleet, 
founder of Consolidated aircraft, imparted to his associates, “is to give them 
your best without any holding back. sometimes we gave them what was best 
before they knew it themselves.”4 Fleet reached the rank of major in the army 
signal Corps aviation section, predecessor of the army air Forces of World War 
II. In the spring of 1917, he trained on a base later known as naval air station, 
north Island. Just as the military appreciated the city’s temperate climate and 
accommodating people, Fleet recognized how it “was not difficult to understand 
why the War department had selected san diego for the aviation section’s pilot 
training school.”5

Fleet founded Consolidated aircraft Corporation in May 1923, a year after 
retiring from military service. an amalgam of his personal investments and the 

Convair B-24 Liberator Bomber. ©SDHC 6043-7-A. 
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gallaudet Engineering Company, Fleet’s aircraft wielded a portfolio of blueprints 
from the Dayton-Wright Airplane Company. Proceeds from the U.S. Army’s first 
purchase—the PT-1 Trusty—allowed the company to move to Buffalo, New York, 
where a skilled labor pool had congregated during World War I. In the late 1920s, 
the Navy sought a flying boat design with long distance patrol capabilities. Frozen 
waters on the Buffalo plant’s neighboring Lake Erie and Niagara River hindered 
testing of patrol plane experimental models, causing Fleet to look for a new and 
more temperate home.6

Fleet scoured the Florida coasts and looked at seattle, los angeles, and long 
Beach before heading south to san diego, where he had earned his wings. In 
november 1927, san diegans had passed a $650,000 bond to develop an airport, 
Lindbergh Field, on the tidal flats adjacent to San Diego Bay.7 Fleet embraced the 
qualities of the bay to test flying boats such as the new Model 28 patrol bomber, 
later known as the PBy Catalina.8 It also seemed fitting for the production of 
the Catalina to begin where aviation pioneer Glenn Curtiss had made the first 
hydroplane flight twenty-five years earlier.9

on May 29, 1933, Consolidated’s board of directors passed a resolution that 
authorized a conditional fifty-year lease with the City of San Diego at Lindbergh 
Field.10 the company made the transcontinental move by train with 311 select 
employees. at the time of the plant’s dedication ceremony on october 20, 1935, 

Major Reuben Fleet, William Knudsen, President General Motors and Director of War Production Board, 
unidentified, and General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, c. 1940. ©SDHC 84:14836-154.
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the company had grown to 874 employees. given the backlog of orders from 
the army, navy, and foreign militaries, Fleet projected another 2,000 new hires 
within the next six months.11 

The initial factory covered 247,000 square feet of continuous flow along the 
Pacific Coast Highway and included an unfinished parking lot and landing field 
that, at the time, were nothing more than grassy lanes. at their open house, 
company officials welcomed 30,000 curious visitors through Building One where 
the production of patrol bombers would begin in october 1936. another navy 
order prompted the expansion of the factory, which included outdoor assembly 
areas where workers completed overflow manufactures in the mild San Diego air. 
In 1938, federal investment added another 450,000 square feet of building space.12 
Consolidated employed 3,700 people by august of that year.13 

In december 1939, the navy’s Bureau of aeronautics awarded to Consolidated 
its largest and most expensive order since World War I in a contract for two 
hundred PBY-5s. This $20 million contract necessitated greater factory floor space, 
and the construction of Buildings two and three began in the spring of 1940. the 
federal government’s Emergency Plant Facilities resources also financed a parts 
plant in Coronado, a mile from the home factory.14 

Congestion in the city necessitated the creation of subcontracting plants across 

Crowd listening to speakers at Consolidated aircraft Corporation, october 19, 1935. ©SDHC Ut8248-917.
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the state of California. Feeder shops, or what editors of the company newspaper 
fondly referred to as “little Convairs,” popped up at laguna Beach, Corona del 
Mar, riverside, and anaheim.15 By 1943, san diego assembly lines produced 
B-24s with parts from almost one hundred different plants. By the end of the war, 
eleven local feeder shops employed 1,700 workers who constructed bulkheads, 
upholstery, electrical harnesses, and Plexiglas moldings—all of which were 
shipped to Lindbergh Field for final assembly. War Production Board-military-
labor-industry cooperative conferences inspired design changes that translated 
to greater efficiency and labor productivity.16

Federal guidance, and in some cases, direct intervention, was deemed necessary 
for peak production. douglas aircraft managed the tulsa factory, and Ford 
automotive operated the plant in Willow run for the production of B-24 liberators. 
This seemingly free flow of information in the form of educational contracts, 
guided by the government, made many business magnates such as Fleet worry 
about the end of free enterprise under such “bureaucratic supervision.”17 For 
example, Consolidated was obligated to give Ford Motor Company the secret 
heat-treatment methods for liberators’ aluminum skin. Unable to replicate the 
process, Ford’s airplanes leaked fuel, which reduced operational range and scarred 
Fleet’s good design in the eyes of the U.s. army air Forces.18 

Consolidated responded to President roosevelt’s May 1940 call for 50,000 planes 

Consolidated Aircraft looking west, August 29, 1935. ©SDHC 2000:56-1682.
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by further expanding the plant. at the cost of $3 million, another 650,000 square 
feet brought the site total to 1.5 million square feet of workspace, not including 
the outdoor 1.2 million square feet for assembly and final fitting.19 the patriotic 
trills of the Consolidated glee Club and orchestra’s opening acts accompanied the 
dedication of an entirely new plant, which locals greeted with enthusiasm. the 
occasion’s program informed those present that “Today, less than five years from 
its inception, we have the largest integrated covered and uncovered aircraft plant 
in america, designed and built especially for the construction of modern aircraft.”20 

on March 17, 1943, Consolidated merged with vultee aircraft of los angeles, 
which created the conglomerate Convair.21 By that time, ten states boasted 
facilities under Consolidated’s guidance, which included thirteen manufacturing, 
modification, research, and operating divisions and maximum employment of 
over 100,000 workers in december 1943. that same year, Consolidated workers 
produced 10,496 aircraft. they built a total of 28,004 airplanes over the course 
of the war, not including the spare parts production of the equivalent of 5,000 
planes. In early 1944, the War Production Board cited Convair and its subsidiary 
shops as the world’s largest airplane manufacturer. In that year alone, Convair 

Aerial photo of Consolidated Aircraft Corporation looking east, 1935. ©SDHC 81:12487.

Mission Brewery
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delivered “over 12 percent by number and over 16 percent by weight of all aircraft 
built in the United states.”22 By the end of the war, Convair was the fourth greatest 
recipient of wartime contracts (in dollar value), behind general Motors, Curtiss-
Wright, and Ford automotive.23 

the san diego plant became the integral heart of the machine. In January 1944 
alone, workers constructed 253 B-24s and 74 PBys.24 Journalist alistair Cooke, 
reporter for the BBC, described the scene of “throbbing industrialism” on the coast:

I came into san diego, and fronting the ocean was the low, vast 
plant of Consolidated Aircraft, the ominous flat roofs stretching a 
mile or more down to the sea, with only a dull glow coming from 
the blackened windows and at the fence gates high, hooded sodium 
lights. tramping in the semi-darkness all around were groups of 
men and women in overalls, banging the frame-doors of diners and 
lunch-counters. From inside the buildings and mingling with the 
gentle wash of the waves was a low sort of roar. It was an actual 
effort to recall the day’s ride, the mountain background to this 
throbbing industrialism.25

Setting the Plants to Full Speed Ahead

Camouflage over buildings and materials, October 6, 1943. ©SDHC 84:15213-5.
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In the summer of 1943, an English teacher and an art teacher sacrificed their 
vacations to work the Consolidated swing shift. With no prior experience in 
manufacturing, Constance Bowman and Clara Marie allen found themselves 
assigned to Minor Installations on the B-24. In his orientation speech, their first 
supervisor emphasized, “

‘We’re war workers,’ he said, capitalizing the words with his voice, 
‘and we’re proud of it. no matter what people on the outside say, 
we’re on the inside and we’re proud of it.’ He said several times, 
aggressively, that we were proud of it, for in wartime san diego there 
are only three kinds of people: the service people, the civilians, and 
the aircraft workers.”26 

The two teachers were at first skeptical of the narrative and the ongoing 
attempts to persuade the new hires of their importance to the cause, but were 
soon converted. 

the company’s shifts demonstrated the growing demands of the foreign 
war. Before July 1940, the firm instituted a one-shift 40-hour week. Following 
Pearl Harbor, the company altered its schedule to a two-shift, 53-hour week and, 

Consolidated workers leaving plant, ca. 1943. ©SDHC Folder 8, Convair collection, 1997/042.
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two months later, instituted a three-shift, 48-hour week that maintained peak 
production.27 the hours were long and the days repetitive. For many, the end 
of their shifts inconveniently fell around midnight. “the truth of the matter,” 
Bowman and allen wrote, 

was that most people on the swing shift ate all the time .... another 
vicious cycle was trying to get the grease out of our clothes, the 
metal dust out of our hair, and the dirt out of our nails so that we 
could go to work and get more grease on our clothes, more metal 
dust in our hair, and more dirt under our nails .... that was the swing 
shift for you! sleep. Eat. Work. Wash. sleep. Eat. Work. Wash.28 

While soldiers fought on the battlefronts with conventional weapons, war 
workers faced the rigors of home-front industrialization at their posts on the 
assembly lines. 

women in the work Force

Women working on B-24 fuselage assembly, World War II. ©SDHC 1997:42-5.
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The urgency of finding more women in the workforce to staff the processes 
grew increasingly desperate as the war progressed. In July 1941, women trickled, 
then flooded, into the ranks until they reached 42 percent of the workforce in May 
1944. Part-time workers made up about 1.2 percent of the total employment, and 
some military personnel worked on a casual basis.29 one day when the labor pool 

Mrs. Edgar A. Luce, Board of Directors of Consolidated Aircraft, 1940-1949. ©SDHC 1997:42-5-n.
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ran deep, approximately 1,200 individuals were hired at once.30 Consolidated’s 
Western district supervisor forwarded expectations throughout the company 
from the Under Secretary of War, demanding four goals, specifically, at the 
opening of 1942:

1. It is essential that our procurement be put into highest gear 
at once. all steps must be taken to increase the speed with 
which contracts are let and speed up maximum production of 
ammunition.

2. All officers and civilian employees should be required to work 
as many additional hours each day as is necessary to get the 
day’s work done.

3. you are directed to take all necessary steps to boost munitions 
manufacture to the highest possible level.

4. you are requested to report promptly to me any delays outside 
of your control in the procurement procedure.31

Although defense-related industries benefited from deferments, necessary 
workers still could be drafted. With an 88.7 percent annual turnover rate, 
Consolidated suffered the effects of a protracted foreign war.32 Manpower 
commissioners from los angeles frequently traveled south to assess the local 
situation and assist san diego’s U.s. Employment service.33 as the labor market 
problem grew more acute, “the company considered practically no one as 
unemployable.”34

serious manpower shortages continued well into 1944 when James l. Kelley, 
division manager, announced: “We will fail to meet schedules for production of 
Liberator bombers, for the first time in 18 months if absenteeism does not stop 
and if workers continue to quit their jobs.” He attributed the problem to war 
weariness, young men joining the military, and other workers retiring with their 
earnings. Kelley stated, “today we have fewer people in the division than at any 
time since Pearl Harbor.”35 

the Industrial relations department reported in early 1944 that the prior 
month saw 72,554 workdays lost to absenteeism. Women led men in absenteeism 
for reasons such as illness or injury, family and personal issues, medical-dental 
services, and seeing their military spouses.36 some could not handle the stresses 
and demands of the industrial setting, despite the perquisites that came with 
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their jobs. When Bowman fell into the assembly line routine, she described the 
exhausting reality: 

For every [safety belt] holder I had installed, I had squatted, kneeled, 
bent, and sat on the floor. I had gritted my teeth, clutched my motor, 
and pushed as hard as I could push. I had stubbed my toes, cracked 
my shins, and knocked my head three times on the metal sill above 
the safety belt holders. I had broken my fingernails, I had cut my 
fingers, and once I had almost bitten through my tongue, which 
in moments of stress I stick out and curl around my right check 
[sic].37

In response to the attendance problem, the company had introduced a health 
care system. Built at Plant One, the two-story “hospital” promised first aid units, 
emergency organizations, laboratories, physical exam rooms, and food evaluations. 
Fifty registered nurses aided the company by determining who was actually sick.38 
To make sure all employees could afford the services, Consolidated collaborated 
with aetna life Insurance Company to provide a hospitalization insurance plan 
effective on June 30, 1942. Eighty-five percent of all employees took advantage 
of the benefit.39

In September 1941, at the Office of Production Management’s bequest, Fleet 
had hired forty women to help construct B-24s as an experiment.40 their careers 
began at the Covering and Upholstering department where they worked the 
sewing machines to create the bomber interior. By 1942, women moved from clerk 
positions to the factory floors, demonstrating their “natural ability … toward 
such masculine work” without previous training.41 that same year, two women 
earned positions in the engineering department as draftswomen, making freehand 
drawings for service manuals and engineering diagrams.42 Myra Ford, a parts 
runner, gave the impression that she got the job done. described as using her 

“winning smile and twinkling brown eyes, to say nothing of a ‘gifted tongue,’” 
her trade entailed “bring[ing] back the goods, whether it’s rivets or rudders.”43 
Women proved necessary to the war effort, though were largely contained in 
acceptable roles and particular departments such as Inspection. their work set 
the stage for the “Double-V” committees of the 1940s—victory on the battlefield 
against the axis and victory at home against prejudice and discrimination.44

Hard times and difficult hours necessitated company-funded support, 
especially for women employees who shouldered the heavy burdens of the home 
front. Female counselors catered to the women of all departments in all divisions, 
including workers at the feeder shops and vocational schools.45 Bowman and allen 
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described their Women’s Counselor as “an exotic creature … she tried to impress 
her gentility upon our little group by talking in such a low voice that nobody but 
C.M. and me in the front row could hear her.” With their androgynous uniforms, 
Bowman and allen had come to resent “women who could wear skirts to work.” 
their counselor “warned us not to try to do a full day’s work at home before we 
came to work; she told us about a special exercise devised by the company to 
relieve cramps; and she said that we would be allowed to work while pregnant 
if we had the permission of our own doctors.”46 Other services offered to the 

general working population of the factories were 
counseling and guidance for President roosevelt’s 
social security Pay-go system and state income 
tax returns.47 

President Franklin roosevelt’s Executive order 
8802 had banned hiring discrimination in June 1941. 
roosevelt’s Columbus day speech of 1942 reinforced 
the message: employers who discriminated against 
women and minorities impeded the war effort 
against foreign military dictatorships. the War 
Manpower Commission stated that black employees 
at Consolidated numbered about 800 in early 1943; 
total employment at the company reached nearly 

one hundred thousand.48 By 1945, the city’s black population had doubled from 2 
to 4.5 percent.49 John P. davis, secretary of the national negro Congress, estimated 
that there were seventy thousand skilled african american craftsmen available 
for hire in the shipbuilding and aircraft industries. In his letter to senator Harry 
s. truman, however, davis quoted W. gerard tuttle, the manager of industrial 
relations at Consolidated, who claimed the company supported the policy of 

“Caucasians only.” vultee aircraft, meanwhile, openly admitted to hiring no 
african americans.50 

Union Negotiations

Fleet and his union negotiators made efforts to maintain cordial relations 
between capital and labor despite the 
1937 unionization of plant workers by the 
International association of Machinists (IaM), a 
subsidiary of the american Federation of labor 
(aFl). after the union demanded a 10 percent 
wage increase, Fleet signed off on the increased 

John P. Davis, National Negro 
Congress. Internet photo.
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pay rates with relatively painless collective bargaining agreements. Industrial 
peace, however, did not last. In June 1938, the IaM local 1125 demanded another 
10 percent wage increase. Fleet denied their request, citing the vinson-trammel 
Act that placed a ceiling of 10 percent company profits on military contracts. 
afterwards, the chapter wrote a letter to the navy’s Bureau of aeronautics at the 
attention of rear admiral Ernest J. King, describing shoddy workmanship on 
PBys and asserting, “navy inspectors need to be disaplined [sic] very urgently.”51 

In december 1940, negotiations resumed between capital and labor and 
quickly reached a consensus: management promised automatic increases from 
the starting wage rates until a base of 60 cents per hour was reached. From then 
on, additional raises could be earned by merit. Fleet was proud to have closed 
the deal within three weeks without a single missed day of work. He stated in a 
public relations campaign, “our 50 hour work week, with two shifts, gives the 
lowest paid daytime beginner a weekly pay of $27.50 (with automatic raises to $33). 
It is enough to enable him to live in decency and comfort, permits him to have 
off Saturday and Sunday and recognizes the 40-hour work week with a penalty 
of 50% for the overtime necessitated by the national emergency.” In return, the 
14,500 workers at the time would not strike or stop work for any reason. the San 
Diego Labor Leader reported on the completion of the Consolidated wage-review 
board on behalf of the aFl to determine whether pay injustices still existed. 
Before meeting with Fleet, an IaM representative announced, “Employees who 
feel that inequalities exist should contact the aFl shop committeemen in their 

Consolidated XPB2Y-1 Flying Boat, 1938. ©SDHC 2006:001-61-op.



235

San Diego and the Pacific Theater

departments as soon as all wage increases won for employees through the aFl 
efforts have been made effective!” and reminded readers that “increases are 
constantly being won by the aFl for Consair men.”52 

In June 1941, management and labor renewed their vows with another two-
year agreement.53 Consolidated agreed to match pay rates of lockheed-vega, a 
ten-cent hourly increase, but failed to keep its promise, claiming it did not have 
the required $82 million to pay the extra wages.54 as a result, the IaM granted 
full sanction to the rallying employees who overwhelmingly voted to strike.55 the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, however, tabled the shop-floor quarrel 
before the parties could arrive at an acceptable bargain.

While some workers managed to accrue savings, others fell short. Bowman and 
Allen sacrificed their summer tans to work at Consolidated, but found themselves 
disappointed when autumn cut short their time at the swing shift: “the dollars 
that we made this summer were not many. We added them up the night before 
we quit and C.M. said, looking glumly at the total, that anybody who thought we 
had been motivated by anything but patriotism in its purest form could just look 
at our pay-checks after the government got through with them.”56 nevertheless, 
the fruits of their labors gave them satisfaction, just as the foreman had promised 
on orientation day. Bowman and allen recalled, “We ate our sandwiches outside 
by the field where we could watch the finished Liberators warm up. From the 
first, we looked at them critically and proudly, much as a mother would look at 
her children.”57

At Shift’s End: Out of the Plants and into the Home

the war disrupted life for all san diegans. soldiers, sailors, and war workers 
crowded the city’s streets, queued in long lines at restaurants and movie theaters, 
and overwhelmed every municipal resource. as the war progressed, the city made 
headlines in Life and National Geographic as the place where war mobilization and 
regional resources collided.58 Despite a steady income for the first time in their lives, 
many workers found little on which to spend their hard-earned money. Bowman 
recalled, “When I asked the clerk at the hardware store for a midget ratchet set, 
she looked at me curiously and said didn’t I know there was a war on.”59 

In 1942, Consolidated News explained to workers why automobiles had to be 
sacrificed for the war effort: “A four engine bomber, fully loaded, burns as much 
gas in one hour’s top-speed cruising as the average family auto burns in six 
months” and “rubber used to make garden hose[s] in the last three months of 
1941 would have bullet-proofed gas tanks on 400 Consolidated bombers.”60  

Housing shortages, however, could not be rationalized. Between 1942 and 
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1945, the city’s population jumped 75 percent due to the presence of military and 
aircraft jobs.61 The influx of 1,500 workers per week overwhelmed the housing 
market.62 Before long, there was nowhere to live, and people slept in shifts in 
hotel rooms. Certain groups of people found it particularly hard to find housing. 
the tolan Committee reported that between 75 and 80 percent of rentable 
houses would not accept children occupants, even though fines discouraged 
such discrimination. The city responded with temporary fixes, such as the Farm 
security administration renting of trailers for $7 a week.63 single women also 
found it difficult to rent a private room and, as a result, often had to share space 
with other women workers.64 some women led the lives of service personnel in 
transit, sleeping in hotel lobbies, city park benches, cars, and theaters that allowed 
such individuals to stay after the late show.65 

In 1940, Congress authorized the national Housing agency to build the linda 
vista Housing Project for war workers. the lanham defense Housing act made 
possible the construction of the country’s largest planned community located 
on the plateau northwest of Mission valley.66 Using assembly-line techniques, 
workers erected streets of houses overnight.67 linda vista road became the main 
axis for the community that would initially house 3,000 families. By 1942, the 
housing project promised an additional 6,000 new homes in a sprawling suburban 
overflow into the adjacent area of Chesterton.68 

Consolidated played a significant role in the leisure time of its employees, 
especially as many could not return to the comforts of a permanent home. 
Workers organized sports teams with names like “anodize,” “Parts Plant,” 

“navy Wing,” “Hull Uprights,” and “Colored Maintenance.”69 The Consolidated 
News and daily radio broadcasts reported biweekly the standings of the clubs, 
which included baseball, golf, bowling, tennis, basketball, and swimming. as the 
southern California aircraft industry expanded, intercompany rivalries erupted. 
For example, Consolidated employees matched up against los angeles’s north 
american aircraft on the tennis court.70 the company also organized family events 
such as “Beach days” at Mission Beach with treasure hunts, beauty contests, and 
dancing accompanied by the Bud lovell orchestra, free of charge.71 on december 
16, 1943, Consolidated hosted a crowded tour through the plants on what became 
known as “Family day.”72 While such events emphasized normalcy, the war 
dominated both the leisure and labor lives of san diegans.

Fruits of their Labors: The B-24 Liberator and the PBY Catalina

With the growing acceptance of the strategic bombing doctrine, which required 
long-range heavy bombers to take the war to the enemy’s homeland, Consolidated 
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stepped forward with its innovative B-24 liberator design to supersede Boeing’s 
B-17 Flying Fortress. The B-24 model, with advanced flying range and modifiable 
structure, became the most manufactured combat airplane in U.s. history. In 
thirteen cities, modification centers managed by other aircraft and automotive 
plants ensured export-ready liberators and Catalinas by the spring of 1941. the 
San Diego plant provided the location for final assembly of the airframe and its 
components, the nucleus of the network.73

Fleet’s engineers envisioned greater bomb stowage capacity than the B-17, better 
handling, and an innovative fuselage, hybridized with the past successes of the 
characteristic twin fin and rudder of the Model 31 seaplane.74 the davis wing, built 
in a low-drag teardrop shape, provided lower drag than any wing designs already 
in use and represented a drastic advantage over its predecessors. the design was 
successful for the Model 31 flying boat model because it provided substantial 
lift, even at a small angle of attack and made takeoff and landing from the water 
more efficient.75 The high-lift airfoil wing provided greater flight range than the 
B-17.76 additionally, the innovative tricycle landing gear enabled the Convair 
bomber to gain altitude several hundred yards shorter than the Flying Fortress. 
Utilizing stronger alloys Fleet referred to as duralumin, and a new sealant called 

“duprene,” the original design lacked fuel tanks: gasoline swished within the ribs 
of the wing tanks.77 avoiding excess weight on the airframe allowed for extra 
flying time--a powerful selling point for both the Army Air Corps and the Navy. 

The B-24 Liberator bomber under construction, Consolidated Aircraft, November 27, 1940. ©SDHC UT:518.
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the design allowed Consolidated to respond quickly to the UsaaF’s request for 
a new bomber in december 1938—within two months, the company signed a 
contract with the army air Forces for the production of liberators in earnest.78

Even the simplest of airplanes necessitated a minimum of 587,000 pieces, which 
meant that subcontracting was necessary.79 In 1942, the subject of rivets caught 
the attention of Consolidated’s Production Board. the procurement follow-up 
department outlined the need for 270,000 rivets for each Catalina flying boat 
produced and 340,000 rivets for a single liberator. With the projected Plane 
delivery schedule in 1943 of 60 PBys and 128 B-24s, the rivets required for such 
orders necessitated a 153 percent increase over the previous year’s numbers. rivets 
were a hot commodity and the company’s aircraft Production Board expressed 
concern that new sources of rivet supply “must be located” to maintain acceptable 
levels of output.80 

the B-24 liberator went through multiple major model changes and 
designations from 1941 to the end of the war. depending on the combat theater’s 
needs, different model numbers denoted varying armament installations such as 
the number of .50 caliber gun turrets and their placement, as well as engine and 
propeller upgrades. Modification centers across the United States produced the 
different model numbers, such as Fort Worth’s production of the C-87 “Liberator 

B-24 Liberator Bomber in flight. Internet photo.
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Express,” a B-24D variant modified for the transport of personnel and cargo. The 
only model to be produced at all five Consolidated-Vultee plants—San Diego, Fort 
Worth, Willow run, tulsa, and dallas—was the B-24J, of which 6,678 were built.81 
the B-24J, introduced in august 1943, boasted a new autopilot and upgraded 
bombsight. It later supplemented the B-17’s nose to improve forward visibility, 
the best of two generations in one deadly machine.82 Modification continued even 
on the front lines, where mechanics refitted and revised according to varying 
mission needs. In the end, over twenty-five B-24 types flew sorties around the 
world, including test, transport, and navy versions.83 the mass-produced, versatile 
design contributed to almost every theater in the war.

the operational requirements of the liberator varied depending on where 
they were used. over Europe, U.s. army air Forces worked in tandem with the 
British royal air Force, primarily making daylight precision raids. In the south 
Pacific, the B-24 replaced almost all B-17s because of its superior flying range. The 
first Liberator in combat arrived in Hawaii on December 5, 1941, and exploded in 
the crosshairs of Japanese fighter fire two days later on the runway of Hickham 
Field.84 Subsequent Liberators demonstrated greater combat efficiency, especially 
under the navy’s direction. B-24s executed a variety of missions ranging from 
close-air support, anti-shipping and anti-submarine reconnaissance, to search-
and-rescue, while additionally implementing traditional strategic and tactical 
bombing sorties. liberators equipped with search radar intercepted Japanese 
shipping over the Pacific, and played roles as convoy escorts and U-boat hunters 
against german wolf packs in the atlantic.85

On a typical mission over Europe or the Pacific, a ten-man crew flew a Liberator 
for a round trip of 2,500 miles over a span of nine hours. at the end of the journey, 
both the 6,000 to 8,000 pounds of bombs and 2,000 to 2,700 gallons of fuel were 
expended.86 Unlike over Europe, B-24s in the Pacific island-hopping venture 
flew near ground level, or just above small-arms fire and below anti-aircraft 
guns. leigh lights, wielding 500-million candlepower and mounted under the 
starboard wing, facilitated night missions.87 

Liberator operations in the Pacific began in earnest on November 16, 1943, in 
the attack on Bougainville (solomon Islands) against the Japanese empire. Based 
in darwin, australia, liberators demonstrated their strategic bombing abilities in 
the New Guinea campaign by disabling Borneo’s Balikpapan oil refineries, while 
Consolidated-made Catalinas flown by the Royal Australian Air Force sowed 
mines to wreak havoc on oil shipping lanes and picked up the crewmembers 
of downed B-24s. as the war continued, liberators participated in the China-
Burma-India “hump” missions, the recapture of the Philippines, and the invasion 
of okinawa. at the end of 1944, more than six thousand operational liberators 
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equipped forty-five air groups in the U.S. Army Air Forces.88

The commanding officer of the Middle East Air Force and later the 9th Air 
Force, Major general lewis H. Brereton, lauded the B-24 bomber in a letter to 
the Commanding general of the UsaaF, general Henry H. arnold: “the B-24 
will take a phenomenal amount of punishment from both ack ack and enemy 
fighter attacks … It is a magnificent hunk of a bomber, and I am going to write 
to reuben Fleet and tell him so.”89 A modification of the Liberator, the PB4Y, 
was a hybridized heavy bomber and patrol boat that demonstrated a successful 
augmentation according to a specific theater’s needs. The Navy Department cited 
this class of Liberator as possessing “superior qualities” in the South Pacific on 
reconnaissance and scouting missions. as the “most valuable big patrol-bomber of 
the service,” the Japanese equivalent, Mitsubishi’s Betty, “simply could not stand 
up to the concentration of the superior fire-power of the Liberator.”90

Consolidated’s flying boat model, the PBY Catalina, was the first design 
produced at the automated assembly lines at the san diego plants. the Catalina 
functioned efficiently in reconnaissance roles, hospital transport, and as small 
target bombers, which made it a popular model among almost every american 
ally in all theaters of the war. Winning their claim to fame in air-sea rescues, Usn 
Catalina crews flew through the terrible weather conditions from the Aleutians 
all the way south to the campaign off Australia. Fondly referred to as “Dumbo,” 
the thick-winged Catalinas facilitated the saving of hundreds of downed navy 
pilots floating in the Pacific or stranded on hostile beaches.91 during one of the 
bloodiest battles of the Pacific campaign, PBYs occupied a vital role in finding 
downed pilots off the shores of Midway Island.92 

Consolidated Aircraft PBY, 1943. ©SDHC 6041-3-B.
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Lightly armed, Catalinas operated effectively against individual enemy ships. 
Crews flew on the forefront of the lines supported by seaplane tenders. In what 
became known as Black Cat operations, fourteen Catalina squadrons sank 112,700 
tons of merchant shipping and ten Imperial Japanese navy warships from august 
1943 to January 1944.93 In his memoirs, general george Kenney, commander of 
the Pacific Air Forces, wrote that fifty fighter pilots volunteered to fly escort to 
a B-24 bombing sortie to Balikpapan. The fighters were well aware their P-38s 
could not make the return trip for want of gas, but were willing to bail out “if I 
would just send six or seven rescue Catalinas out to meet them.” the pilots were 
utterly confident in the successful records of the Consolidated-made aircraft.94

While the Consolidated News anticipated another PB4y-2 contract for $45 million 
on February 8, 1945, the company foresaw that drastic cutbacks in the aircraft 
industry would be unavoidable in peacetime. Employment at Consolidated 
san diego dropped from its peak of 45,000 workers in 1943 down to 3,760 in 
1945. still, the Consolidated labor force produced more aircraft than any other 
collective in the world.95

Consolidated played an important part in san diego’s civilian contribution to 
the war effort. The company alone employed 36 percent of wage earners in the 
city, many of whom made sacrifices on the assembly line and in their day-to-day 

Consolidated-Vultee buildings with complete camouflage, August 10, 1945. ©SDHC UT8248-76.
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lives. the B-24 liberator—the most-produced heavy bomber model in U.s. history—
helped ensure victory in the war. Consolidated, later known as Convair, laid the 
foundations for san diego’s aerospace industry, stimulated federal investment, and 
fostered a regional wartime identity. “some people complain about the airplane 
noises in san diego,” Major ruben H. Fleet, the company’s founder remarked, 

“but I sort of like it. the only time I look up is when I hear an engine missing.”96
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Patriotism and Profit: San Diego’s Camp Kearny

By

John Martin

In the late summer of 1917, the cadence of marching feet, the reports of rifles, 
and the clatter of mounted soldiers shattered the solitude of the sage-and-chaparral 
covered linda vista mesa some ten miles north of downtown san diego. the new 
sounds resonated from Camp Kearny, a World War I national guard training 
camp. the army had come to town.

san diego, in 1917, experienced an economic downturn following the closing of 
the 1915-1916 fair. the war in Europe, however, changed this picture. as promised, 
President Woodrow Wilson kept the country on the periphery of the European 
conflict, but international events ended his idealistic hopes for nonintervention. 
In april, Wilson requested the sixty-Fifth Congress to declare war on the Central 
Powers. For the allied Powers, the declaration presented an infusion of fresh 
troops to break the stalemate on the Western Front; for the U. s. War department 
it presented the challenge of mobilizing an entirely new army. For san diego 
citizens, it represented the opportunity to do their patriotic duty of organizing 
and supporting war service organizations and boosting the local economy.

If america appeared psychologically prepared for war, the country stood 
martially unprepared. Public disinterest and government parsimony sent america 
to war with a regular army of about 128,000 men. the army ranked only the 
thirteenth most powerful in the world, just slightly ahead of Portugal. It was an 
army whose latest field experience was a punitive expedition into Mexico—one 
that did more to reveal the deficiencies of the American force than resolve the 
matter at hand.1 It was an army that needed to retrain the regular army troops 
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and national guardsmen, and completely train the new volunteers and draftees. 
Wilson tasked the War department to do this with a training system one military 
historian called “uncertain and underdeveloped” at best.2 In the end, it fell to 
Secretary of War Newton D. Baker—an avowed pacifist—to resolve the dilemma.3

A concerted national mobilization effort would provide the men, but the 
government still lacked the facilities to train a projected million-man army. the 

enormity of this task compelled secretary Baker to 
create a civilian organization called the Committee 
on Emergency Construction (CEC) to oversee the 
undertaking, and assign new york City businessman 
William a. starrett as chairman. starrett and the 
CEC quickly determined that the size and logistical 
problems of creating a national training system placed 
the mission beyond the capabilities of the existing 
Army Quartermaster CoDivision. Accordingly, Baker 
and starrett established the military-led Cantonment 
division or Construction division (Cd) to handle the 
job and named Colonel Isaac W. littell as head.  

Building Camp Kearny, c. 1917. ©SDHC 81:9444.

Secretary of War Newton D. 
Baker. Internet photo.
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starrett challenged littell and the Cd to complete construction of thirty-two 
“cantonments” within the $90,000,000 budget and to do so within sixteen weeks, 
by september 1917. to appreciate the scope of the project, imagine each facility 
as a city of twenty to thirty thousand people with paved roads, water and sewer 
systems, gas and electric connections serviced with storage warehouses, hospitals, 
bakeries, laundries, mess halls, barracks, storehouses, and assorted recreational 
facilities, plus parades grounds, and rifle and gunnery ranges. Littell had only 
months to make this a reality.4

Bringing the Training Facility to San Diego

recognizing the economic impact of a military base in san diego, the 
Chamber of Commerce, within a year 
after World War I began in Europe, 
campaigned for a camp. In late 1915, 
officials considered what they would 
need to offer the national government 
to pull off the scheme. The Chamber 
of Commerce queried California 
senator John d. Works—a san 
diego resident and a member of the 
senate’s Committee on Expenditure 
of the War department—about the 
anticipated increase in the size of the 
armed forces and the need for new 
camps. about the same time, san 
diego’s opportunistic congressman William Kettner took time from his courtship 
of the navy to prepare a bill for funding the establishment of an army base in 
san diego.5 

In February 1916 Major Herbert R. Fay, San Diego’s ranking Army officer, 
returned from a ten-day trip to los angeles, sacramento, and san Francisco in 
which he had lobbied for an  “encampment” near san diego for the department 
of the West’s coming field maneuvers. He reported from his meeting with Colonel 
Eben Swift, Chief of Staff of the Department of the West, that the Army had 
considered los angeles, san Francisco, and san diego as potential sites. Fay laid 
the groundwork for a future proposal with a suggestion to swift that san diego, 
particularly Coronado Heights with its adequate water, forage, and convenient 
transportation facilities, made an “ideal” location for an encampment.6 

no stranger to political opportunism, the Chamber of Commerce became 

Congressman William Kettner, 1915. ©SDHC 8173.
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the driving force behind the campaign, instituting a 
comprehensive committee system to pursue the project. 
the original Committee at large consisted of chairman 
Frank J. Belcher and members H. H. Jones, Charles s. 
Williams, John E. roal, Frank P. allen, Charles s. Hardy, 
o. W. Cotton, Col. Ed Fletcher, Col. H. r. Fay, g. aubrey 
davidson, Milton Mcrae, B. M. Wagner, William steil, 
Mayor louis J. Wilde and County superintendent 
Joseph Foster. soon, a plethora of sub-committees 
began to research the specifics for gaining the camp. The 
Chamber’s other standing committees included the san 
diego Chamber of Commerce Committee, the army Post Committee, the land 
Committee, the Railroad Committee, the City Affairs Committee, the Merchant’s 
association, and the Manufacturer’s association of san diego.7 With years of 
experience in pursuing federal-related civic projects, Chamber of Commerce 
directors knew the importance of due diligence and detailed preparation and 
proceeded accordingly.

shortly before the United states entered World War I, Chamber of Commerce 
President Willet dorland called a special executive meeting to discuss the situation. 
He asked general Franklin Bell to address the group and outline the government’s 
specific requirements for a camp in San Diego. Bell described the projected $7 
million to $9 million economic impact of the base, after which the Chamber 
immediately appointed a new army Base Committee consisting of dorland, 
Frank P. allen and lane d. Webber.  the Chamber of Commerce then called for 

“civic, commercial, and other interested organizations” in the city and county 
to name three delegates to attend a general conference scheduled on december 
15, 1916.8 this meeting resulted in a seven-person army and navy Committee 
chaired by Melville Klauber. 

as luck would have it, Mayor Wilde was an old friend 
of general Hunter liggett, Commander of the Western 
Department, and the Army official designated to select 
the site for the California camp. When the government 
first considered bringing a training camp to California, 
Wilde and liggett held several informal meetings, one of 
which included a visit to san diego to inspect potential 
sites. a site called linda vista, north of Mission valley, 
was based on the guarantee of san diego Consolidated 
gas and Electric to provide electricity.9 the mayor noted 
that his friend found the linda vista site very appealing.10 

Land developer Col. Ed 
Fletcher. Internet photo.

Mayor Louis Wilde. Internet 
photo.
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at the time, linda vista was sparsely settled, with “vast stretches” of open 
land at the “very door of the city.” the community had a tiny railway station 
located on the line running north out of rose Canyon at the top of the grade 
before heading down the long, winding slope into soledad Canyon, today’s 
sorrento valley. Edward W. scripps’s estate, Miramar, was located at the end of 
Murphy Canyon and between Carroll Canyon and san Clemente Canyon. When 
the land Committee escorted general liggett out to linda vista, he pronounced 
it the “finest” he had seen and generally a “bully camp site.”11  

Once President Woodrow Wilson confirmed the declaration of war, the city 
presented its plan. Mayor Wilde, representing both san diego and the army 
Base Committee of the Chamber of Commerce, wired a telegram to general W. 
Siebert in Los Angeles tendering San Diego’s proposal. The city offered a five-year 
lease of 8,000 acres of land at $1.00 per year—essentially a rent-free lease—plus 
additional land for an artillery range and other land if needed. Significantly, the 
agreement did not mention the recovery of any damages to the land after the 
army departed. the city promised to supply the camp with water, gas, electricity, 
and roads within the designated time frame. as aubrey davidson put it, “san 

Camp Kearny, c. 1918. ©SDHC 81:9442.
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Diego’s offer was so complete that the department 
could not afford to turn it down.”12 

after some consideration, siebert and his 
advising board of Army officers approved San 
diego’s proposal—and the linda vista location—
so long as the city could guarantee the availability 
of the land.13 the land committee immediately 
started talks with property owners in linda vista, 
including Colonel a. g. gassen, Ed Fletcher, J.s. 
Mack, the City of san diego, and the san diego 
land Company. Within days, chairman M.M. 
Moulton reported “excellent results” in acquiring 
the necessary land, for which the government 
would not pay “one cent.” the San Diego Sun 
applauded the Chamber’s preparation and the 

“whirlwind work of the land committee.”14 
Once the land was secured, Army officials 

accepted the city’s offer. On May 25, the Chamber 
of Commerce informed the mayor and several 
councilmen that the cantonment belonged to 
san diego. Wilde called the decision the “biggest 

compliment to san diego.” dorland saw the announcement as undoubtedly the 
“biggest thing that has ever come to this part of the southland,” while davidson 
remarked that the city had entered “the biggest era of its history.” the San Diego 
Sun, meanwhile, proclaimed the camp to be the “very biggest single project” 
in city history.15 to solidify the deal, the Chamber dispatched a committee of 
three—dorland, Belcher and H. H. Jones—to san Francisco to meet with liggett, 
extend the city’s thanks, and iron out the details. 

the camp meant good news for san diego’s economy. the San Diego Union 
estimated that the thousands of soldiers taking liberty in the city would generate 
over a million dollars for local businesses monthly. the presence of families, 
visitors, and other “curiosity seekers and tourists”—combined with new jobs 
for local workers and profits for ranchers, merchants, and companies supplying 
goods and services—made the monetary consequences substantial.16 the Chamber 
of Commerce members congratulated themselves on their victory, describing it 
as the “consummation of a continuous effort extending over the past two years.” 
they boasted that the organization had again “demonstrated its great usefulness 
to the community.”17 

Congressman Kettner described the linda vista encampment as the “hardest 

G. Aubrey Davidson, c. 1915. ©SDHC 
UT 9112.1.
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proposition to put over” during his term in Congress, particularly given the fierce 
competition waged by los angeles.18 the los angeles Chamber of Commerce had 
sent lobbyists to Washington d.C. to persuade the Western department to award 
its city the training facility. the editor of the Los Angeles Times self-righteously 
posited that the influence of nearby Tijuana, laden with “gamblers, prostitutes, 
opium fiends and white slavers,” would exert a negative influence on the young 
soldiers, while los angeles with fewer “bars and dens of vice” than any city 
its size, was the “ideal location.”19 at one point, the dispute between san diego 
and los angeles became so heated that the War department announced it was 
becoming “disinclined to locate cantonments in areas showing such bitter rivalry.” 
littell sent a telegram to Kettner warning there might be “no camp in California” 
if the cities could not resolve their dispute.20

Amid the celebrations, influential businessman and Chamber mainstay Julius 
Wangenheim took a moment to chide city leaders for losing sight of their true 
purpose for securing the facility. He beseeched them to relax the “rather mercenary 
spirit” they had exhibited and to focus less on the profitability of the camp 
and more on the patriotic nature of the endeavor. He suggested the directors 
needed to “study what we can do for the army rather than what the army can 
do for us.”21 His noble ideals, however,  were swept aside in the race to acquire 
government contracts.

Uss san diego in San Diego Harbor prior to World War I. It was sunk by a mine in 1918. ©SDHC 2000/99.3.
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Building and Mobilizing Camp Kearny

the army referred to the regular army training facilities as cantonments 
and the National Guard units as camps, a fact ignored by officials and members 
of the public who freely interchanged the terms.  the major distinction between 
the two centered on the type of housing units offered: cantonments contained 
wooden barracks while camps had canvas “mushroom” tents with a wooden 
platform for a floor.  

the War department christened the linda vista facility “Camp Kearny” after 
stephen Watts Kearny, commander of the army of the West in the Mexican 
War.22  Congressmen Kettner had headed a local group that tried to buck the 
government mandate and use the name Camp san diego. the dictates of the 
federal government, however, took precedent over local aspirations.  

The spelling of the camp’s name became an immediate issue. For the first few 
months, the army accepted Kearney with an “e,” as the correct spelling. When an 
official questioned the spelling, the camp contractor asked San Diego Postmaster J.R. 
Barrow to check.  Barrow said yes, the “e” belonged, but P.C. Harris of the adjunct 
General’s Office was not so sure. To resolve the issue, Harris ordered Captain G.A. 
Christenson of the camp’s Quartermaster Corps to contact the War Department 
and request “an official ruling.” An unnamed War Department official applied 
military logic and replied that because army general order #95 of July 18, 1917, 

Camp Kearny, 1918. ©SDHC 81:9652.
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Camp Kearny tents, c. 1918. ©SDHC 81:9646.

Headquarters Company, 82nd Infantry, November 28, 1918. ©SDHC 1999/027.10.
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used the spelling Kearny—with no “e”—that was the correct version. the Union 
proudly announced that “K-E-a-r-n-y” was the way to “spell oUr Camp.”23  

the government pressed for the rapid construction of the training facility and 
the city agreed. as soon as building began, area residents would get jobs and local 
businesses would make sales. the CEC selected the W.E. Hampton & Company 
of los angeles as the general contractor and listed the John roberts Company 
of san diego as the contractor to perform the work on “all additions, alterations, 
and repairs.”24 the Construction division, meanwhile, produced a standard 
blueprint for construction, devised a staffing plan that conducted the planning 
and designing of work at the job site, and implemented an “advertise-fixed-price 
contracts” system in which each contractor would earn a maximum of $250,000.

In June 1917, the military construction contingent arrived with the first Corps 
of Engineers. Captain Christenson was the first uniformed soldier on hand while 
Lieutenant Charles S. Rogers, the head of the Quartermaster Construction Division, 
was the first officer on the scene. Colonel I.W. Greenbaugh, Captain O.C. Wyman, 
Major Charles H. Nichols and their flock of assistants followed close behind. 
With the construction principals on site and the labor force gathering, the Union 
optimistically proclaimed the “Cantonment Work Will be Begun Within 48 Hours.”25  

the enterprise accommodated virtually every available carpenter and laborer 
who wanted work. In mid-June, the work force stood at 750 men and, by early 
august, rose to over one thousand. Major nichols noted that the project took 
only “fifteen days to clean up the labor market in San Diego,” causing Hampton 
to recruit additional laborers in los angeles. at one point the latter felt he might 
need to reach into San Francisco and Oakland to fill the ranks of his industrial 
army. When more workers arrived, Hampton planned to institute a ten-hour 
day with two night shifts to get the work into “full swing.”26 to avoid lost time, 
the contractor built on-site bunkhouses so the men could eat, sleep, and walk to 
their jobs. In addition to the housing, the men received meals and a fair wage.27 

the construction progressed at a rapid pace. By august, workers had completed 
ten huge warehouses and foundations for hundreds of other buildings. the 
construction of a single 130 x 60 foot wooden warehouse in eight hours revealed 
their speed and efficiency. By breakfast, the workers had the land cleared and 
graded; by lunchtime, the flooring placed; and, before the end of day, the “last 
nail” driven in the roof. The workforce as a whole could build, on average, fifteen 
structures a day.

an agreement between secretary of War Baker and union labor leader samuel 
gompers guaranteed no labor resistance if the contractors adhered to fair wages 
and working conditions; nevertheless, some problems occurred. at one point 
Hampton’s reticence to pay one group the prevailing union wage scale nearly 
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precipitated a massive walkout. the leaders of san diego’s individual labor unions 
met with Hampton and lieutenant rogers to hash out the situation and, when 
Hampton balked, rogers simply ordered the contractor to comply with the labor 
demands. With a fair wage and good conditions, the laborers worked a flexible 
workweek with some ten-hour days that paid overtime. the men worked on 
sundays only if absolutely necessary, and if they chose to do so. Board and lodging 
cost only $1 per day and included transportation. By the end of september some 
four thousand workers swarmed over the construction site.28

another short-lived issue involved Mexican nationals working on the job. 
In september, a rumor circulated that the government would force Mexican 
citizens into the U.S. Army against their will and send them overseas to fight. 
Camp Commander general Frederick strong quickly quelled that rumor. In a 
statement read in spanish to the workers at their noon meal, strong announced 
the idea as “absolutely false.” He said that those who spread the falsehood were 

“enemies of the United states” and wished to slow the progress of the camp. 
Satisfied, the Mexican contingent returned to their duties without delay and 
further disruption.29 

Camp Kearny Parade, 2nd and Broadway, 1917 ©SDHC 81:9444.



258

The Journal of San Diego History

Contractor Hampton and his chief engineer J.B. lippincott accepted local 
contractors from the start. Fred Heilbron won the contract for much of the heating 
and plumbing, while Hazard and gould Company performed most of the initial 
grading and leveling. they also worked on the railway spur line. the Benson 
Lumber Company announced it had fifteen million feet of lumber available for 
immediate delivery; the McCormick Company had another ten to fourteen million 
available. Hampton used it all. 

Local businesses rushed to profit from the presence of the soldiers. Major L.O. 
Matthews, division adjutant, estimated that he received at least one thousand 
requests for permits to do business on the camp—everything from peanut stands 
to automotive sales. To quell the chaos, he directed the officer in charge of the 
Post Exchange that no business would be allowed within five miles of the camp 
except barbershops.30 

Fresh water presented an immediate challenge. When the city signed the 
contract with the government, its principal water source at the lower otay 

Hazard and Gould Company performed grading and leveling while Pioneer Truck Company supplied 100 
laborers, 150 mules, and 10 motor trucks. Private collection..
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Reservoir remained in shambles after the flood of 1916. In addition, the water 
from the san diego river was polluted. City Manager Fred lockwood decided to 
gather water from several city sources, including the otay and Morena reservoirs, 
lake Murray, and Cuyamaca lake, and cache it in the University Heights reservoir. 
the water would then be channeled to a pumping station at the foot of texas 
Street in Mission Valley for transfer to the camp’s fifteen million gallon earthen 
storage reservoir. Pipes took the water from the reservoir to a reinforced concrete 
tank for distribution within the camp. the city covered the initial cost of the 
water system with $20,000 from the general operating fund and eventually spent 
around $83,000 for the system. After treatment, the health officers of the Surgeon 
general labeled the camp’s water quality as “satisfactory.”31 

the installation of the camp sewage system paralleled the water line construction, 
and both met a major obstacle in the mesa’s impenetrable soil. the ground on the 
mesa consisted of a thin layer of topsoil above a  “thick strata of cemented gravel 
as hard as concrete” which locals called “caliche.” Even with the concerted efforts 
of 1,200 laborers, the hardpan brought the trenching progress almost to a halt. 
Here, the army engineers resorted to a proven standby—explosives. Workers 
placed six sticks of dynamite in holes spaced about fourteen inches apart. after 
the blast, which threw debris fifty feet high, shovel men stepped in and removed 
the loosened material. Because of the danger, the supervisors halted all work 
within one thousand feet of the trench blasting. Contractors applied the same 
excavation system to create the trenches and foxholes.32 

Dust at Camp Kearny, c. 1918. ©SDHC UT 340.
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dry soil created an unintended problem: dust.  Major nichols recorded that 
the movement of men, machines, and horses churned up immense clouds of 
dust that caused extreme difficulties for the laborers and often brought work to 
a standstill.33 

the primitive sewage system functioned around two septic tanks, one larger 
tank located near the main camp and one smaller version adjacent to the hospital 
and remount station. The system lacked both a filtration system and contact 
beds, leading the health officers to qualify the system as “not always satisfactory.” 
Generally, the tanks discharged the “effluent … into the arroyos to the north and 
south on the camp” and into san Clemente Canyon. Health inspectors noted that 
in winter the system emitted little smell, but in the summer the “odor was very 
strong.” a civilian contractor removed the camps’ garbage and manure from 
the remount station daily.  The official history of the 40th Division noted that, in 
terms of sanitation, the camp qualified as among the “finest group training areas” 
in the country, while the officers from the Surgeon General’s office deemed the 
situation satisfactory.34 

Road construction projects carried special significance for the city.  The Army 

Savage Service Station, Camp Kearny c. 1917. ©SDHC UT 6342.
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required about four miles of smooth permanent interior roadways for the safe 
efficient passage of motorized ambulances and fire fighting equipment—a project 
that the John Roberts Company completed for around fifty thousand dollars. In 
the end, contractors installed just under seventeen miles of road. 

the city agreed to provide a road to the camp for transporting soldiers and 
materials, one the army hoped would be a “modern highway” starting in old 
town and extending to within a half-mile of the southern edge of the camp. 
It also reworked several other streets, including the road running from the 
santa Fe depot at linda vista and the road from the camp’s main thoroughfare, 
Headquarters street, to the county highway. It also paved a section between la 
Jolla and torrey Pines. the city and county shared the cost for the new silver 
terrace road, more often and mundanely called Camp Kearny road, now linda 
vista road, the major route between the city and the camp. the city also placed a 
new bridge across san Clemente Canyon to shorten the distance from downtown. 
to help ease the way for soldiers coming to town, the city organized “Kearny 
stages” with regular runs between the town and the camp and worked out an 
agreement with the railroad to conduct four daily runs between downtown and 
the linda vista depot.35 

as the camp physically grew, the city coordinated the other necessary 
infrastructure projects. the san diego Consolidated gas and Electric Company 
installed gas mains and placed 450 poles and 37 miles of wire to bring electricity 
to the camp while the Pacific Telephone and Telegraph Company spent $70,000 on 
communication systems. the city also persuaded the santa Fe railway to extend 
a three-mile spur line from the linda vista depot out to the camp to allow the 
trains to transport supplies directly to the warehouses. The Santa Fe officials, 
however, stressed that they needed official confirmation from the Army before 
initiating work. to prompt the railway, the city contracted the Pioneer truck 
Company to supply 100 laborers, 150 mules, and 10 “motor trucks” to assist with 
the construction. But delay followed delay and workers did not have the spur 
line and interior tracks in place until late september. local workers shared in 
the $200,000 spent on the project.36

not everything went according to plan in san diego’s great military city. In 
late September a brush fire erupted and high Santa Ana winds pushed the flames 
beyond control and threatened the gas and Electric Company’s construction 
camp to the north of the main camp. the camp’s Fire Marshal, Captain Courser, 
who the government hired from the san diego Fire department, rushed eleven 
truck loads of soldiers and 130 laborers armed with spades, water pails, and wet 
gunny sacks to the scene where they put out the blaze in about half an hour. 

In addition, horses were in short supply, causing some trainees to suffer the 
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indignity of riding wooden barrel horses rather than the real thing. Unwanted 
spectators became another unexpected problem. Controlling the crowds that 
trooped out to the construction site to observe and comment on the biggest show 
in town developed into a serious nuisance. Every day, hundreds of sightseers 
swarmed over the camp, interfering with workers, clogging the roads, and slowing 
the movement of the trucks transporting building materials. While the army 
and the contractors begged the sightseers to stay away and let the men do their 
work, the San Diego Sun blithely urged everyone to trek out to the construction 
site because it had to be seen to be believed. Despite the best efforts of the Army 
and contractors, the construction sideshow took on a life of its own and continued 
unabated for weeks.37 

amazingly, san diego’s war suburb of nearly 1,200 buildings stood near 
completion by the end of August 1917. Workers had finished the warehouses, 
the post office, telegraph office, and the 1,000-bed hospital (destined to be the 
camp’s longest standing facility); readied the cavalry’s remount station for 
operation; put the water and sewerage system in place; and set and wired exterior 
electrical lighting poles. In a remarkably short time, the private contractors and 

Mary Pickford entertains the troops at Camp Kearny, 1918. ©SDHC UT 3599.
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the Quartermaster Corps had transformed 8,000 brush-covered acres into the 
semblance of a “well regulated military city.”38 

the War department designed each facility to serve a Pershing division of 
28,000 men. Designated a National Guard camp, Kearny received its first troops 
in early september, shortly after general Frederick s. strong assumed command. 
Following his initial inspection, strong laconically categorized the camp as more 

“suitable” than “could scarcely be imagined.” In September, five thousand National 
guardsmen from arizona, new Mexico, Colorado, Utah, and California reported 
for duty. Men from other camps and an influx of draftees brought the mean 
strength to approximately twenty-three thousand trainees. the soldiers organized 
as the 40th, or “sunshine,” division, so called for the division shoulder patch 
depicting a bright yellow sun on a blue field. The camp developed into a largely 
homogeneous group with few non-anglo troops and just a handful of non-English 
speakers. the Commission of Immigration and Housing brought in Ms. Christina 
Krysto of Los Angeles to offer English reading and writing instruction to men 
deficient in those skills.39 Perhaps the most noted member of the 40th was actor 
Buster Keaton who trained for two weeks in July 1918 before being reassigned to 
Fort Mills. the most celebrated visitor was actress Mary Pickford who became 
the “godmother” for Battery “d” of the 145th Field artillery unit. 

the 40th division conducted training until departing from the camp in July 
1918. Men endured typical army drilling and training activities as well as a 
variety of athletic endeavors. the camp had an athletic director, John r. Case, who 
organized sporting activities to offset the traditional training regime. The men 
participated in boxing along with the bayonet drills. Camp teams also competed 
against the other local navy and army bases in boxing, baseball, football, track 
and field, with a huge inter-service Olympics-like event held in Balboa Park 
culminating the athletic season. to prepare the men for long distance trekking, 
the drill masters took advantage of southern California’s weather and hiked the 
men extensively around the county, including regular jaunts to torrey Pines and 
multi-day bivouacs as far ranging as lake Cuyamaca. the Construction division 
also had plenty of opportunities to march on parade in front of Commanding 
General Strong and his staff before departing Camp Kearny and heading out for 
additional training prior to deployment to Europe.

the camps and cantonments constructed by the Cd were like none before. 
Conceived in the waning days of the Progressive era, a time still imbued with the 
spirit of reform and idealism, the government felt obliged to minister to the moral 
welfare of the men as they trained to become combat soldiers. along with the 
essential military buildings—warehouses, mess halls, hospitals—the camp teemed 
with the facilities catering to the trainees’ spiritual, personal, and moral concerns.  
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Service organizations filled the camp. The YMCA alone managed five 
buildings and two tents. the organization supplied the men with writing and 
reading materials, organized church services, constructed a 3,000 seat multi-
use building for large events, and administered to the Hostess House where 
families and friends could visit with the soldiers. the last was a gift from la Jolla 
philanthropist Ellen Browning scripps. the Knights of the Columbus attended 
to the spiritual needs of Catholics with two separate buildings, while the Jewish 
Welfare Board did the same for Jewish soldiers. after an initial refusal, then a 
brief debate, the government also permitted the Freemasons a working space. the 
red Cross managed the largest service building on the camp, and the american 
library association actively served along side the Christian science House and 
the Church Federation House. the War department also constructed a liberty 
theater, operated by the Commission on training Camp activities, on every camp 
and cantonment. Kearny’s 3,000-seat house presented everything from training 
lectures to comedy reviews to boxing matches.  

a unique space that camp residents called the Civic Center housed the civilian-
controlled commercial and amusement elements of the camp. the army’s division 
Post Exchange administered the center which included a 125-seat restaurant; a 
lunch room seating sixty; three photographic galleries; two large billiard rooms, 
each containing thirty tables; a ten-lane bowling alley; a 1,100 seat theater with 
another 2,000-seat auditorium under construction; a tailor shop; soda fountain; 
grocery store and skating rink; the largest shooting gallery in america; a hat-
cleaning and blocking service; and a special equipment store for officers. The 
camp planners designed the center to meet the varied material needs of thirty 
thousand men and, on completion, became the “largest mercantile establishment 
in southern California.” the trainees appreciated these services but apparently 
considered the post office, which processed over 350,000 letters per month, by 
far the most important building. 

to support the moral welfare of the trainees, the War department created an 
agency called the Commission on training Camp activities that maintained a 
conspicuous presence at each facility. the Commission strived to make life normal 
for the soldiers and to keep the environs of the camps clean and wholesome, 
while suppressing “certain vicious conditions” associated with camp life. the 
Commission also created Post Exchanges and soldiers Cooperative stores and 
gave considerable attention to the “Control of alcohol and Prostitution” near the 
camps. the liberty theater hosted many of these informative and mandatory 
lectures for the trainees. 

not to be outdone, the city fathers also took on the role of moral caretakers. 
City leaders, health officials, and military representatives met to discuss ways to 
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“prevent the social evil from getting a foothold in san diego” and to keep “fallen 
women from plying their trade.”40 Mayor Wilde sponsored a resolution to ban 
dancing in local cafés that sold liquor and refused to allow the City Council to 

Major General Joseph E. Kuhn, Commander, Camp Kearny; Captain I. E. Novak, Commandant, 
Czechoslovakian Army; and Major Ernest Riall, American Red Cross, July 1919. ©SDHC 83:14670-01.
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Camp Kearny soldiers in flu masks on a four-wheel drive truck during World War I, 1917-1918. ©SDHC 
88:16726-2.
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adjourn until the body had settled the cabaret question to his satisfaction. the 
resolution permitted hotels with 100 rooms to maintain a ballroom, but required 
smaller cafes to construct a platform for entertainers and prohibit performers 
from mingling with the guests. the action strictly prohibited “games of chance 
and gambling” in the cafés and called for all bars within a half of a mile of the 
barracks to either close or move. the army also determined not to allow any 
liquor outlets near the camp.41 

like any small city, the camp published a newspaper, “the Camp Kearny 
Weekly news,” while the “trench and Camp” supplied the soldiers with local and 
national news.  the latter had been founded by virginia publisher John s. Bryan 
who conceived the idea of a weekly newspaper for soldiers, and worked through 
the national Works Council and yMCa to distribute four thousand advertisement-
free papers at no cost to the soldiers at each training camp. Los Angeles Times 
publisher Harry Chandler volunteered and agreed to supply the Kearny edition 
of “trench and Camp.” Working out of the yMCa building, volunteers selected 
an editor, organized a staff, and started the presses within a month. The San Diego 
Union also included a daily page called the “U.S. Service Page” filled with general 
military information and specifics about each installation in town. 

Whether the trainees were novices at making war or “sturdy rookies,” as 
general John Pershing called them, they became experts in purchasing liberty 
Bonds. Each battalion, regiment, and company competed to subscribe to the most 
bonds. the government tried to make it easy; soldiers could make an allotment 
from their monthly pay to spread out the payments. In mid-october 1918, the 
camp sponsored a special liberty day with the goal to push the camp liberty 
Drive over one million dollars. On the first day over four hundred men purchased 
$78,800 worth of bonds--the largest single-day collection to that point. at the 
conclusion of the drive, 6,813 soldiers subscribed to $686,800 worth of bonds, 
with one sergeant topping the list with a $600 bond. the Hampton Company 
also entered the competition, creating teams of workers with prizes going to 
the winners. the construction workers entered the mania and purchased bonds 
in the amount of  $202,000 over a three-day drive in late october; out of the 
approximately 2,800 workers 2,100 subscripted.42

The international influenza pandemic dominated the war years and descended 
on Camp Kearny. A report from the Surgeon General’s office noted that the 
camp suffered 187 deaths among enlisted men from disease in 1917, with the flu 
accounting for most. after the departure of the 40th division, rumors spread 
throughout the city that an epidemic gripped the camp, a situation the camp 
medic labeled as “absolutely unfounded.” The flu did find its way into the camp 
and camp health officers closed down all the public assembly areas, quarantined 
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the trainees, and required the men 
to wear masks at all times. But by 
november 1918 both the war and 
the flu were over. At that point the 
two most pressing questions on the 
minds of the Kearny soldiers became,  

“When can we go to dances and 
shows and when do we go back to 
civilian clothes?”43 

With the end of the war, Camp 
Kearny, like most of the other 
national guard camps, faded 
away with little fanfare. the city’s 
exhilaration over the armistice gave 
way to concern that the city’s cash 
cow was also about to disappear. 
looking for ways to extend the 
camp’s life, leaders of the san diego 
Chamber of Commerce met with 
new camp commander general guy 
Carleton to discuss the possibility 

of converting the camp into a convalescent facility. For a short time, the camp 
became one of two demobilization centers on the West Coast. nevertheless, by 
early 1919, only 3,500 men remained on site and workers had begun dismantling 
the ordinary buildings and salvaging wood, electrical, and gas fixtures. 

secretary Baker, on a visit to san diego to inspect the camp, announced to 
the Union that he “highly favored” retaining the facility as a permanent site for 
the regular army. In 1920 the government improved the hospital but only 300 
men inhabited the largely deserted grounds. In the summer of 1922, as 1,100 
rotC students arrived for training, the last vestige of the old camp—a wooden 
warehouse—disappeared under the hammers and crowbars of the salvage crews.

one interesting incident during demobilization involved the enigmatic Ed 
Fletcher. He and his neighbor Harry Whitney became the only san diegans to 
make a claim against the government for damages sustained to the lands leased 
to the army. Fletcher vowed he had a verbal agreement—probably with his friend 
general strong—that called for the land to be returned in the same condition 
as it stood at the time of the lease. admittedly, the two landowners allowed the 
army to excavate six miles of trenches and dugouts and to place an artillery range 
on the land. strong authorized an army engineer—at government expense—to 

Official staff uniforms, Junior Women’s Club Hostess 
House, Camp Kearny, San Diego. ©SDHC 83:14670-6.
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conduct a survey, appraise the damages, and offer a cost of restoration. The Army 
Controller general rejected the $24,000 claim but Fletcher used his position in 
Congress to pursue the suit for another eight years before the government finally 
relented and issued him a check.44

the city by-passed the opportunity to regain the linda vista mesa and the 
government wisely retained ownership of most of the land. aside from a failed 
attempt to establish a dirigible base there in 1920, the only activity came from 
military and civilian pilots who used the open space as an informal airport. the 
san diego-based ryan Company tested lindbergh’s Spirit of St. Louis on the old 
parade ground in 1927 as it offered a perfect site for practicing tricky takeoffs 
and landings. after the disaster of the dirigible USS Macon in 1932, the site 
went quiet until 1936 when the navy installed an asphalt landing strip suitable 
for light aircraft.45 In december 1939, the navy acquired some adjacent lands 
and improved the field for the arrival of the First Marine Air Wing in August 
1942. On February 20, 1943, the Navy commissioned the field as Naval Auxiliary 
air station, naas, Camp Kearny. that became the last formal use of the name 
Kearny for the area, but the legacy of the Camp Kearny site continued through 
the successive installations from the Marine Corps air depot to Marine Corps 
air depot Miramar to naval air station Miramar to the present day Marine 
Corps air station Miramar.  

It is difficult to assess the precise effect the brief presence of Camp Kearny had 
on san diego’s economy. along with the naval training facility in Balboa Park 
and the expanding army and navy aviation installation on north Island, Camp 
Kearny certainly contributed to san diego’s emerging economy. as the Sun averred, 
the physical presence of so many soldiers and sailors furnished “a big part of the 
city’s activities day and night” and turned the city into “one great Military Camp.” 
san diego’s wartime population almost doubled with the addition of the 75,000 
transient guests, and their spending definitely supplemented the local economy. 
despite the city’s cabaret ordinances, downtown san diego became a hot spot.  

By the end of 1917, the city had already experienced the leading edge of the 
Kettner-led military spending agenda. the Union noted that san diego remained 
one of the few cities in america in which the government expended millions of 
dollars on military projects. Certainly local businesses and individuals profited. 
the government spent over $1 million in the construction phase, including at 
least $200,000 on labor and an equal monthly amount over the life of the camp 
for local goods and services. Conversely, the city and county combined to expend 
around $400,000 on the venture and gained nothing monetarily from the $1.00 
per year lease fee, while the county tax rate increased over twenty cents in 1917. 
But the overall result proved positive.
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the patriotic component of the camp’s existence is more easily appraised. 
san diego’s citizens embraced the opportunity to express their patriotic fervor 
both through their spiritual enthusiasm and their support of the war related 
service programs. For example, the five Liberty Loan campaigns directed by Julius 
Wangenheim—programs described by The San Diego Union as the barometer of 
any city’s patriotism—proved to be some of the most successful in the United 
States. With a population of only 100,000, San Diego’s first four programs raised 
an average of $150 per individual, serving as a model for other cities. In red 
Cross drives, War saving stamp campaigns, and United War Work services, the 
people of san diego repeatedly went “over the top.” san diego clearly supported 
the war effort with generosity and enthusiasm.46

While the life of Camp Kearny proved fleeting, San Diego’s army experience 
presented the citizenry a chance to assuage their patriotic spirit and gave them 
a boost during tough economic times.
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Real de Santa Ana, Baja California Sur, Mexico:

A Tribute to the XVIII Century Mexican Astronomer  
Joaquín Velázquez de León

By

Xavier López Medellín, Carlos G. Román-Zúñiga,  
Iris Engstrand, Manuel Alvarez Pérez and Marco Moreno Corral

Introduction

A series of cultural and scientific activities were organized along the Baja 
California Peninsula both to observe the transit of venus of June 5, 2012, and to 
commemorate the transit of June 3, 1769, by measuring the shadow of venus from 
the same location.1 the events were coordinated by the Universidad nacional 
autónoma de México (UnaM) and local authorities. Major celebrations took 
place in the central plaza of san José del Cabo, not far from where the combined 
French/spanish expedition observed the transit in 1769, and a search was carried 
out to find the location of the previous effort. Upon finding clear evidence of the 
1769 site, an observatory was built and the transit measured from where Joaquín 
velázquez de león held his telescope in June 1769.2

Finding the place was not an easy task because no information had been 
discovered to pinpoint the precise location. For instance, it is unclear how 
accurately velázquez was able to describe the position indicated in his manuscript. 
the determination of the geographic longitude on land was based on reasonable 
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precision in 1769, but it is necessary to take into account 
that an error of one arcminute near the tropic of Cancer 
is equivalent to 1.8 kilometers. according to velázquez, 
he was able to determine the location of his observatory 
with a discrepancy of only a few arcseconds using a 
gnomon.3 additionally, he made careful observations 
of Jupiter moon eclipses to determine time differences 
with respect to similar observations by the official 
observers in san José del Cabo. 

Previous publications about the observations by 
velázquez have reported that he built his observatory 
on the top of the highest hill west of santa ana and that 

the longitude of his observatory was 267° 49´ West of Hierro Island.4 those authors 
quoted gave coordinates that translated to the greenwich Meridian, reporting 
110° 11́  W. We noticed, however, that this coordinate, as stated in a letter by 
velázquez, does not refer to the location of the observatory, but to the longitude 
at the tip of the peninsula.5 velázquez discussed on that page how previous maps 
of the region gave a longitude between 263 and 261 degrees counting from the 
Isla de Hierro, and how his careful observations from santa ana corrected the 
datum to 267° 49 .́ 

a preliminary investigative trip to 110° 11́  W was made by members of the 
la Paz planetarium in early april 2012. the explorers reported that the highest 
elevation was at most 400 meters, and that it was impossible to find a location 
where the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Cortés both could be seen. We know today 
that the reported position is located almost 17 linear kilometers west of velázquez’s 
observatory. We decided then to first identify the place where Real de Santa Ana 
once stood, and for this task, we contacted the office of the National Commission 
of natural Protected areas (Comisión nacional de areas Protegidas, or ConanP) 
for south Baja California. they informed us that information existed about the 
location of the former mining offices at Real de Santa Ana: CONANP registries 
reported that the place was currently occupied by two small ranches: rancho El 
dátil and rancho santa ana. the ranches were accessible from san antonio de 
la sierra, a small town located two hours from san José del Cabo.

The Historical Relevance of the 1769 Transit of Venus

German astronomer Johannes Kepler, the first astronomer in modern history 
to predict that the planet venus would pass over the disc of the sun in 1631, had 
previously enunciated the laws of Planetary Motion.6 these laws allowed English 

Joaquin Velázquez de León
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astronomers Jeremiah Horrocs and William Crabtree to deduce that a second 
passing of venus would occur eight years later, and that the next one would 
happen after 121.5 years.7 during the second half of the seventeenth century, 
formidable advances in celestial mechanics and astronomy were at the forefront 
of scientific knowledge. In just a few decades, research groups were created, 
specialized journals were founded, and meetings were organized for the exchange 
of the latest discoveries. 

In 1716, Edmund Halley submitted a now famous proposal to the royal society 
in London outlining the significance of measuring the transits of 1761 and 1769. 
Precise observations of the phenomenon would allow astronomers to calculate 
the difference in position of the Sun from different locations on the Earth and 
then obtain the distance between the Earth and the sun, a measurement required 
to determine precise geographical locations and produce accurate maps. Halley 
therefore recommended that various countries direct their efforts and resources to 
organizing expeditions to suitable areas around the globe to observe the transits, 
and later to compare measurements. More than one hundred astronomers were 
appointed to the task of organizing large, costly, and sometimes very dangerous 
trips to obtain data. The relevance of the project justified the generous funds 
provided by scientific societies that had been created just for that purpose.8 
nowadays, this endeavor may be comparable only to the construction of large- 
scale astronomical observatories, or planetary exploration by international 
consortiums. It is fair to say that the transit of venus observations in 1761 and 
1769 comprised the first large scale, international astronomical project in modern 
history.9

The French-Spanish Expedition to Baja California in 1769

the French astronomer abbot Jean-Baptiste Chappe 
d’auteroche organized one such expedition to san José 
del Cabo in the southernmost region of the peninsula of 
Baja California. the trip was laden with misadventure 
from beginning to end. Chappe d’auteroche was, 
without a doubt, a scientist with a determined outlook, 
having already conducted a complicated expedition to 
the siberian steppe to observe the transit of 1761. His 
observations were successful, despite the fact that the 
russian sky had been completely cloudy the previous 
night before the observation and cleared just a few 
hours before the event.10

Abbot Jean-Baptiste Chappe 
d’Auteroche.
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In 1765, thomas Hornsby recommended that in order to avoid potential failures 
of observations performed in the southern hemisphere, new expeditions should 
be sent to the northern regions of the american continent.11 Chappe d áuteroche, 
who had learned his lesson in 1761, decided that warmer and dryer climates 
would be more advantageous to measure the transit of 1769, so he selected the 
northern territories of new spain. In order to organize the expedition, however, 
skillful diplomatic abilities were needed because of spain’s political position aimed 
toward protecting its colonial territories. Because a petition by the royal society of 
london to send an expedition to observe the transit in new spain had previously 
been rejected by Carlos III, the French were up against strong opposition when 
they requested the king’s permission for this new expedition. It was approved 
only after difficult negotiations. The key members of the expedition were Jean 
Pauly, engineer and royal geographer who acted as the main scientific advisor; 
instrument expert Jean Jaques dubois, who was in charge of telescopes and 
clocks; and Jean noël, a student from the Painting academy, who was appointed 
to document the trip in a series of drawings.12 

the French-spanish expedition left Paris for the port of le Havre-de-grâce 
on September 18, 1768. They stopped first at the Port of Cádiz, Spain, where 
they were detained for weeks. Their departure was finally permitted in mid-
november 1768 under the condition that vicente doz, an experienced astronomer, 
and Salvador de Medina, both qualified officers from the Spanish navy would 
join the expedition. they reached the coast of veracruz on May 6, 1769. after a 

Funeral procession for Chappe d A̓uteroche. Drawing by Alexander-Jean Noël. From the Cabinet des 
Dessins, Musée du Louvre, Paris, Inventory No. 31478.
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long and uncomfortable journey, the expedition reached Mexico City, where they 
presented credentials to the viceroy. after lengthy interviews, they continued to 
san Blas, nayarit, where they crossed the sea of Cortés. 

Chappe and his men finally reached San José del Cabo on May 18, 1769, with 
only a few days left to prepare their instruments for the observations. In addition, 
they received the frightening news that an outbreak of fever (possibly yellow fever, 
also known as matlazahuatl disease, or black vomit) had killed many natives in 
the area. In order to save time, Chappe decided that the expedition should stay in 
the area and immediately start observing the stars to establish their geographical 
position.13 this decision, crucial to achieve the objectives of the expedition, turned 
out to be fatal because Chappe d áuteroche and almost his entire crew lost their 
lives to the disease. only Pauly, noël and doz returned to Europe. 

Joaquín Velázquez de León: an Astronomer from New Spain

an important addition to the arrival of the French-spanish expedition in Baja 
California was the entrance of the Mexican astronomer Joaquín velázquez de 
león into the historic scenario. velázquez de león, one of the driving forces of the 
scientific movement in New Spain during the second half of the eighteenth century, 
was born in 1732 into a family of long-standing mining tradition at the hacienda 
of acevedocla in the district of sultepec in the state of Mexico. velázquez began 
his career studying law and in time attained a broad knowledge of mathematics, 
chemistry, geology, physics, natural history and poetry.14 

From 1765 on, he directed efforts to enhance the mining activities in New 
spain, which caught the attention of José de gálvez, the royal emissary sent there 
to apply the administrative reforms by Carlos III. gálvez invited velázquez to 
accompany him to Baja California and organize its mining activities there. they 
arrived on the peninsula in 1768 and quickly established their headquarters in 
Real de Santa Ana, the first non-religious settlement in the peninsula. Velázquez 
remained there for almost three years, during which time he performed numerous 
astronomical and geographical measurements that were essential to correct the 
scale of the maps from new spain.15 He also described the local natural resources 
and made other scientific studies, but it is without a doubt that the observations of 
the transit of venus in 1769 became one of the most important and transcendental 
achievements of his life.

The Observations of Velázquez de León in Baja California

as soon as velázquez learned that a French-spanish expedition had arrived 
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in the peninsula to observe the 
venus transit, he communicated 
his interest to join and help them 
with such an important task. the 
European group suggested that 
he stay in santa ana and measure 
the transit there: “in case we miss 
ours because of clouds; and even if 
this was not the case, it would be 
beneficial none the less to practice 
the observation from two different 
posts.”16 Without knowing it at the 
time, this answer would save the life 
of velázquez, because he avoided 
contact with the epidemic that killed 

almost the entire expedition of the French academy.
In his report to viceroy de Croix, velázquez wrote that because santa ana was 

located at the foothills of a mountain that elevated westward, covering the view of 
the sun much before it set in the horizon, he decided to establish his observatory 
on the highest summit west from santa ana, where “without losing sight of the 
sea of Cortés and the Cerralvo inlet at the north northeast [he] could see the 
sun set in the Pacific Ocean.” Velázquez calculated the geographic position of his 

A fragment of the letter from Velázquez de León to 
Marqués de Croix. Museo Naval, Ministerio de Marina, 
Madrid, Spain.

Ruins at Real de Santa Ana, c. 1973. Photograph by Harry W. Crosby, courtesy of Mandeville Special 
Collections Library, UC San Diego.
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observatory with as much precision as possible, reporting “a northern latitude of 
23 degrees 39 minutes 55 seconds.” after the transit, he made more observations 
with instruments of the late Chappe to determine the longitude of his observatory: 
“I have found the difference of longitude between the Royal Observatory in 
Paris and the post from which I observed to be 7 hours 29 minutes 33 seconds 
east.”17 From this observatory, Joaquín velázquez de león measured the transit 
of venus in June 1769 and sent his results to the survivors of the French-spanish 
team, who took them to France to be compared and published with the rest taken 
around the world.18 

The 2012 Expedition to Rancho El Dátil

The commission assigned by UNAM to find the Observatory of Velázquez de 
león was formed by Carlos román and Xavier lópez-Medellín. We traveled to 
San José del Cabo on June 3, and made a first trip to San Antonio on the fourth 
of June. We arrived at the area with hopes of reaching the highest peak near El 
Dátil, indicated by satellite images. Our first approach was to start off from San 
antonio, traveling south to a small, active mine called “la testera.” the chief 
engineer told us that it was theoretically possible to reach the highest hill from 
the mine, and that it was indeed linearly closer, but the slope from there was too 
steep. He recommended instead that we take the simplest approach: return to 
the highway and take the detour to san antonio de la sierra toward rancho El 

From left to right: Carlos Román, Xavier López, and Francisco Salvatierra.
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dátil. By mid-afternoon, we arrived at El dátil where we were kindly received by 
Francisco salvatierra, one of the current owners, who showed us the landscape 
from his backyard. We immediately identified the highest hill, straight west from 
his ranch. after engaging in a long but amiable negotiation, we settled upon an 
arrangement for salvatierra to guide us to the top of the hill. since he had only 
one mule, he would ride it, carrying the telescope and tripod, while we would 
walk with the rest of the equipment and provisions, which we now had to limit 
as much as possible.

In the early morning of June 5, we returned to El dátil and met Francisco ś 
wife, Manuela Cota rivera, present legal owner of El dátil. she explained that the 
main building at El dátil, an old adobe house, was in fact the ancient warehouse 
of real de santa ana where, by orders from José de galvez himself, provisions, 
goods, and materials were concentrated and distributed to the mining camps in 
the region. some other barely discernible ruins of a church and smaller buildings 
in the area were evidence of former prosperous times in the area.19

We started the journey to the top of the highest hill just before 9 a.m. with a 
relatively easy walk following a dry brook covered with riparian vegetation until 
the hill started to become fairly steep. after a four-kilometer walk, lópez-Medellín 
climbed to the first visible elevation, from where he saw the Island of Cerralvo, but 

A map of the neighboring region of San Antonio de la Sierra and El Triunfo, Baja California Sur, indicating 
the location of Rancho el Dátil and the observatory.
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not the Pacific Ocean because there was a higher hill blocking the view. Román 
and salvatierra joined him to climb the next hill, and reached the summit at 11:30 
a.m. at the top, we clearly saw the Island of Cerralvo and the Bahía de la ventana 
to the east. To the west we saw the cloud line above the Pacific Ocean. El Dátil 
and santa ana ranches were also visible down toward the northeast. 

a small, roughly circular area, nearly seven meters in diameter, was clear from 
trees and bushes. since the rest of the mountain was completely covered with short 
bushes and trees, we ventured to speculate that velázquez de león himself may 
have ordered the clearing of vegetation in order to install his observatory in 1769. 
today, because the clearing is used by cattle as a resting place, and because the 
extreme dryness of the region has kept it from being repopulated by vegetation, 
we could still see the clearing. the altitude of the hill is 912 meters and our gPs 
device marked the location at 23h 42m 28s, 110° 02 4́0.5´́  W. the location of three 
microwave antennae in the vicinity allowed us to have good reception for cell 
phones. We called our colleagues in san José del Cabo to let them know we had 
reached the place: we were standing in the very same place where velázquez de 
león observed the transit of venus 243 years before in 1769.

Observations of the Transit of Venus 2012

Former warehouse at the Real de Minas de Santa Ana, currently the house of Manuela Cota and Francisco 
Salvatierra, owners of Rancho El Dátil.
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according to previous 
estimations, the first contact 
of venus with the sun was to 
occur at 16:02:24 local time. We 
set a Meade EtX-70 portable 
telescope with a 70 mm aperture 
and a 350 mm focal distance. on 
this instrument we mounted a 
homemade “solar funnel” in 
order to project the disc of the 
sun over a high contrast plastic 
screen. the plastic material 
slightly reduced the sharpness 
of the image when projected 
over the screen. It allowed, 

however, a comfortable observation of the sun without having to constantly look 
through an ocular. this device was similar to others used in observations by the 
public in Baja California. We also filmed the observation with a video camera. 
The video did not allow a clear recognition of the first contact at the estimated 
time, but we noticed the start of the immersion at 16:03:02, when a small notch 
was visible in the disc of the Sun. The second contact was affected by the “drop 
effect” described by the eighteenth-century observers, and we had to wait to 
observe a “slice of light” between the edges of the disks of venus and the sun, 
as described by velázquez in his journal. We registered complete immersion of 
venus at 16:20:20, less than half a minute after the estimated hour for the contact 
at 16:19:55. Even though our instrumentation was not optimal, it was a very 

Photograph of the transit of Venus from San Diego, June 5, 2012. Courtesy Rueben H. Fleet Science Center.

Observations of Joaquin Velázquez de Leon from Real de 
Santa Ana, June 3, 1769. Museo Naval, Ministerio de Marina, 
Madrid, Spain.
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Photographs by Carlos Román and Xavier López atop the 912m observatory hill showing (above), on the 
horizon, the Bahía de la Ventana and Isla de Cerralvo, towards Northwest; and (below) cloud profile over 
the Pacific Ocean towards West.
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reasonable option given the complicated access route to the site. Moreover, our 
setting was probably not much different than the one used in 1769. It allowed us 
to mark the ephemeris by eye, as velázquez did, with similar precision of less 
than a minute. the main goal of our expedition was not to measure the transit 
precisely, but to locate the observatory and to witness the same phenomenon 243 
years after velázquez. once that mission was accomplished, we packed up the 
equipment and returned to El dátil sometime after 16:45. 

Discussion

There is a significant difference between the coordinates of the Velázquez de 
león observatory cited by Higgins, Engstrand and Westfall, and those recorded 
by our gPs on the summit of the highest hill west of El dátil. We consider that 
the confusion resulted from a slight misread of velázquez de león ś original 
manuscripts: the Mexican astronomer did not reference the coordinates of 
his observatory with respect to the Isla de Hierro meridian. on page 16 of his 
manuscript, he reports it with respect to the royal observatory in Paris, as 
described above. to use the meridian at Hierro would make sense, as it was the 
one used by the spaniards in the colonial territories. the observations of the 
transit of venus reported by velázquez de león are referred to Paris, however, 
because they were to be reported to the French academy and added to the list 
of measurements taken in 1769 across the globe. 

the letter from velázquez to viceroy Marques de Croix states a longitude of 

A photograph indicating the path we followed to the 912m western hill, which we believe to be the location 
at which Joaquín Velázquez de León made his observations of the transit of Venus.
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“7 hours 29 minutes 33 seconds west.” this measurement made by velázquez is 
equivalent to 112° 23´13.2´́  W from greenwich, and if we consider that the current 
longitude of the Royal Observatory in Paris is 02° 20´ 11.42´́  W, then the difference 
is 110° 03´01.7´́ . Our GPS recorded a longitude of 110° 02´ 40.5˝ W from Greenwich 
atop the hill west of El Dátil, which represents a difference of 21.2,́ ´ giving an 
uncertainty of 300 to 700 lineal meters, which is perfectly reasonable within the 
typical error in determining a meridian on land with a gnomon. 

We conclude therefore, that we succeeded in our mission of observing the 
transit of venus of 2012 at the same site where Mexican astronomer Joaquín 
velázquez de león completed his observations of the same phenomenon in 1769. 
History can, indeed, repeat itself.

NOTES
1. the transit of venus was observed by many in san diego on June 5, 2012, through personal 

telescopes and by those provided by the reuben H. Fleet science Center in Balboa Park. the 
transit was observed from various other areas throughout san diego County. 

2. His complete surname is sometimes written as velázquez Cárdenas y león or velázquez 
Cárdenas de león (doyce B. nunis, editor, The 1769 Transit of Venus. The Baja California 
Observations of Jean-Baptiste Chappe d´Auteroche, Vicente de Doz and Joaquín Velázquez Cárdenas de 
León. translations by James donahue, Maynard J. geiger and Iris Wilson Engstrand. natural 
History Museum of los angeles County (los angeles: dawson’s Book shop, 1982). the scientist 

Ruins at Real de Santa Ana, c. 1973. Photograph by Harry W. Crosby, courtesy of Mandeville Special 
Collections Library, UC San Diego.
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signed his own manuscript as velázquez de león. He is listed as having descended from diego 
de velázquez (1599-1660), governor of Cuba during the early period of the conquest.

3. a gnomon is the part of a sundial that casts a shadow.

4. Iris Wilson (Engstrand), The 1769 Transit of Venus observed by Velázquez from Lower California. 
(San Francisco: Astronomical Society of the Pacific, 1964): 419, l 1964, Iris Wilson Engstrand, 
Royal Officer in Baja California 1768-1770: Joaquín Velázquez de León (los angeles: dawson’s Book 
shop), 1976; J.E. Westfall, The 1769 Transit of Venus Expedition to San José del Cabo (san Francisco: 
Astronomical Society of the Pacific, 1992); Santiago Ramírez, Estudio biográfico del señor don 
Joaquín Velázquez Cárdenas y León, primer Director General de Minería. (México. Imprenta del 
gobierno, 1888).

5. Joaquin velázquez de león, letter to viceroy Marques de Croix, december 25, 1770, Manuscript 
314, Museo naval, Ministerio de Marina, Madrid, spain, p. 26.

6. Kepler published his prediction and called up the attention of observers in his admonitio ad 
astronomos, included in his document De raris mirisque anni 1631; see albert van Helden, "the 
Importance of the transit of Mercury of 1631," Science History Publications, 1976, pp. 3-6.

7. Kollestroom, William Crabtree’s Venus Transit Observation, pp. 2-3.

8. James d. Hudon, “a (not so) Brief History of the transits of venus,” Journal of the Royal 
Astronomical Society of Canada (2004): 98, 6.

9. san José del Cabo was one of seventy-seven observation stations around the world. see Iris H. 
W. Engstrand, “the transit of venus in 1769: launching Pad for European Exploration in the 
Pacific during the Late Eighteenth Century.” Boletin: The Journal of the California Mission Studies 
Association, vol. 21, no. 2 (2004), 36-48. Captain James Cook observed the 1769 transit of venus 
from the island of tahiti. 

10. Hudon, "a (not so) Brief History," p. 9.

11. thomas Hornsby, a British astronomer and mathematician, was a fellow of Corpus Christi 
College, oxford; see Westfall, The 1769 Transit of Venus, p. 238.

12. nunis, et al, The 1769 Transit of Venus; abbot Chappe d’auteroche, Viaje a Baja California para la 
observación del tránsito de Venus sobre el disco del sol el 3 de junio de 1769 : conteniendo las observaciones 
de este fenómeno y la descripción histórica de la ruta a través de México, 1772. (Colección: astronomía 
y su Historia, Ensenada B.C., 1st edition, 2010). translation by M. alvarez, H. g. albert.

13. Chappe d áuteroche, Viaje a Baja California para la observación del tránsito de Venus, 1772.

14. Engstrand, Royal Officer in Baja California, 20-22; roberto Moreno, Joaquín Velázquez de León 
y sus trabajos científicos sobre el Valle de México (Mexico: Universidad nacional autónoma de 
México, 1977), 407.

15. Marco a. Moreno, 1986, "telescopios utilizados en México (siglos XvII, XvIII y XIX)." Elementos 
1(6), 23-30. 

16. Joaquin velázquez de león, letter to viceroy Marques de Croix, december 25, 1770, Manuscript 
314, Museo naval, Ministerio de Marina, Madrid, spain.

17. Wilson, Transit of Venus, 1964; Westfall, The 1769 Transit of Venus, 1992; salvador Bernabéu 
albert, Una mirada Científica a la Frontera: California en la Centuria Ilustrada (Brocar, 2010): 30, 15.

18. Joaquin velázquez de león, letter to viceroy Marques de Croix, december 25, 1770.

19. Engstrand, Royal Officer in Baja California, 1976.
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The San Diego History Center and  
The San Diego Museum of Art 

Charles Reiffel: An American Post-Impressionist,  
opened November 10, 2012.

Bram Dijkstra and Ariel Plotek, eds., Charles Reiffel: An American 
Post-Impressionist (san diego: san diego Museum of art, 2012).

reviewed by Molly McClain, Professor, department of History, University 
of san diego.

Charles Reiffel, described by some critics as the “American van Gogh,” produced 
emotionally expressive images of san diego’s backcountry and waterfront. 
to celebrate the 150th anniversary of his birth, the san diego History Center 
(sdHC) and the san diego Museum of art (sdMa) have collaborated to produce 
a comprehensive exhibit of his works ranging from sketches and lithographs to 
paintings and murals. the show reveals the career of an artist who developed a 
regional response to the challenge of modernism. 

Bram dijkstra and ariel Plotek co-curate the 
exhibition that opened in november 2012 and 
continues through February and March 2013. 
their catalogue, Charles Reiffel: An American 
Post-Impressionist, places the artist’s work in art 
historical context. dijkstra, a scholar and collector 
who bought his first Reiffel painting about thirty 
years ago, writes, “some of his paintings done 
on the West Coast are phenomenal—some of the 
best painting done in the country in the first half 
of the century,” he explains, “But he did not get 
the attention of the East Coast that he deserved.”1

Charles Reiffel (1862-1942) began his career 
Charles Reiffel. New York, 1910. 
Private collection.
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as a lithographer in Cincinnati, ohio, producing theatrical posters, playbills, 
and other commercial designs. after two trips to Europe, he started working in 
watercolors and oil. He experimented with a variety of different styles before 
adopting tonalism around 1907. In works such as Early Winter (ca. 1909) and 
Railway Yards—Winter Evening (1910) he used dark colors and heavy atmospheres 
to suggest the threat to nature by industrial and urban development. He, like 
many of his fellow artists, “saw the luminists’ glowing tones, which symbolized 
the soul’s immersion in nature, fading into the darkness of lost faith.”2

Reiffel and his wife Elizabeth moved frequently—from Cincinnati to Buffalo, 
new york, to silvermine, Connecticut—seemingly unable to remain in one place 
for any length of time. He joined the new Canaan art Club and founded the 
Silvermine Guild of Artists during his time in Fairfield County’s leading art 
colony. His wife, meanwhile, suffered from a manic-depressive disorder that 
grew worse over time.

In 1913, Reiffel attended the International Exhibition of Modern Art in New 
york, known as the armory show, where he saw works by avant garde European 
artists such as Cézanne, gauguin, van gogh, Picasso, and duchamp. Inspired 
by their use of bright color and bold lines, Reiffel used “commanding verticals 
and electric hues” in paintings such as Autumn Design (ca. 1922). like other post-
impressionists, he came to believe that artists had a duty “to distill the essential 
truths of the natural world into works of art that would bring viewers closer to 
reality, to the ‘immanence of god in nature,’” dijkstra wrote.3

The New York art establishment welcomed Reiffel’s bright new palette. Critic 
Charles Caffin praised his handling of oil paint in Silvermine Valley (ca. 1914) 
while artist Robert Henri invited him to send the work to the Panama-Pacific 
International Exposition in san Francisco.4 Reiffel exhibited his work at the 
Corcoran gallery, the art association of Indianapolis, the toledo Museum of 
art, new york’s national academy of design, the art Institute of Chicago, the 
rhode Island school of design, and the Pennsylvania academy of Fine arts, 
among other venues, and won a number of prestigious awards. 

Reiffel continued to experiment with emotional effect. He placed figures in 
his landscapes to contrast wilderness and civilization in the manner of Childe 
Hassam. His Nymphs of the Sea (ca. 1923), for example, shows “a bevy of pale-
skinned nymphs cavort or sit among Reiffel’s signature rocks and trees.” His best 
works, however, are partially abstracted landscapes that express “the elemental 
passions of the earth.”5  

the artist left the new york art scene at the height of his career, moving 
to California in 1926. He and his wife settled in san diego, enchanted by its 
chaparral, oak trees, and rock-strewn hills. By 1927, he had painted landscapes 



289

Exhibit Reviews

Charles Reiffel, History of San Diego—Colonial, 1939. The San Diego History Center, 
gift of Donna Sefton.
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depicting grossmont, Mount Helix, El Cajon, the Cuyamacas, alpine, Banner 
gorge, and the san Felipe valley. In san diego’s east county, dijkstra explains, 

“the membranes of the region’s primal earth were right there on the surface, 
waiting to be captured by the broad horizontal strokes and vermicelli verticals 
of Reiffel’s brush.”6

Reiffel quickly made friends among San Diego artists as he had “great charm 
and a personality that appealed to everybody,” recalled artist leda Klauber.7 He 
showed his paintings alongside California plein air artists Maurice Braun, alson 
Clark, Charles a. Fries, alfred r. Mitchell, and William Wendt, among others, 
and exhibited his work up and down the coast of California. 

West Coast critics praised Reiffel. Arthur Millier, writing in the Los Angeles 
Times, described him as “one of the greatest living american landscape painters,” 
adding that his lyrical evocation of the landscape struck “a new note in California 
art.” In his paintings, “mountains, trees, houses…share in a continuous flowing 
movement. nothing is static.”8 the land had a life force of its own. 

the general public, however, did not appreciate the raw emotion in his work, 
preferring other artists’ carefully composed versions of the same scenes. In a 
recent interview, dijkstra stated, “He painted to express to others that there was 
this powerful, emotional, godlike quality in the backcountry of san diego. that 
scared off a lot of people. It’s so raw, it’s so fierce, and he would have said, ‘Yeah, 
that’s how nature is. this is what you’re living with; you’re living with something 
that is alive.’”9 As a result, Reiffel’s paintings languished without buyers before 
and after the stock market crash of 1929. 

Reiffel might have abandoned his career during the Great Depression but 
for the establishment of the Works Progress administration (WPa) that threw a 
lifeline to struggling artists. In return for a small weekly stipend, Reiffel produced 
some of his most celebrated works, including Road in the Cuyamacas (1933-34), now 
in the smithsonian american art Museum. In 1936, he painted two large murals 
for san diego High school’s russ auditorium, San Diego Harbor and San Diego 
Backcountry, which remain on permanent display at sdHC. He painted Point Loma 
and Farm Landscape (1937) for the auditorium of Memorial Junior High school 
and, later, a series of paintings depicting the history of san diego for the City 
Council Chambers at the Civic Center.

Reiffel continued to send his paintings to various expositions, “often rubbing 
elbows with a much younger and far more ‘modernist’ crowd of artists.” He 
experimented with wax crayons and became intrigued by the potential for the 
expression of emotion in even the most abstract paintings. although most of his 
late works continued to depict nature in a realistic manner, a few like Backcountry 
Scene (1928) show an “almost electric intensity” and the beginnings of abstraction. 
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dijkstra wrote, “In a very real sense, he was an abstract Expressionist before 
his time.”10

Living in extreme poverty, Reiffel returned in some of his last works to the 
tonalist style that he had adopted as a younger man. now, however, the darkness 
had become personal. In The Street at Night—San Diego (1939), a figure “finds himself 
alone in a world no longer his, a world whose warmth seems to be receding into 
the distance, even as the figure, which it is tempting to read as the artist himself, 
continues to forge ahead.”11 Reiffel died in March 1942 at seventy-nine years of age. 

the exhibit’s catalogue, Charles Reiffel: An American Post-Impressionist, argues 
convincingly that Reiffel should be considered a Post-Impressionist who elevated 
subjective experience over objective reality. It reconsiders the aims of american 
plein air painters in light of recent scholarship, suggesting that their “inward-
looking regionalism” was, in fact, an important part of the modernist project. 
Plotek writes, “It was in this context of increased heterodoxy and rejection of 
imported styles in favor of those born of the land that Reiffel sought to carve his 
own niche within the american scene.”12

This is the first monographic exhibit of Reiffel’s work since the retrospective 
held at the Fine arts gallery (now sdMa) and the Indianapolis Museum of art in 
1942-43. this exhibit in san diego, planned by former curators derrick Cartwright 
(SDMA) and David Kahn (SDHC), has been realized by the directors and staff of 
both institutions. Keith Colestock, meanwhile, lent his extensive research materials 
on Reiffel and provided, in the catalogue, an exhibition history. 

Essential to the success of the exhibition are collectors like the dijkstras, Estelle 
and Jim Milch, sharon and albert Cutri, Colestock and others who began buying 
Reiffel’s works before they received widespread recognition as masterpieces of 
twentieth-century art. The Milchs explain that they bought Reiffel’s works at a 
time when “lots of kids were getting rid of grandma’s landscape paintings, and 
they were selling them for a song.” the colors and the energy caught their eye. 
The Cutris also responded to the artist’s “fluid, organic style.”13

For the first time in decades, Reiffel’s works emerge from private collections 
to take their place among the most inspiring works produced by early twentieth-
century California artists. sdMa’s exhibit runs through February 10, 2013, while 
sdHC’s show concludes on March 10, 2013.
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58. Back Country Houses, ca. 1935. Collection of Estelle and Jim Milch.

71. Harbor Night, 1937. On loan from the  Fine  Arts Program, Public Building Services, US General 
Administration, commissioned through the New Deal art projects. Courtesy of the San Diego Commission 
for Arts and Culture.
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51. La Jolla Shores, 1931. Private collection.

67. The Lumber Yard, 1937. Collection of Estelle and Jim Milch.
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77. In the Street, ca. 1938. The County of San Diego.
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45. Near Old Town, 1928. The Smith collection.
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NOTES
1. “Reiffel: No, You Don’t Know Him,” San Diego Magazine (november 2012).

2. Bram dijkstra and ariel Plotek, eds., Charles Reiffel: An American Post-Impressionist (san diego: 
the san diego Museum of art, 2012), 29.

3. Ibid., 34, 89.

4. Ibid., 39.

5. Ibid., 48.

6. Ibid., 51.

7. leda Klauber (1881-1981), interviewed by Christine oatman and grace Miller, February 10, 
1979, sdHC oral History Collection.

8. dijkstra and Plotek, eds., Charles Reiffel, 53.

9. “Reiffel: No, You Don’t Know Him.” 

10. dijkstra and Plotek, eds., Charles Reiffel, 58.

11. Ibid., 61.

12. Ibid., 13.

13. Ibid., 173.

62. The Painting Lesson, 1936. Collection of Estelle and Jim Milch.
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Jack London, Photographer

an exhibition at the Maritime Museum of san diego 
through december 2012 and the  

los angeles Maritime Museum opening January 26, 2013. 

reviewed by Craig Carlson, lecturer, school of art design & art History, 
san diego state University.

If Jack london had a calling card it probably would have been emblazoned 
with the photojournalistic code “f/8 and be there.” f/8 is the aperture in a lens 
with the greatest optical sharpness, and – like Henri Cartier-Bresson would do 
with his career – london had an acute awareness of being at the right place at the 
right conflicts of his time. The camera (as opposed to the sensationalist yellow 
journalism being simultaneously practiced during the turn of the twentieth 
century) is the great truth detector. Photographs never lie; people do.

to situate london’s work as a photographer, one must understand that he 
was an early pioneer during the early 1900s using the first hand-held cameras 
and flexible roll film (made for amateur use) as opposed to the heavy, large glass 
plate cameras (tripod required) often used by professional photographers of the 
era. Film emulsions and lenses were slow to collect light and a steady hand was 
needed to shoot dynamic, changing events in the streets (later called “spot news” 
by photographers).

London certainly had the “right stuff” to be a photojournalist. One requirement 
was not minding working around starving orphaned children or with open 
saddle sores, or for that matter, being arrested for taking a snapshot of a Japanese 
blacksmith during the russo-Japanese War. one also needed an ability to tolerate 
the obligatory boredom. What matters with Jack london’s photography is not 
his style, but the very content of his photographs. I agree with Philip adam on 
the notion that making photographs is a two-step process: first looking for and 
understanding your subject, and then seeing it with the camera eye.

adam lent his hand in the darkroom and made the prints from london’s 
vintage negatives for the beautifully printed volume that bears the same name as 
this exhibit. I assume there were some difficult nights for Adam while printing 
london’s out-of-focus and often under- and overexposed negatives. However, 
by far the most difficult part must have been staring into the abyss of human 
suffering that scored most of London’s early photojournalism bound for content 
in american papers and his imagined self-published books.

arriving in England in 1902 en route to cover the Boer War for the Hearst 
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newspapers (only to find out the war had ended), he stayed on in the nation’s capital 
to experience the impoverished citizens of london’s East End. Photographers 
are voyeurs at heart and london’s early work in the East End shows how the 
progressive movement (london’s political left) had moved on from the issue of 
slavery to England’s workhouses of the early 20th century. 

London’s camera accompanied him and his wife, Charmian, to the South Pacific 
on his custom built ship, The Snark. the content of these photographs changed 
dramatically from street documentary (london’s East End) and war reportage 
(russo-Japanese War) to a much lighter, vacation-snapshot style. these particular 
photographs are those of a tourist with an ethnographic gaze, where photographer 
and South Pacific islanders are strangers in a primitive headhunter, non-white 
world. on a trip to an island market, Charmian is photographed packing a small 
caliber side arm. london, hoping to use the photograph for publication, must later 
defend the snapshot of his wife to publishers who do not believe the photograph 
is of good taste for western consumption. london reprimanded his publisher, 
explaining that his photographs and his writings have only one purpose: to 
reveal the truth. By the end of his written rant, he shouts to his publisher that, “he 
[London] is glad he is in the South Pacific; and his publisher in North America.” 

another example of london’s desire to present an unvarnished account of the 
south seas for western consumption is a beautiful, full-length portrait of “nature 
Man” Ernest darling. darling as described by london “was an inspiring though 
defeated figure.” Darling’s portrait, if covered only to reveal his face, reminds 
me of a “hippie” type figure of the late sixties and early seventies. I am sure 
darling would have been as comfortable walking around “Haight-ashbury” in 
San Francisco as he was on the South Pacific island of Tahiti in 1907.

The exhibit of fifty of London’s photographs was successfully presented by the 
Maritime Museum of san diego in the lower hold of The Star of India. the digital 
prints made for the exhibit have more contrast and are a bit sharper than the prints 
reproduced in the book. london’s camera work as professionally hung made it 
possible for viewers to understand how “f/8 and being there” is the essence of 
the craft of photography.
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With Anza to California, 1775-1776: The Journal of Pedro Font, O.F.M. translated 
and edited by alan K. Brown. norman, oK: the arthur H. Clark Company, 2011. 
Introduction, illustrations, notes, bibliography, and index. 472 pp. $55.00 cloth. 

reviewed by vladimir guerrero, Independent scholar, davis, Ca.

When a perceptive, meticulous, and highly educated narrator bears witness to 
a significant period or event, researchers can inherit a rich description of a time 
and place in history. such is the case of Pedro Font, an intellectual friar more 
suited to the cloister than the rigors of missionary life on new spain’s northern 
frontier. and such is the journal Font kept during 1775-1776 as chaplain of an 
expedition led by Juan Bautista de anza from sonora to the Bay of san Francisco. 
Font’s legacy is a time-capsule of the day-to-day life of the expedition, the route 
followed, the terrain and tribes encountered, the leadership (both spanish and 
indigenous), as well as of the men, women, and children migrating to establish 
one of the first European settlements in Alta California. And the journal, drafted 
in the field and carefully reworked after his return to Sonora, is a narrative of 
conflicting personalities and contrasting societies captured by a rigorous observer 
and polished by the hand of a master storyteller. 

despite of the eighteenth-century language and occasional touches of pedantic 
erudition, Font’s journal in spanish, and Brown’s English version, can be read 
and enjoyed by today’s reader as an epic story of the frontier. But for researchers 
interested in the period it is much more. It is an indispensable source of material 
on the spanish era and on the spanish-indigenous relationship far from the 
metropolis. It is also the story of the origins and migration of the people known 
as the Californios. 

as part of their duties, frontier commanders and chaplains were required to 
keep journals of the daily progress and events of an expedition. these narratives 
typically consisted of short factual entries on the route and duration of travel, 
weather conditions, morale of the troops, availability of water and forage, condition 
of the animals, and so forth. Multiple reports provided the authorities with better 
information than a single observer because some would be lost in transit and some 
were so poorly written as to be of limited value. Font’s scholarly grammar and 
immaculate penmanship made his journal the exception. His writing reflected his 
powers of observation and mastery of expression. surpassing the requirements 
he kept a journal that, in addition to the facts, included a personal element by 
describing the leaders, soldiers, and families in transit. Upon returning to sonora 
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this draft journal was Font’s source material for his official report and for an 
extensive narrative whose intended audience was undetermined. 

Font’s official report, the short journal, was published in a bilingual Spanish-
English edition in 1913. The long final version, a “literary monument” according 
to Brown, was published in English in 1930. But the extensive field text, buried 
in the archives of the Franciscan order in Rome, first came to light as part of a 
compilation of early California material published in 1998. It was this work that 
led Brown to study the original manuscripts which included extensive inter-linear 
and marginal entries by their author. Comparing the raw material with the final 
versions would reveal the author’s creative process and a far more complete picture 
of the expedition, the period, and the frontier society than the official documents. 

To effect the comparison, Brown used the field text with “the multitude of 
additions, corrections and deletions that the author worked through” as the base, 
and superimposed on it the changes from the final versions (p. 71). The product 
was a composite (and repetitive) document, color coded according to source. 
These almost 400 pages of meticulous scholarship were combined into a “unified 
translation of … Font’s various versions of his account” which, accompanied by 
an excellent introduction and comprehensive footnotes, resulted in the present 
work (p. 71). 

Brown’s edition of Font’s journal is now the definitive work on this period of 
late eighteenth-century sonora and the pre-american southwest--an extremely 
readable composite narrative that can be enjoyed by an interested layman or the 
most demanding historian. 

Alta California: Peoples in Motion, Identities in Formation. Edited by steven W. 
Hackel. Berkeley, Ca: the Henry E. Huntington library and art gallery and the 
University of California Press, 2010. Bibliography, illustrations, notes, and index. 
vii + 357 pp. $55.00 cloth.

reviewed by arnoldo de león, Professor, department of History, angelo 
state University.

this work aims to accomplish at least three goals: to determine how Hispanic 
settlers and Indians fleshed out their respective identities during the mission 
era; to discover the self-perceptions held by pre-1848 California inhabitants; 
and to explain how scholars have viewed identity in borderlands history. In 
pursuing these objectives, the editor divided the collection into four parts, with 
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the first three sections focusing on the numerous ways various players expressed 
their identity or how they perceived themselves as products of the California 
environment. the fourth section situates these issues of identity within the larger 
field of Borderlands studies.  

The various groups within California defined themselves and others in different 
and dynamic ways. Junípero serra, for one, considered himself a product of Iberia 
and sought to shape Indian neophytes under his care into becoming spanish and 
Christian beings.  But not all missionaries viewed their charges as did serra. a 
second generation (1790s-early 1800s) administered to the missions as Church 
representatives working with people they considered able to manage daily affairs. 
Indians adopted their own identity. In her study on Pablo tac, lisbeth Haas 
notes that despite tac’s European education and scholarly accomplishments, his 
upbringing in California trumped European influences, for his writings reveal his 
identification with the tribe to which he belonged. He felt more of a Luiseño than 
a Spaniard. In the mission complex, different Indian groups acquired divergent 
identities, as in the case of choristers who achieved an elite status and thus 
differentiated themselves from the greater neophyte population. 

Meanwhile, the native Californios (i.e., the spanish/Mexican population) 
of alta California during the 1830s, forged a self-conceptualization of their 
own.  Californios rejected political leaders assigned to the region by the central 
government in Mexico. They identified themselves as “white, cultured, and 
civilized” and characterized the arriving appointees as “dark-skinned, uncivilized, 
and criminal” (p. 142). Indeed, many of the Californios had (since the colonial 
era) regarded themselves as “spaniards.”  dna evidence, argue John r. Johnson 
and Joseph g. lorenz in their contribution to the book, bears out their makeup 
as mestizos, yet as “gente de razón” (“people of reason”) these mixed-bloods 
identified themselves as Spaniards. 

Part Four on historiography explains how the academic community has 
treated the subject of identity over time. driven by a desire to see spain receive 
due credit for founding pioneer settlements in north america and the need to 
acquire financial support from the Native Sons of the Golden West (which granted 
fellowship monies), the noted historian Herbert E. Bolton viewed California 
history as one of spanish splendor before the 1840s and then of anglo american 
progress in the wake of the War with Mexico and the 1849 gold rush. Identity, 
finds David J. Weber, did not attract borderlands scholars until about the 1970s. 
recent scholarship depicts it as changing according to circumstances and as a 
social construction wherein historical subjects personalize themselves vis-à-vis 
others. a survey of the scholarship on the Far north (written by spanish authors 
from circa the sixteenth to the nineteenth century) finds a correlation between 
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historical topics and an author’s professional or ethnic identity. Naval officers 
wrote about naval expeditions or sea battles, for example, and members of religious 
orders concentrated on the missions.

In the Introduction editor Steven W. Hackel notifies readers that the investigation 
of identity in borderlands studies has recent origins. the collection, therefore, 
serves as a contribution to these new interests, especially as they apply to spanish/
Mexican California.  It is useful for the insights the essays offer, the different 
perspectives they give on their respective topic, as the well as the cross-section 
of subjects they cover: Indians, missionaries, soldiers, and settlers.

Angel Island: Immigrant Gateway to America. By Erika lee and Judy young. 
oxford: oxford University Press, 2010. Bibliography, illustrations, index, and 
notes. xxv + 394 pp. $27.95 cloth. $21.95 paper.

reviewed by david Miller, adjunct assistant Professor, department of History, 
University of san diego.

Whereas most americans are familiar with the triumphant narrative of 
american immigration history embodied in new york’s Ellis Island, few are 
aware of the West Coast point of entry for twentieth-century immigrants, san 
Francisco’s angel Island Immigration station. and while some declare it the “Ellis 
Island of the West,” historians Erika lee and Judy yung argue that it was in fact 
very different than its eastern counterpart. Angel Island sat at a global crossroads 
and served as the point of entry for immigrants from numerous countries. this 
makes it the ideal subject of not just a history of asian or Western immigration, 
but of the entirety of United states immigration history. lee and yung argue that 
Angel Island’s history is about the “ongoing struggle to define what it means to 
be an american” and is, at its heart, american history (pp. 21, xx).

The Introduction and first chapter establish the context of Asian immigration, 
especially how it differed from European immigration in terms of exclusion and 
naturalization. By 1882, federal law prohibited entry to most Chinese immigrants 
and completely banned naturalization. this necessitated the construction of a 
physical place to allow immigration officials to oversee the execution of these 
laws. this is where angel Island diverged from Ellis Island.  

Lee and Yung note at least three important differences between the two that 
all revolve around the central fact that Ellis Island processed primarily European 
immigrants while Angel Island’s main population were Asian. The first difference 
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was one of exclusion versus restriction. angel Island was designed to keep 
particular immigrant groups out while Ellis Island served more as a processing 
center facilitating entry into america. after its 1910 opening in the wake of the 
Chinese Exclusion Act, officials at Angel Island regulated and managed the new 
exclusion laws where the burden on the immigrant was to demonstrate they had 
a legal right to enter the country. The second difference involved a prohibition 
to naturalization as opposed to a facilitation of the naturalization process. once 
through angel Island, asian immigrants at various times could not become 
citizens, a fate spared Ellis Island’s European population. and third, as a result 
of these differences, the length of stay varied greatly from weeks and months on 
angel Island to hours or days on Ellis Island. as a consequence, angel Island can 
be understood as a detention center characterized as much by human tragedy as 
by resilience. Held the longest, it was the Chinese for example who found solace 
and catharsis by etching expressive poetry on the facility’s walls.

the book continues topically with each chapter detailing the experience of 
different immigrant groups: the Chinese, Japanese, South Asian, Korean, Russian 
and Jewish, Mexican, and Filipino. Each group arrived among different national 
and international contexts and their experience proceeded accordingly. For 
example, a major theme of asian immigration, in particular the Chinese, was 
the role of the government (local, state, and federal) in creating and enforcing laws 
restricting entry, declaring many asian groups “aliens Ineligible for Citizenship,” 
and then limiting their rights. that new label “alien” had profound consequences 
not just for the immigrants at the time, but for the entirety of U.s. immigration 
policy. The effort to restrict Chinese immigration required the federal government 
to create a national immigration bureaucratic apparatus that invented the modern 
and politically charged concept of “illegal alien.”

Comparative analysis of the seven immigrant groups leads lee and yung to 
conclude that three factors defined the immigration process: race/nationality, 
gender, and class. these three factors could be a source of privilege or disadvantage 
for an immigrant. of course, often times these categories merged, as in the case 
of female Chinese immigrants who endured the burden of proving they were not 
prostitutes, a long standing racial assumption about the Chinese based in part on 
previous and existing labor and marriage policies discouraging Chinese female 
immigration. or in the case of Japanese men, the 1907 gentlemen’s agreement 
ensured that American officials would whisk the Japanese upper class through 
the process. 

Fortunately for the reader, a potentially dry and tedious bureaucratic history 
comes to life through the richly detailed lived experiences of those processed at 
angel Island. the authors resuscitate immigrant voices, place them at the center 
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of the narrative, and allow them to tell their own stories. the book concludes with 
an interesting social and cultural history of the facility itself, detailing how the 
abandoned (it closed in 1940) and dilapidated structures became a museum and 
place of historical memory through the work of local activists. 

today angel Island sits in the middle of san Francisco Bay and its state park 
is a popular day trip for hikers, bicyclists, and the occasional curious visitor. 
But as Lee and Yung remind us in this definitive history, Angel Island is more 
than a collection of buildings from our nation’s past, it is the physical place 
where american immigration policy played out in the lives and on the bodies 
of thousands of immigrants for thirty years in a way radically different than 
the celebratory national narrative embodied by the statue of liberty and Ellis 
Island. accurately remembered, lee and yung tell us, this history raises an 
intriguing question: How can the United states be both “an inclusive nation of 
immigrants and an exclusive gatekeeping nation?” (p. 6). this is a question worth 
contemplating, and scholars of immigration, undergraduates, and lay audiences 
will find much food for thought in this book.

Changing and Remaining: A History of All Saints’ Church San Diego. By stephen 
Cox. Bloomington, In: Xlibris, 2011. Bibliography, illustrations, index, and notes. 
ix + 311 pp. $19.99 paper.

reviewed by ryan Jordan, lecturer, department of History, University of 
san diego.

In Changing and Remaining, stephen Cox tells the history of all saints’ Episcopal 
Parish in Hillcrest. It is the oldest church in that neighborhood (from 1912), and the 
parish itself dates back to 1896 as a mission of st. Paul’s Parish. the Episcopalians 
take pride in being the oldest Protestant denomination in san diego, and while 
much attention has been paid to the largest (and oldest) Episcopal parish, st. 
Paul’s, the parish of all saints’ Church in Hillcrest also has a colorful history. 
Cox, a professor of literature at UC san diego, details this history by meticulously 
reconstructing each rector’s tenure from church minutes, interviews, and archived 
correspondence.

The first parish church was erected amidst shrubs and vacant dirt streets. 
over the years, the community survived indebtedness, competition from other 
churches, and squabbles among parishioners, rectors, and the vestry. the church 
also survived city efforts to tear down part of the church so as to widen Sixth 
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avenue (the coming of the 163 freeway seems to have prevented this from ever 
occurring). although the church has been in Hillcrest for over 100 years, most of 
those who have attended the church have come from out of the area – including 
congregants from as far away as alpine, where several parishioners and at least 
one of the associate rectors lived. Without outside donations and other support, the 
parish would not have survived as it has. the book also details the architectural 
changes to the parish church through the years. this discussion makes the book 
of significant interest for students of San Diego’s material culture.

theologically all saints embraced anglo-Catholicism more or less from its 
creation as a parish. although it was theologically conservative, Cox maintains 
the parish was socially more moderate than others. nonetheless, the parish 
for many years resisted the dominant liberalism of the american Episcopal 
Church. this is all the more interesting given the church’s location. While the 
neighborhood around all saints became associated with the gay community 
and political progressivism by the late twentieth century, the parish was not 
supportive of female ordination or of modifications to the Book of Common 
Prayer. 

one of the more dynamic and successful rectors, Paul satrang, remained 
outspoken in his distaste for secular humanism and existentialism in the 
modern Episcopal church. satrang’s successor upon his retirement in 1985, 
steven McClaskey, seemed to go even further than satrang in denouncing 
secular elements in late 20th century america. McClaskey actually removed his 
family from Hillcrest to scripps ranch – a telling example of what he thought 
of the neighborhood around all saints. Even for a church that had never relied 
completely on Hillcrest for parishioners, this aloofness did not come without a cost: 
membership consistently declined in the years after 1990. Following McClaskey’s 
departure in 2002, the church has attempted to become a larger presence in its 
neighborhood through outreach efforts, realizing the need to minister to the 
people in its own backyard in order to stave off further contraction. Professor 
Cox ends his book with this note of optimism as the Episcopal Church remains 
engaged with changing definitions of church community both in the San Diego 
area and the nation at large. 



306

The Journal of San Diego History

El Cinco de Mayo: An American Tradition. By david E. Hayes-Bautista. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012.  Bibliography, illustrations, index, and notes. 
xi + 293 pp. $65. 00 cloth. $26.95 paper.

reviewed by rich schultz, lecturer, department of History & Political science, 
san diego City College.

It is no secret that in today’s consumer-driven times, the efforts of advertisers 
and marketers are unceremoniously yanking the Cinco de Mayo holiday from 
its rich historical roots.  the complexities of history are often inconvenient for 
the profit motive, and stand in the way of attempts to position a beer or salty 
snack as the best choice for what one writer from Business Insider Magazine 
labeled as “america’s Favorite Mexican drinking day.” of course, the risk of a 
narrative that pitches the Cinco de Mayo as an excuse to imbibe is that it strips the 
event of its deeper cultural significance. Fortunately, David Hayes-Bautista has 
assembled a meaningful exploration of the origins of this unique annual tradition 
of commemorating the Mexican military defeat of French forces in the Battle of 
Puebla on May 5, 1862. the key to understanding the celebration, he argues, is 
recognizing that both the United states and Mexico were simultaneously involved 
in bloody conflicts that threatened to tear each country apart.

the French intervention in Mexico, aimed at collecting debts and rebuilding a 
lost colonial presence in the americas, came about in part because of the collapse of 
the american political order following the 1860 election of abraham lincoln. the 
French sought to exploit the division in american society and render meaningless 
the Monroe doctrine by asserting claims in Mexico. Cutting deals with and 
making promises to the Confederacy was part of that strategy.  For Mexicans in 
California, living on lands recently brought into the american fold as a result of 
the 1848 treaty of guadalupe Hidalgo, the French military campaign threatened 
the existence of the nation with which they still identified strongly. At the same 
time, the Confederate menace prompted ethnic Mexicans and the wider spanish-
speaking community – latinos – to defend the Union side in the Civil War. In 
the process, these latinos pointed to the Mexican victory at Puebla as a way to 
champion “the very american values of freedom and democracy” (p. 175).  to rally 
behind the heroes of Puebla was to defend freedom, and by extension, the Union.

Hayes-Bautista is efficient in describing the conditions under which Latinos 
struggled in 1850s California. State legislators spun a web of codified discrimination 
– the Foreign Miners’ tax and the “greaser act,” among others laws – to create 
a new political, economic, and social order. these new laws supported racism 
and anti-Mexican sentiment on the street. In this tense atmosphere, latinos 
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monitored Mexico’s war with the French by way of newspaper accounts. these 
same newspapers carried the latest updates from Civil War battlefields.  Here was 
a moment for latinos both to demonstrate their public loyalty to the Union, and 
to celebrate their pride as mexicanos and/or their solidarity as spanish-speakers 
in an increasingly anglophone California. Public displays of celebration for the 
Cinco de Mayo amounted to loyalty, resistance, and latino unity.

analysis of spanish-language newspapers is at the center of Hayes-Bautista’s 
work, and he uses these sources masterfully. through bulletins from local social 
clubs, the juntas patrióticas (patriotic assemblies), we see the beginnings of the 
parades, speeches, songs, and 21-gun salutes to mark the Battle of Puebla. the 
juntas raised funds for the war effort in Mexico, defended the legal rights of 
latinos in the United states, and provided relief for impoverished members of 
their local communities.  Most important for Hayes-Bautista, the juntas developed 
a “summoning power” through the Cinco de Mayo ceremonies they planned, 
promoted, and staged in the early 1860s (p. 130-131). shaping a public memory 
through the Cinco de Mayo festivities allowed the juntas to “harness the collective 
efforts of the Latino community towards specific ends” (p. 178).  The men and 
women who organized Cinco de Mayo programs were always mindful to fly 
both the Mexican and American flags at their events. Speakers at the first Cinco 
de Mayo celebration, held a year after the battle itself, and five months after the 
Emancipation Proclamation took effect, referred to both the French invasion and 
to the importance of staying loyal to the Union cause. these latino leaders were 
well aware of the threat of a Franco-Confederate alliance.

It is a testament to Hayes-Bautista’s prose that he leaves us wanting more about 
the developments he mentions briefly at the end of his book: the ways the Cinco 
de Mayo tradition evolved in the years following the capitulation of the French 
in 1867. How did latinos mark the event through contradictory rounds of guest 
worker programs and forced deportations in the mid-twentieth century?  How was 
the Cinco de Mayo put to new uses during the height of the Chicano movement 
in the 1960s and 1970s? Following naFta, how and why did corporations try 
to harness the energies of the Cinco de Mayo for their own profit? How has the 
Cinco de Mayo holiday served to build bridges between latinos and the rest of 
american society?  Whether those questions are taken up in greater detail by 
Hayes-Bautista or by subsequent scholars, he has with this book established a 
high standard for launching the conversation while providing an important 
contribution to the canons of american and latino social and cultural history.
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A People’s Guide to Los Angeles.  By laura Pulido, laura Barraclough, and Wendy 
Cheng.  Berkeley, Ca: University of California, 2012. Bibliography, illustrations, 
and index.  Xi +310pp.  $27.95 paper.

reviewed by Jim Miller, Professor, department of English, san diego City 
College.

“Los Angeles is filled with ghosts,” we are told in the introduction to Laura 
Pulido, laura Barraclough, and Wendy Chang’s A People’s Guide to Los Angeles, 
ghosts “not only of people, but also of places and buildings and ordinary and 
extraordinary moments and events that once filled them” (p. 4). And in the process 
of chasing those ghosts, the authors create a tool for what they call “alternative 
tourism” by giving us a guidebook that serves as a “political disruption of the way 
los angeles is commonly known and experienced.”  If traditional guidebooks 
“contribute to inequality in places like los angeles by directing tourist and 
investment dollars towards some places and not others” and subsequently 
reinforcing an “individualist and masculinist” view of history, their guide aims 
to refocus our attention “on those people and places that are systematically left 
off the map” (p. 5).  

After a brief but insightful discussion of the political significance of “rereading 
vernacular landscapes,” Pulido, Barraclough, and Chang outline their criteria for 
their selection process, informing the reader that to make it into A People’s Guide 
to Los Angeles, a place could not have already been designated as historically 
significant, could not be an established institution, and had to help them illustrate 
a diversity of geography, historical eras, etc. their stated goal in proceeding in 
this fashion is “to inspire tourists, residents, and activists to seek out these places 
in order to reimagine themselves, their histories, their communities, and their 
ambitions for the world” (p. 13).  

the rest of the book is divided into geographic sectors including north los 
angeles, the greater Eastside and san gabriel valley, south los angeles, the 
Harbor and south Bay, the Westside, and the san Fernando valley. these sections 
are followed by a series of “thematic tours” such as “radical People of Color 
Movements of the sixties and seventies tour” and the “Economic restructuring 
and globalization tour.” the text itself is divided into brief numbered sections 
that give pithy descriptions of why particular sites are of interest, whether that 
be the parking lot that was the former home of the Black Panther Party in south 
los angeles, the former site of the general Motors plant in the san Fernando 
valley, or a private home in the Eastside that is a “residential discrimination site.”  

Interestingly the authors also pick existing places like “the California Club” 
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in downtown la as landmarks of past with existing exclusionary practices and 
power brokering. Places like those and the currently restrictive park in san Marino 
make for interesting interrogations with the world as it is now.  these stand side 
by side in the collection with the ghosts of old community papers and activist 
headquarters as well as the home of the occasional progressive writer.  

Every site is noted by street address with directions if necessary and the entire 
book is generously illustrated with contemporary and historic photographs as well 
as sketches and graphics. Included along with the descriptions of the individual 
sites are “personal reflections” by various activists and community members 
commenting on everything from being a beach park ranger to participating in 
the Civil rights Movement. the authors also include “nearby sites of interest,” 
“favorite neighborhood restaurants,” and selected readings to help users of the 
guide learn more about the sites. It is a rich, full, and fascinating alternative tour 
of los angeles that is sure to hold something of interest for just about anyone 
who is curious about the subterranean history and hidden current life of the city.  

In my own work on san diego, los angeles, and oakland, I too have chased 
my share of ghosts. Hence I had great admiration for the authors’ significant 
accomplishment in putting together this guidebook. that said, perhaps it was 
a mistake to omit already recognized historical sites rather than reinterpreting 
them. this could have provided for an even richer dialogue between the booster 
history of the city and its unrecognized ghosts. the book is also very light on 
cultural and literary los angeles and the sections on the West side and the san 
Fernando valley are considerably weaker than the rest of the book. one might 
also wish for a slightly less politically specific series of themed tours. As someone 
who has guided similar expeditions in san diego, it helps to mix it up a little and 
provide more unexpected juxtapositions and contrasts of experience.  

still, all things considered, A People’s Guide to Los Angeles is a groundbreaking 
and important project. anyone interested in getting a full picture of the cityscape 
of los angeles should read this book and begin the rewarding work of reimagining 
the way we remember and the way we live. It would be a good model for someone 
to pick up and apply to the back of the postcard that is san diego.  
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BOOK NOTES

Bridges of Reform: Interracial Civil Rights Activism in Twentieth-Century Los Angeles. 
By shana Bernstein. oxford: oxford University Press, 2011. Map, illustrations, 
bibliography, notes, and index. xiv + 339 pp. $24.95 paper. Bridges of Reform 
examines the mid-century civil rights struggles that brought together Mexican 
american, Jewish, african american, and Japanese american activists. groups 
like the Community service organization pursued a range of reforms in spite of 
the challenges posed by depression, war, and the reactionary political environment 
of the McCarthy era.

Grave Matters: Excavating California’s Buried Past. By tony Platt. Berkeley, Ca: 
Heyday, 2011. Maps, illustrations, bibliography, notes, and index. xv + 237 pp. $18.95 
paper. tony Platt contributes to ongoing debates surrounding the disinterment 
of indigenous graves by focusing on the experiences of the yurok people of 
northwestern California. since the 1970s the yuroks have attempted to protect 
indigenous interests in the face of archaeologists’ and anthropologists’ desire to 
excavate Indian remains.

Pregnancy, Motherhood, and Choice in 20th Century Arizona. By Mary s. Melcher. 
tucson: University of arizona Press, 2012. Photographs, tables, bibliography, notes, 
and index. xii + 250 pp. $50.00 cloth. Public historian Mary Melcher investigates 
issues of childbirth, abortion, birth control, and infant mortality over the course 
of the last century. she explores topics such as the challenges posed by poverty 
and the lack of access to health care in the largely rural society of early-twentieth 
century Arizona and includes a chapter on Margaret Sanger’s efforts in the state’s 
birth control movement.

The Southern Emigrant Trail through Riverside County. By anne J. Miller. 
Bloomington, In: authorHouse, 2012. Maps, photographs, appendices, notes, and 
index. vi + 100 pp. $34.95 paper. the southern Emigrant trail, a route into California 
based on Indian trails and the routes of missionaries and trappers, was pioneered 
by Kit Carson during the Mexican War and subsequently used by the Mormon 
Battalion and gold rush emigrants. Miller’s book provides an in-depth description 
of the portion of the trail in riverside County, featuring maps, photographs, and 
anecdotes relating historical events that occurred along the route.
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Thirty Explosive Years in Los Angeles County. By John anson Ford. Introduction 
by Michael adamson. san Marino, Ca: Huntington library, 2010 (reprint). Chart, 
map, photographs, and index. xl + 232 pp. $29.95 paper. John anson Ford served 
as a los angeles County supervisor during a period of remarkable economic and 
population growth from the 1930s to the 1950s. His 1961 memoir, reprinted by 
the Huntington Library, chronicles Ford’s efforts to cope with the bureaucratic, 
environmental, and social problems that accompanied this growth. In addition 
to a new introduction by Michael adamson, this volume features a listing of the 
John anson Ford papers held at the Huntington library.

A Toast to Eclipse: Arpad Haraszthy and the Sparkling Wine of Old San Francisco. 
By Brian Mcginty. norman: University of oklahoma Press, 2012. Illustrations, 
bibliography, notes, and index. xii + 244 pp. $29.95 cloth. this volume explores 
the history of Eclipse Champagne, the first commercially successful sparkling 
wine produced in California. Mcginty’s work focuses on arpad Haraszthy, who 
along with his father agoston (“the father of California viticulture”), produced 
Eclipse in nineteenth-century san Francisco.

For more information visit sandiegohistory.org

UPCOMING EXHIBITION
Opening April 5, 2013

Bottled & Kegged, the History Center’s upcoming 
featured exhibition, will educate visitors about 
the region’s brewing history and provide context 
for how San Diego is making history in the craft 
brewing world.

Exhibit features:
• historic retrospective of San Diego’s brewing 

past and what the future holds
• brewing science
• interactive brewing, hop, and flavor stations  
• educational programming for all ages
• 21 and over “History Happy Hours” with beers 

brewed specifically for these events

Related events include:
• Taste of San Diego Craft Brews                          

 February 16, 2013
• Makers of San Diego History Gala                            

 April 27, 2013
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