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Abstract 

This study examines the manifold ways in which fifteen women of Mexican heritage 

actively participated in the secular, spiritual, and social spheres to improve conditions for 

themselves and their community in Douglas, Arizona during the first half of the twentieth 

century.  Using interviews, newspapers, US census reports, ephemera, and secondary sources, it 

highlights the women’s agency and the various ways they employed critical and innovative 

approaches to break through the economic, personal, and structural borders imposed by a 

corporate and industrial smelter town created by Phelps-Dodge and Company and the Calumet 

and Arizona Company.  

In this dissertation I ask, and seek to answer questions such as: why did these women of 

Mexican heritage choose to settle in Douglas; why did those who were born there remain; and 

what did this newly established town offer the women in this study that perhaps more established 

cities in the southwestern United States did not?  Because Mexicanas are invisible in the archives 

and in the historical chronicles of Douglas Arizona, this dissertation employs an interdisciplinary 

methodology designed to highlight their actions and their contributions to their communities, 

city, and nation.  Influenced by Chicana theorist Gloria Anzaldúa, I seek to recover history, and 

what she refers to as la facultad, by relying on the words of the women and their families to offer 

answers and insight.  Despite the challenges of living in the borderlands in a time of limited 

access to economic and social resources, these women’s contributions to history confirm that 

Mexicanas were not passive subalterns. 
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Introduction: Breaking Borders:  Women of Mexican Heritage in Douglas, Arizona1 

Rosario “Chalita” Castro was a celebrated woman in her adopted home of Douglas, 

Arizona. 2  Born in Santa Rosalia, Baja California in 1881, it was here where she met and 

married her husband Francisco and they started their family. In the early 20th century, 

approximately 1910, Castro3, her husband Francisco, and their family traveled to Cananea, 

Sonora searching for viable employment opportunities.   While in Cananea, Castro apprenticed 

with her mother as a partera and curandera.  It was also in Cananea that the Castros experienced 

first-hand the discriminatory practices of the United States’ based mining company, the Cananea 

Consolidated Copper Company, owned and operated by Colonel William C. Greene.  When the 

labor-management tension grew, an unsuccessful strike erupted resulting in the imprisonment of 

Francisco Castro, one of the leaders of the labor union Sindicato Sesenta y Seis.4    

As a midwife and curandera working with the underprivileged and poor, Castro often 

bartered goods for services.  Employing her connections with the community and her approach 

                                                 
1 The terminology to identify the women in this study is complex. The author would like to recognize the underlying 

tensions associated with the necessity to label and/or categorize the participants.  First and foremost, it is because 

women of Mexican heritage have been significantly absent in the historical narrative of Douglas, Arizona that I must 

insist on naming these women as more than just residents of Douglas.  Additionally, it is important to recognize their 

actions transcended a system that was structured to prevent them from succeeding. Secondly, since most of the 

stories and evidence on these women precede the Chicano Movement, when the term Chicana became more 

politically charged, it seems disingenuous to refer to them as Chicanas.  However, their agency and activism would 

certainly classify them as such in more contemporary times.  Thirdly, not all the women in this study were born in 

México, so they cannot all be called Mexicanas.  Therefore, for the purpose of this study, Mexicanas, women of 

Mexican descent, and Mexican Americans will be used interchangeably for their identities.  Chicana will be used 

when referencing the academics whose work reflects Chicanismo.  Please see Juan Gómez Quiñones’ text Chicano 

Politics: Reality and Promise, 1940-1990 for more on this topic and the historical understanding of the terms 

Chicana/o and Chicanismo. 
2 Fifty years after her death, Rosario “Chalita” Castro has been most recently associated with her son’s legacy, the 

first and only Latino governor of Arizona.  However, during her lifetime she was well known throughout the 

Mexican community in Douglas, Arizona. 
3 In an effort to facilitate the reader in keeping track of the women in this study, I will be referencing them by their 

last names.  
4 Raúl Castro, and Jack L. August, Jr. Adversity Is My Angel: The Life and Career of Raúl H. Castro. (Fort Worth: 

TCU Press, 2009), 7.  
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to solving problems, she obtained the knowledge necessary to assist her husband in applying 

leverage to the government officials for his release.  Using their daughter Enriqueta as an 

intermediary, Castro smuggled crucial information to her husband, and he was released from 

prison. Although the contents of the information were not ever discussed, Castro’s son recalls 

that it was significant enough for his father to be released from prison with on one condition -  

the Castro family must leave Mexico.5 Seeking asylum in the United States, they arrived in 

Pirtleville, Arizona, a small unincorporated community on the northeastern outskirts of Douglas, 

Arizona. with their eleven children; the year was 1918.  Ten of these children survived to 

adulthood. 

A little over a decade later, her husband passed away and Castro was left to raise the 

children on her own.  Once she saved enough money, Castro purchased a home in Douglas and 

moved her family.  According to her granddaughter, Lupe Muñoz, “She bought that house during 

the Depression, when her husband passed away and she had all these children. She managed to 

buy that property there and bought it cash.  She would not let us move out of there.  She would 

say: “No, this house is paid for; we don’t need to get into another house where we will have a 

house payment.”6  As evidenced by this anecdote, Castro demonstrated her independence and 

ability to purchase a home during the Great Depression, one of the lowest economic periods in 

US history.  Additionally, she was unwilling to become indebted to a bank or a landlord.  More 

importantly, however, her home provided her not only with a place for her family and her 

business, but it also made her a taxpaying member of her community.  Castro’s home ownership 

afforded her a level of permanence and privilege not afforded to many women in the first half of 

                                                 
5 Raúl Castro, Digitally recorded interview, 31 March 2014, Nogales, Arizona. 
6 Lupe Muñoz, Digitally recorded interview, 29 July, 2014, Queen Creek, Arizona. 
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the twentieth century. 

The house was located on 6th Street and F Avenue, centrally situated – close to downtown 

and six blocks from the international border.  She set up an office in her home and on Saturday 

mornings her living room was filled with new mothers breastfeeding their children and waiting 

for medical attention.  Too often the new parents were unable to afford the cost of care and they 

ended up bringing chickens, goats, or other precious items to barter.  Providing for a large 

family, Castro welcomed these exchanges of food items for her services.7 Her dedication to her 

patients and her community became widely known.  Neighborhood children and people from 

Douglas, Pirtleville, and Sonora would often congregate at her house. Whether it was for a 

friendly game of cards, help with a medical issue, or counseling on matters of the heart, many 

people turned to her for friendship, assistance, and guidance.8 

She demonstrated a lifelong dedication to her chosen profession as a midwife.  Although 

she only completed third grade, Castro was an autodidact.  She kept up on the latest information 

in her profession by purchasing books, reading late into the night, and filling her bookshelves 

with medical journals. In 1957, the State of Arizona began a certification program for midwifery.  

Not only did Castro pass the midwife certification exam the first year it was required, but also as 

demonstrated, she was the 13th person in Arizona to receive this certification; she was seventy-

six years old.9   

Castro’s story is just one of the many stories of women who left their homeland in 

Mexico and settled in Douglas, Arizona.  Although each story highlighted in this dissertation is 

unique, there were central political, social, and economic reasons underlying the decisions, 

                                                 
7 Lupe Muñoz, Digitally recorded interview, 29 July 2014 Queen Creek, Arizona.   
8 Raúl Castro, Digitally recorded interview, 31 March 2014, Nogales, Arizona.  
9 Raúl Castro.  Adversity is My Angel. (Fort Worth: TCU Press, 2009). 11. 
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oftentimes regarding migration, that many Mexicans had to consider as they made their choice to 

move north to the United States during the early twentieth century.  For women like Castro, and 

others in this study, who settled in Douglas, this simple act provides driving questions for this 

dissertation:  First why?  What did Douglas offer these women and why did they perceive it as a 

site of opportunity or safety?  Similar questions apply for the few women in this study who 

deliberately decided to remain and not relocate to other places or larger cities in the U.S. What 

did this newly developed town provide the women in this study that perhaps other more 

established Arizona communities such as Nogales or Tucson did not? 

However, other factors that the women themselves considered as they established homes, 

pursued educational opportunities, and developed social networks lay at the core of this 

dissertation. For instance, according to some, the proximity to Mexico allowed for accessible 

transnational travel and sustained connection to Mexico. In order 

Seeking to answer how the Mexicanas in Douglas “forged” their own identities in 

Douglas, Arizona is a monumental task.  This forces us to consider and prioritize issues of 

gender agency and adaptability.10 Utilizing perspectives from border studies, history, and race, 

this dissertation provides an insight into the agency and strategies that women of Mexican 

heritage employed during the early twentieth century in Douglas.  This dissertation employs a 

fluid, mixed methodology that may be considered essayistic more than strictly empirical.  This is 

intentional.  The hybridity of the data contributes to a multifaceted treatment of the lived 

experiences of Mexicanas.  This mixed method of data adds to the existing constructs in the field 

of history by connecting traditional history, interviews, and public history to provide another 

                                                 
10 George Sánchez. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-

1945. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 13. Historian George Sánchez argues in his study on Mexican 

Americans in Los Angeles from 1900-1945 that Mexican Americans “forged an ambivalent Americanism – one 

distinguished by a duality in cultural practices and a marked adaptability in the face of discrimination.” 
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way to recover the lives of the women presented. Moreover, this research contributes to the 

historiography on women of Mexican heritage in Arizona during the first half of the twentieth 

century. It is also a contribution to the general scholarship on Mexican American history, the 

regional history of Douglas, Arizona, and the borderlands.  It provides a glimpse into the realities 

of the lived experiences of women of Mexican heritage in Douglas during this time period.     

Relevant to Mexican American women in the U.S. who did not leave diaries and eluded 

newspaper coverage, Mexican American Studies scholar Rubio Goldsmith asks scholars to seek 

new ways of integrating them into local histories. Specifically, she asks: “How do we examine a 

past that seems hidden and veiled?”11 This dissertation responds to Rubio Goldsmith’s call by 

making these women visible and documenting their voices as they discuss their experiences in 

Douglas on their own terms.  Furthermore, when their own words were not available, their 

experiences were related through the words of their children, and in one case a grandchild.  

Utilizing these personal interviews, this work then provides a lens into the past to recover the 

lived experiences of these women.   

This research addresses the gap in historical accounts of Douglas’ past that should have 

previously included women of Mexican heritage.  As the women in this study developed their 

own paths and ways of being in the borderlands, the development of la facultad is apparent.  

Chicana theorist Gloria Anzaldúa refers to “la facultad…[as] the capacity to see in surface 

phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below the surface.”12 She 

claims that this faculty is developed when individuals are battered with a variety of oppressions 

that would keep them down, unable to outwardly act as their own agents of change.  Due to the 

                                                 
11 Raquel Rubio Goldsmith, Class Lecture Class Presentation. Mexican American Studies 585:  Mexicana/Chicana 

History Spring 2014. February 13, 2014. 
12 Gloria Anzaldúa.  Borderlands La Frontera:  The New Mestiza. (San Francisco: aunt lute books, 1987), 38. 
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myriad oppressions that can occur in the space known as the borderlands, to include regional, 

ethnic, and cultural challenges, the development of this aptitude is then a borderlands survival 

mechanism.  More importantly, it is a way in which a “shift in perception deepens the way we 

see concrete objects and people.”13 Their transcendence from the limitations that were imposed 

upon them via cultural and societal norms is apparent in their stories and their lives.   

La facultad also informs my methodology as I sought to recover the women’s experience. 

This methodology contains two tiers – the first tier consists of interviewing the women 

themselves or their family members.  Although this may seem unorthodox, this methodology 

provided the only pathway to obtain this information.  Their experiences live in the stories they 

shared about the events in their lives, and I relied on their children to relate the stories their 

mothers told them.  The second tier of facultad centers on fleshing out to the larger community, 

national, and global secondary sources to contextualize their experiences via primary documents, 

historical data, and personal ephemera.  By utilizing personal interviews, primary sources, and 

secondary sources, I employ mixed methods that allow for the recovery of the lived experiences 

of Mexicanas in Douglas. Thus, I argue that despite the challenges of living in the borderlands in 

a time of limited access to economic and social resources, these women’s contributions to history 

confirm that they were not passive subalterns. 

 

Relevant Literature 

 Mexicana/o and Chicana/o scholars have written extensively about the region known as 

the borderlands. Their work and the work of historians who have covered this area are important 

for understanding how historical events have impacted the lives of the women of Mexican 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 39. 
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heritage who lived in Douglas.  It is through the lenses of border theory and history that this 

research will address the significance of the place called home for the women in this study. 

Furthermore, this study incorporates an innovative approach as a means of providing an avenue 

of exploration into the life experiences of the participants in this study via the narratives that 

were obtained through the interview methodology employed in this study.  The voices and 

experiences of women of Mexican heritage have been missing in the recorded history of this 

border town.  

 

Border Theory – An Exploration into Place and Space 

To live and be in the borderlands is itself a distinctive experience.  In her book Migrant 

Imaginaries:  Latino Cultural Politics in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, American Studies 

professor Alicia Schmidt Camacho claims that “[t]ransborder communities of Mexican nationals, 

migrants, and Mexican Americans have continually exposed the limits of state formation for both 

the United States and Mexico”14 Some of the women in this study employed what Schmidt 

Camacho refers to as migrant imaginaries wherein they “encompass the world-making 

aspirations of Mexican border crossers, whose mobility changed the character of both U.S. and 

Mexican national life over the twentieth century.”15  As they established themselves as members 

of their communities, how did these Mexicanas in Douglas negotiate this space and their 

positions within the space? Schmidt Camacho asserts that:  

[Migrant] narratives imaginatively produce forms of communal life and political 

organization in keeping with their fragile agency as mobile people.  Migrant social 

movements define justice in terms that surpass the sovereignty of nations of the logic of 

                                                 
14 Alicia Schmidt Camacho.  Latino Cultural Politics in the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands. (New York: New York 

University Press, 2008), 4. 
15 Ibid., 5. 
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capital accumulation, just as their struggles revive the repudiated body of the migrant as 

the agent of ethical survival.16 

 

When many Mexicanas migrated north into the borderlands, they actively sought out ways to be 

members of the communities they inhabited.  This is true for the women in this study. These 

actions represented more than just economic survival; they also represented social and spiritual 

survival.  Their participation in their faith-based communities and in the political and social 

communities of their adopted home was integral to the survival of the women and their families.     

People often self-identify by the land of their birth, or by the place in which they choose 

to live. Such was the case with the women in this study who became Douglasites because they 

lived in Douglas.17 In other terms of identity, Monica Perales’ asserts in her dissertation 

Smeltertown: A Biography of a Mexican-American Community, 1880-1973, “the residents of 

Smeltertown identified themselves in a number of ways at various points in time. They could 

simultaneously see themselves as industrial workers, as Catholics, as Mexicans, as Mexicans 

from a specific pueblo, as Americans, as Mexican Americans, and as Esmeltianos.”18  Similarly, 

the women in this study viewed themselves as Mexicanas, Americanas, Mexican Americans, 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 5. 
17 The creation of identity, as it related to place and person, has been a significant event that people of Mexican 

heritage living in the United States have struggled with, and these women were no different.  In his book, Chicano 

Politics: Reality and Promise, 1940-1990 history professor Juan Gómez Quiñonez presents a brief explanation of 

the terms Chicano and Chicanismo.  He writes that during the tumultuous 1960s, as Mexican American youth 

wrestled with their role in the United States, a need to devise a future for themselves was demonstrated in the 

terminology they adopted and the political actions they undertook.  Gómez Quiñonez writes: 

…the term Chicano [was] a word used as a group referent since as early as the turn of the [twentieth] 

century. Chicano denoted the person and group, while “Chicanismo” referred to a set of beliefs; in 

particular, a political practice. The emphasis of “Chicanismo” upon dignity, self-worth, pride, uniqueness, 

and a feeling of cultural rebirth made it attractive to many Mexicans in a way that cut across class, regional, 

and generational lines.17 

The agency described by Gómez Quiñonez through the Chicano movement echoes of the same agency exhibited in 

Douglas by these women.17 While many of the women in this study would not have referred to themselves as 

Chicanas, they did consciously seek out ways to resist the cultural and national norms of their homeland via the 

prospects of their adopted land. Additionally, as they actively participated in their lives, they also broke down 

cultural and political norms for women in their time. They acted in ways that allowed them access to areas 

previously denied them. 
18 Monica Perales. “Smeltertown: The Biography of a Mexican American Community, 1880-1973.” (PhD diss., 

Stanford University, 2003), 8, Proquest Dissertations Publishing, 2004, 3111778. 
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workers, wives, mothers, and friends.19 Their identities linked them not only to what they did, as 

mothers, sisters, and workers, but also to the space that they inhabited – the borderlands. As 

defined by sociologist Patricia Zavella, “[the] borderlands signify the porous boundaries of 

cultures or hierarchical relations between the social categories in which subjects constantly 

negotiate processes of transition.”20 Even as the United States border changed and became more 

static, the borderlands shifted and changed to reflect the lives of the population inhabiting these 

lands.  Zavella explains: “Borderlands are constructed through the process of displacement 

through migration or the segregation of social life in which each social milieu has its own system 

of meaning, values, and practices, that is, power relations that produce normative hierarchies of 

meaning regarding the social other as well as material structures that shape identity.”21  

It is in this fairly fluid space that Mexicanas could create their own social and economic 

identities, largely due to the influence of the social segregation that existed within the 

community that served to exclude them, and the workforce demands created by the industries 

that shaped the borderlands.  As discussed by Zavella, “Mexican Americans must negotiate local 

discourses as well as those from ‘the other side.’”22 This negotiation is pivotal in understanding 

the dynamics of the borderlands where Mexicanas found themselves virtually living in two 

worlds.  Of noted importance, Zavella also argues that even if the Mexicanas were born in the 

United States, they exhibited the need to negotiate the space between the country they lived in 

                                                 
19 For more information on the impact of corporate structures on the identities of its citizenship, please see: Susan 

Brandt Graham. “Community, Conformity, and Career: Patterns of Social Interaction in Two Arizona Mining 

Towns.” Urban Anthology 9, no 1 (1980): 1-20. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40552894. In this study, Graham 

compares two mining communities, one corporate owned and the other not.  Douglas was technically not a corporate 

owned community, although Phelps Dodge had deep interests in the community. 
20 Patricia Zavella. I’m Neither Here nor There:  Mexican Quotidian Struggles with Migration and Poverty.  

(Durham:  Duke University, 2011), 9. 
21 Ibid., 9. 
22 Ibid, 9. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/40552894
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and the country of their family origins.  This ability to negotiate the “porous spaces” of the 

borderland is essential. 

For some the international border area is simply a matter of geography where two 

countries connect.  Not all border theorists consider the borderlands a fluid or malleable space: 

“The international border suggests limitations over which the American power and might have 

no control. It implies a dual vision, that of two nations looking at each other over a strip of land 

they hold in common.”23 Recognizing the border as an international line that distinctly separates 

and divides two nations does indeed call into question the fluidity of the borderlands.  For those 

Mexicanas living in Douglas, Arizona, the borderland offered them a proximity to their 

homeland, Mexico.  It also offered them the opportunity to retain and maintain the traditions and 

culture of Mexico that they chose to keep.  However, the borderland also afforded them the 

ability to witness the various differences between life in the United States and in Mexico.  In her 

book Revolutionary Women in Postrevolutionary Mexico, historian Jocelyn Olcott explains how 

women in Mexico, particularly the activist women, faced incredible challenges to include but not 

limited to, “claim[ing] revolutionary citizenship at a moment when the meanings of both 

citizenship and womanhood remained unstable and contested.”24 The unstable conditions of 

Mexico post-revolution deeply affected the role of woman. 

Finally, no study of the borderlands would be complete without Chicana feminist and 

theorist Gloria Anzaldúa’s definition of the U.S.-Mexican border as “una herida abierta where 

the Third World grates against the first and bleeds.  And before a scab forms it hemorrhages 

again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third country – a border culture.”25 As 

                                                 
23 George J. Sanchez. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles 1900-

1945. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 38. 
24 Jocelyn Olcott. Revolutionary Women in Postrevolutionary Mexico. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 4. 
25 Gloria Anzaldúa.  Borderlands La Frontera:  The New Mestiza. (San Francisco: aunt lute books, 1987), 3. 
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Anzaldúa expresses, the borderlands are always merging and splitting apart.  Here is a space 

where the inhabitants work consciously and subconsciously together to create this “third 

country,” this place where even though the divisions are apparent, there is a merging together, a 

confluence of ideas and actions.  In Douglas, Arizona the separations were indeed intensely real 

on the personal level, if not formally recognized on the public level.  The discrimination 

manifested itself blatantly by refusing entry to Mexicans in certain spaces, such as the Elks Club 

and the Country Club.  Other times, the discrimination was more covert as students were 

segregated in schools and classes, depending on their surnames.   The residents recognized the 

discrepancy in domicile choices, school enrollment, employment opportunities, and more.   

By collecting the narratives, comparing the similarities, distinguishing the differences, 

and recording the events, the experiences of these particular citizens of the borderlands can 

provide a glimpse into the realities of life in the border region during this specific period of time. 

This particular theory also offers an opportunity to look at the political, social, and personal 

experiences of the borderlands with the intent of describing and utilizing the ideas contained to 

illustrate the experience of those who live in the border region.  Issues of identity, language, and 

ethnicity are issues to which border theory can be applied.   

 

A Perspective on History 

 Looking into the past to understand our present and perhaps envision a future is perhaps 

the singularly most significant aspect of history.  Lorenzo Meyer and Héctor Aguilar Camín, 

historians of Mexican history, claim this was the reason they embarked on the writing of their 

book, In the Shadow of the Mexican Revolution: Contemporary Mexican History 1910-1989. 
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Although they began writing the book separately, around 1983, for various reasons, they merged 

their efforts and the end result was a text that looks at the events that “heralded the end of a 

period of Mexican postrevolutionary (sic) history.”26 Similarly, this research looks at the events 

that shaped this space known as Douglas, Arizona and the Mexicanas who came to reside there.   

Understanding the significant events that provided for the building of Douglas involves 

examination of the history of two nations, Mexico and the United States, and the area known as 

the borderlands.  Each of the women in this study share an ancestral past with Mexico.  Some of 

the women immigrated to the United States, others were born here, but all of their families 

originated, at least partly, in Mexico.  Only two of the women in this study were the products of 

a bicultural family with fathers who were not of Mexican origin.  What drove the migrants from 

Mexico is based on a series of political and economic factors.   

The history of the United States is equally important, as this study is centered on the 

ways in which the women of Mexican heritage maneuver through and make this location their 

home. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the Gadsden Purchase, and the interest of extractive 

companies in the recently acquired southwestern United States join together to provide the 

backdrop for the space and place that became Douglas, Arizona.  Additionally, as history 

professors Pekka Hӓmӓlӓinen and Samuel Truett assert:  

If frontiers were the places where we once told our master American narratives, then 

borderlands are the places where those narratives come unraveled. They are ambiguous 

and often-unstable realms where boundaries are also crossroads, peripheries are also 

central places, homelands are also passing through places, and the end points of empire 

are also forks in the road.27 

 

                                                 
26 Héctor Aguilar Camín and Lorenzo Meyer. In the Shadow of the Mexican Revolution. Transl. by Luis Alberto 

Fierro. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1993.) viii. In the Preface, the authors explain that they had two separate 

goals in mind.  For Camín, the goal was honoring “various academic and journalistic commitments that demanded a 

historical perspective,” and for Meyer, the goal centered on the “practical problem of providing his students with a 

textbook on which to base his classes on contemporary Mexican history.” The end result was this text. 
27 Pekka Hӓmӓlӓinen and Samuel Truett. “On Borderlands.” The Journal of American History. 98.2 (Sep 2011): 338.  
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In this study, the borderlands become a space where the women presented shift this paradigm of 

what it meant to be a Mexicana and also what it meant to be Mexican American.  The fluidity of 

space, the availability of opportunity, and the ability to envision a different life for their children 

and themselves demonstrates the agency with which these women were able to utilize the 

borderlands to their advantage.  

  

Life Stories: A Tool of Reclamation 

As noted earlier, this dissertation draws from a variety of disciplines.  One way in which 

this study seeks an avenue of understanding, a layer of the palimpsest, for a deeper, richer story 

of the experiences that traditional history books rarely provide is through the use of personal 

interviews. While this research is clearly not oral history, I do borrow from this discipline as a 

way to bring the women’s stories to the forefront.  Noted Italian historian Alessandro Portelli 

explains:   

…when we speak of oral history we also mean something more specific.  Rather than an 

additional, often secondary tool in the historian’s panoply, oral sources are used as the 

axis of another type of historical work, in which questions of memory, narrative, 

subjectivity, dialogue shape the historian’s very agenda.  When this is the case, the 

critical use of oral sources requires specific approaches and procedures, adequate to their 

specific nature and form. 28 
 

Here Portelli informs us that the work of an oral historian entails much more than just gathering 

the stories of those involved.  The purpose and agenda of the historian must be clear and specific.  

The world benefits by experiencing the lives of individuals who lived the events that occurred.  

For this reason, employing the use of interviews to tell the history of Mexicanas is essential to 

provide additional information about the realities of living life as a woman of Mexican descent, a 

                                                 
28 Alessandro Portelli. "A Dialogical Relationship: An Approach to Oral History." Expressions Annual 14 (2005), 1. 
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woman whose culture shapes her home, and a woman whose voice and experience have much to 

offer.29 

The recognition of the interview as a valid historical source is a relatively recent 

occurrence.  History professor Alistair Thomson establishes 1948 as the genesis for the use of 

oral history in academia.30  Utilizing the narratives of individuals, particularly those who 

survived World War II, Thomson’s research provided a depth of understanding of the events of 

this crucial world war that could only be hinted at via the statistics that previously shaped the 

historical narrative.  His work brought flesh to the bones of the previous historical renderings. 

No longer was the history just about events, names, and places.  Thomson’s work provided 

insights from the people who lived and experienced these same events.  The effects of war 

became real, not just a line in a history book.  While the women in this study also reference the 

impact of the war on their lives, more importantly, their interviews illuminate the impact of the 

war on their daily lives.   

Equally as important, Mexicana/Chicana writers have been doing the same.  Patricia 

Preciado Martin’s book Songs My Mother Sang to Me illustrates how the lives and the 

experiences of the women in this book provide us with a deeper awareness of what life was like 

for them, and for their families in Southern Arizona during the turn of the 20th century.  Whether 

                                                 
29 For more on the impact of Mexican culture on the female identity see Cindy O. Fierros and Dolores Delgado 

Bernal, “Vamos a Platicar: The Contours of Pláticas as Chicana/Latina Feminist Methodology.”  Chicana/Latina 

Studies 15.2, Spring 2016. In this article, the authors discuss the importance of family talk/plática in learning to “be 

strong and independent.” (98).  For more information on the transmission of culture and identity in the 

Chicana/Latina community, see Gloria Anzaldúa Borderlands La Frontera:  The New Mestiza; This Bridge Called 

My Back: Writings by Women of Color, Fourth Edition. eds. Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa (Albany: SUNY 

Press, 2015); Patricia Preciado Martin’s Songs My Mother Sang to Me (Tucson:  University of Arizona Press, 1996); 

Denise Chávez, A Taco Testimony: Meditations on Family, Food and Culture. (Tucson: Rio Nuevo Publishers, 

2006). 
30 In “Fifty Years On:  An International Perspective on Oral History.” The actual text states: “According to the 

recorded tradition of the North American Oral History Association, ‘oral history was established in 1948 as a 

modern technique for historical documentation when Columbia University historian Allan Nevins began recording 

the memoirs of persons significant in American life.’” (581) 
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it is in the importance of family as Livia Léon Montiel describes in her chapter when she states, 

“As we get older, what we live with is our memories that we have treasured away…And I want 

to hold the family together and leave this legacy for my children and for my grandchildren,”31 or 

perhaps it is the responsibility to home and hearth as Julia Yslas Vélez mentions in her chapter, 

“I thought of going to the university many, many times, but my mother needed me; I had to 

support her.”32  These are just a few examples of the type of life these women of Mexican 

heritage experienced as they grew up in a world that was changing.  By presenting their stories in 

a public venue, Preciado Martin provides accessibility to the general public of the beauty of a life 

well lived and traditions strongly maintained.   

In the 21st century, how do we learn about Mexicanas and the difficulties they 

encountered in a new nation?  Both physically and economically, the reality lies in the 

description of their family rituals, traditions, and support.  The seemingly ordinary women’s 

stories clearly demonstrate the extraordinary lives they lived.  These women’s lives demonstrate 

they were innovators of the highest order as they made do with what they had available. Preciado 

Martin’s interview method provides a space for the women to recall their experiences, and 

readers are drawn into their daily affairs of life and are shown the demands made on the families 

at that time. The thick descriptions they provide of daily life, celebratory events, and family 

hardships provide the reader a clear view into the world and times in which they lived.  In this 

process, Mexicanas/Chicanas are provided with a glimpse into the past not only to see what these 

women experienced on a daily basis, but also to understand the strength and tenacity their own 

ancestors embodied, thus providing an avenue of appreciation for the struggles common to 

Mexicanas/Chicanas that came before us.  Similarly, this dissertation documents the stories of 

                                                 
31 Patricia Preciado Martin, 22. 
32 Ibid., 22. 
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the women of Mexican heritage in Douglas for the purpose of providing a window into the past, 

whereby readers can learn not only about the lives of these women, but also about Douglas 

during their lives. 

Finding ways in which to learn about the lives of individuals who are not historically 

represented can be difficult, but necessary.  Historian and Chicana feminist Emma Perez utilizes 

“the decolonial imaginary [that] can help us rethink history in a way that makes Chicana/o 

agency transformative”33 arguing that it provides a “rupturing space”34 which is an alternative to 

what is already written in history.  By interviewing the women and their family members to 

provide the data of the Mexicanas in this study, the rupturing spaces will contain the experiences 

of the women who lived them.  This transgressive action brings to the forefront the voices of the 

women whose voices had not previously been heard. 

Similarly, by obtaining the stories of Mexicanas in Douglas, a clearer picture of the place 

and time can emerge. Historian Antonia Castañeda explains that “[f]ocusing on women of color 

changes the discourse and enables historians to examine how those women responded to the 

changes in the economic and social order – including the changes wrought by violence – based 

on their own values, norms, and circumstances.”35 Recovering their stories through interviews 

provides a deeper, more concrete image of what life was like for Mexicanas in Douglas during 

the first half of the twentieth century.  Although the stories of these women may have similarities 

to the others, they are uniquely their own and their histories deserve and need to be written in 

order to obtain a fuller, deeper understanding of history.  

                                                 
33 Emma Pérez. The Decolonial Imaginary: Writing Chicanas Into History. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

1999,) 5. 
34 Ibid., 6. 
35 Antonia Castañeda.  “Women of Color and the Rewriting of Western History:  The Discourse, Politics, and 

Decolonization of History.” Women and Gender in the American West. Eds. Mary Ann Irwin and James Brooks. 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 2004), accessed December 30, 2015. ProQuest ebrary, 83. 
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 However, utilizing interviews via a standardized oral history methodology remains 

problematic for this study. For historian Lynn Abrams, oral history is “a catchall term applied to 

two things.”36 The things she refers to are the interview itself and the process of the interview.  

She also goes on to explain how for most oral historians the focus has been placed on the data 

retrieved via the interview, the actual histories.  For this study, the interviews are just one portion 

of the process.  The interviews combined with the historical research and the collection of 

ephemera combine to illustrate the experiences.  For example, in Chapter Five, I have included a 

copy of Carlota Ortega’s report card.  While this third grade card was an important document 

while enrolled in school, the fact that she retained it, and that her daughters still have it, 

demonstrates a larger connection to her school experience, particularly since she did not continue 

her formal education post eighth grade. 

Abram’s article notes that oral history theory derives from a variety of disciplines.  This 

theory intersects with anthropology, gender studies, history, political science, language, cultural 

studies, and in this study, Mexican American studies.  The theoretical frameworks utilized in 

these disciplines can be adapted not only to the oral history theoretical frameworks, but also to 

the use of interviews.  For instance, according to Abrams, when oral historians were initially 

defending their use of oral histories, they went to great pains to adopt social science techniques 

to verify their findings, applying quantitative analyses to qualitative data. The push for meeting 

these scientific framework samplings often resulted in a quasi-scientific reading of the oral 

histories that did not further the work intended.  Humans and their memories are not static 

objects.  Abrams claims that “[t]he personal testimony produced in the interview mediates 

                                                 
36 Lynn Abrams.  Oral History Theory. (New York:  Routledge, 2010), 2. 
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between personal memory and the social world.”37 While historical events appear objective, the 

reality remains that for those who experienced them, certain subjectivity exists. How the Great 

Depression was experienced by the industrialists whose industries suffered major economic loss 

was a far different experience than for those whose complete livelihood became dependent upon 

the generosity of the state and/or their neighbors for sustenance. Circumstances, both past and 

present, color memory.  Since 1980, Abrams has claimed that oral historians have garnered a 

sense of confidence regarding their field.  They acknowledge the subjectivity of their sources, the 

fluidity of memory, and the need to assess these oral histories using a different framework.  The 

same applies to the interview process.  The fluidity of memory, the circumstances surrounding 

the interview, and the subject of the interview can all affect the interview process. However, 

when there are no other documents such as journals or letters to support the work, the 

interviewer must rely on interviews to gather the information.  The information gathered through 

these interviews allows for the informing of our present through the stories of the past.  

Similarly, in an effort to maintain the credibility of the facts provided through interviews, 

and to clearly explore the interstitial spaces of the interview, it is essential that researchers 

provide contextual evidence surrounding the interview and the experiences of both participants.  

Chicana Studies scholar Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith affirms this importance in her article “Oral 

History:  Considerations and Problems for Its Use in the History of Mexicanas in the United 

States.”  She posits that “[a]nalysis of the oral interview demonstrates that the relationships of 

the interview can create several other dimensions for use by the historian.  Therefore, oral 

historians must examine their own participation in the interview process and integrate it in their 
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analysis creating a new historical document.”38  Utilizing an oral history theoretical framework, 

which looks at all four components involved in the oral history, the onus then does not sit 

entirely on the words of the interviewee, but also on the interviewer, who brings with her another 

set of knowledge, often grounded in understanding of other and often contradicting texts, the 

transcript of the event, and the dialogue between the two.  As Rubio-Goldsmith mentioned 

above, the oral history then becomes a new historical document, one that remembers and reflects 

on past events, but one that also provides a current experience with which to understand the past 

events.   

 The assumptions implicit in the interview process include an understanding between the 

interviewer and the interviewee.  The need for a relationship to exist between the two is 

paramount for the accomplishment of the interview. Portelli illustrates this when he writes, “The 

historian must work on both the factual and the narrative planes, the referent and the signifier, 

the past and the present, and, most of all, the space between all of them.”39  Similarly, when 

conducting the interviews for this study, it was necessary to establish both the narrative and the 

factual planes.  For example, introducing myself not only as a product of Douglas, but also as a 

product of American schools and institutional learning, and explaining why this research is 

important to me and to a larger audience, the subjects appeared to be more willing to work with 

me.  It was imperative that as the researcher, I needed to establish a relationship with the 

subjects. Awareness and respect not only of the subject matter and the interviewee are crucial, 

                                                 
38 Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith. “Oral History: Considerations and Problems for Its Use in the History of Mexicanas in 

the United States.” Between Borders: Essays on Mexican/Chicana History. Ed: Adelaide R. Del Castillo. 

(Moorpark: Floricanto Press, 1990), 172. 
39 Alessandro Portelli. The Order Has Been Carried Out:  History, Memory, and Meaning of a Nazi Massacre in 

Rome. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 15. 
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but also awareness and respect of the interstitial spaces that are being co-created in the 

experience of the interview need to be recognized.   

 While the academic work in Mexican American Studies, continues to grow, so does the 

need for the recovery of life stories through interviews.  This method allows for the voices of the 

individuals involved to become a part of the history of their lives.  Rubio-Goldsmith writes: 

“There are times to create myths and there are times to reflect upon them.  The years of the 

Reconquest were times to re-create ourselves.  The time for reflecting has arrived.”40 For the 

women in this study, the time to reflect on their lives, or for their children to reflect on their 

mothers’ lives, has resulted in a new awareness and a new appreciation for the time and place in 

which they have lived.  Crucial to this study is the understanding that since the majority of 

women featured here have already passed on, in an effort to preserve their lives and their 

experiences, it is necessary to employ nontraditional methods to capture their life stories.  This 

combination of interviews with family members, with the women who remain, and a collection 

of secondary sources combine to “recreate” the lived experiences of these women. 

As scholars search for avenues in which to research, document, and discover new ways of 

seeing and understanding the world we live in, it is imperative that we acknowledge our own 

relationship to our work and to those that have come before us.  History and anthropology 

professor Karen Olson and historian Linda Shopes recognize the issues inherent in the use of 

recovery of life stories: “For both of us, oral history has proved an especially challenging form of 

inquiry.  Narrators’ accounts have led us to confront our own feminist biases and to rethink 

                                                 
40 Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith. “Hispanics in Arizona and their Experiences with the Humanities.”  Hispanics and 

the Humanities in the Southwest: A Directory of Resources.  Ed.F. Arturo Rosales, David William Foster ; editorial 

assistant, Carmen de Novais.  (Tempe: Center for Latin American Studies, Arizona State University, 1983), 21. 
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women’s history in less categorical, more dynamic terms than we had been using.”41 The 

researcher must go where the research leads her, and sometimes this is an uncomfortable space.  

As I proceeded with this research, there were times when the informants described experiences 

that were considerably different than what I was expecting.  Sometimes the ways in which they 

relived their memories, the tensions of reliving some of these moments were palpable.  On the 

reverse side, sometimes the reliving of the wonderful memories transcended the present time, 

placing the informants in a better time.   

Utilizing interviews as a research source can produce varying responses.  This discomfort 

is represented over and over again as scholars debate who and why some voices can be heard.  

Ranging from Spivak to Mallon, the question of whether subalterns can speak, or whether any 

one wants to hear what they say has been highly contested. For critical theorist and professor 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “The subaltern cannot speak.  There is no virtue in global laundry 

lists with ‘woman’ as a pious item.  Representation has not withered away.  The female 

intellectual as an intellectual has a circumscribed task which she must not disown with a 

flourish.”42 Spivak calls for women academics to take up the work and responsibility, so that 

subalterns, particularly female, around the world will be represented. But she also cautions us to 

be aware of our privilege in the positions that we hold and to carefully address the issues we 

uncover.  For history professor Florencia Mallon recognizing and valuing the various 

complexities of subaltern communities is imperative.  “[M]ost subalterns are both dominated and 

dominating subjects, depending on the circumstances or location in which we encounter 

                                                 
41 Karen Olson and Linda Shopes. “Crossing Boundaries, Building Bridges:  Doing Oral History among Working-

Class Women and Men.” Sherna Burger Gluck and Daphne Patai.  Women’s Words:  The Feminist Practice of Oral 

History.  (New York:  Routledge Press, 1991), 189. 
42 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture. Editors 

Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. (66-111). (London: Macmillan, 1988), 104. 
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them…[t]hese ever-shifting lines of alliance or confrontation, then, are not deduced from 

specific, already existing subaltern identities or subject positions.  They are constructed 

historically and politically, in struggle and in discourse.”43 Mallon reminds us that nothing exists 

in a vacuum and the political and historical forces that shape these communities need to be 

understood and evaluated also.   

Separating out the interview from the interviewee or even the interviewer is necessary.  

As Rubio-Goldsmith reminded us earlier, a new dimension is added due to the interview process.  

The relationship that results often can color the final product.  My experience has been a perfect 

example of this coloring.  Initially, I approached this study in a fairly clinical manner as I 

searched for women of Mexican heritage in Douglas who demonstrated la facultad.  However, 

once I interviewed them, became more intimate with their lives, I found myself coloring their 

stories in ways that were neither academic nor clinical.  For instance, I became cognizant of the 

utilization of terms like “love,” “wonderful,” “proudly,” when in actuality, these were my 

interpretations of the actions and/or experiences provided by the interviewees. Why? Because 

now these respondents weren’t just subjects of my research; their lives became real as I recorded 

the interviews.  This attachment to the subject and potential skewing of events needs to be 

avoided.   

 Presently Mexicanas/Chicanas in the academic field are excavating the Chicana histories 

by going straight to the sources. They are interviewing the individuals who lived the experiences. 

They are gathering the stories of Mexicana/Chicana women and placing them in the public 

                                                 
43  Florencia Mallon. “The Promise and Dilemma of Subaltern Studies:  Perspectives from Latin American History.”  

American Historical Review 99, no. 5: (Dec 1994) 1491. Academic Search Complete, EBSCOhost, 1511. 
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sphere.44 The stories are being told, and changes are occurring.  Zavella states: “Besides 

critiquing underclass theory, we must present careful analysis of how local political economies 

are affected by global constraints and how some groups have become integrated into labor 

market niches and remain the working poor.”45 The stories of the sixty-one men and women of 

Mexican origin in Zavella’s study demonstrate how their lives were affected by the global 

economic constraints placed on them.  

  Contrary to the beliefs of some, incorporating life stories into the history of a place does 

not detract from the existing history, it adds to it.  In her essay “The Evidence of Experience,” 

Joan Scott, history and gender studies professor, states: “Experience is, in this approach, not the 

origin of our explanation, but that which we want to explain.  This kind of approach does not 

undercut politics by denying the existence of subjects; it instead interrogates the processes of 

their creation and, in so doing, refigures history and the role of the historian and opens new ways 

for thinking about change.”46 While the history books present one view of the events and 

circumstances of a place, interviews afford the historian with a layer of understanding that 

provides a deeper, more comprehension of the experiences for interpretation.  The stories of 

these women of Mexican descent in Douglas help us to remember the past, and apply this 

knowledge to our present, for the purpose of ensuring our future.  

  

 

                                                 
44 For examples of activist writings please see Maylei Blackwell’s ¡Chicana Power! Contested Histories of 

Feminism in the Chicano Movement, Patricia Zavella’s I’m Neither Here nor There, Patricia Preciado Martin’s 

Songs My Mother Sang to Me, Dolores Delgado Bernal’s “Grassroots Leadership Reconceptualized: Chicana Oral 

Histories and the 1968 East Los Angeles School Blowouts,” and Three Decades of Engendering History: Selected 

Works of Antonia I. Castañeda, edited by Linda Heidenreich with Antonia I. Castañeda. (Denton: University of 

North Texas Press, 2014). http://UAZ.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=1893228 (accessed April 20, 2016). 
45 Patricia Zavella, 229. 
46 Joan Scott.  “The Evidence of Experience.” Critical Inquiry, 17.4. (Summer 1991), University of Chicago Press.  

pp 773-797. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1343743, (797). 
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La Facultad and its Applications 

 Awareness of one’s environment is a key element la facultad.  For educational theorist 

Paolo Freire, that awareness is known as conscientização, “the deepening of the attitude of 

awareness characteristic of all emergence.”47 What then does it mean to be aware and how might 

the women in this study have demonstrated this awareness?  Freire explains that “thematic 

investigation which deepens historical awareness is really educational, while all authentic 

education investigates thinking.”48 One of the myriad ways in which the women in this study 

demonstrated la facultad was in the formation of a social organization named Club Selene.  For 

the members of the Club Selene, the activities they planned and the lectures they scheduled all 

demonstrated their deep desire to keep learning, to be teachable, and to apply this knowledge to 

their lives.  What did the women choose to keep and what did they choose to add to their lives as 

they negotiated this space known as the borderlands?  Anzaldúa claims that the 

Mexicana/Chicana “learns to juggle cultures.  She has a plural personality, she operates in a 

pluralistic mode – nothing is thrust out, the good, the bad, and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing 

abandoned.”49 The ability to walk in two worlds, speak two languages, negotiate two cultures 

demonstrates a critical consciousness that cannot necessarily be taught in a school, but can be 

learned through social interaction and necessity.  For these Mexicanas in Douglas, these avenues 

for learning – funds of knowledge and critical consciousness – were invaluable for their ability in 

exerting personal agency inside and out of the domestic sphere.  

 

 

                                                 
47 Paulo Freire. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. (New York: Continuum Publishers, 2011), 109. 
48 Ibid., 109. 
49 Gloria Anzaldúa, 79. 
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Other Borders 

 Living in Douglas, Arizona means living on the edge.  Located in the southeastern 

section of Cochise County, Douglas’ most southern street, International, separates the United 

States and Mexico. During the time of this study, the border area looked much differently than it 

does today.  Today, an imposing, tall, metal barrier separates the two countries.  However, 

during the early part of the 20th century, only an arroyo served as the demarcation line between 

the two countries. Although the physical divider was not nearly as daunting as it is today, it still 

served as a reminder that “al otro lado” was Mexico.50 

`There were other borders, however. For the women in this study, living in a corporate 

town built on the international United States/Mexico border, other borders existed that inhibited 

the access and mobility of women of color. As noted in their interviews, they experienced 

institutional racism and discrimination through the legislative actions of the state and local 

governments.   

    A significant way in which prejudice and segregation were manifested in Douglas was 

through a concept called “Color-Blind Racism.” Sociology professor Eduardo Bonilla-Silva in 

his book Racism without Racists discusses the “four central frames of color-blind racism” that 

are employed by whites to keep the “elastic” walls of racism in place.51 These frames are:  

abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and minimization of racism.  

 To illustrate the color-blind racism in Douglas, Arizona, the focus will be on abstract 

liberalism.  Bonilla-Silva discusses the importance of understanding abstract liberalism and how 

                                                 
50 Madeline Burgner Cruz.  Digitally recorded interview, 14 March 1999, Tucson, Arizona.  “Al otro lado” is the 

term that Cruz used to reference “the other side.”  This term is still used by Spanish speakers as they reference either 

side of the international border. 
51 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva.  “Central Frames of Color-Blind Racism.” Racism without Racists. Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2006, 47. Bonilla-Silva explains how the elasticity of the walls provides an illusion of mobility and 

access, when in reality, the walls of racism only extend so far, thus limiting the potential for free flowing movement. 
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historically it came to be, particularly in the United States of America.  Tracing the historical 

roots of abstract liberalism through colonial times to the present, Bonilla-Silva explains how 

abstract liberalism was founded on the idea of individualism, liberalism, and the promise of 

freedom to break away from the bonds of the elite.  In abstract liberalism, the belief is that 

everything and everybody exists in a state of equality.  It is important to note that Bonilla-Silva 

asserts that the true meaning of this liberal independent state was limited to a select body of 

individuals, particularly the white bourgeoisie.  The idea of freedom for independence, wealth, 

and liberation did not apply to women, African Americans, Native Americans, or even poor, 

illiterate, white men.  As a result, he argues that in modern times, individuals fall back on this 

notion of liberalism without really taking into consideration that it was meant for only a select 

few.52  Bonilla-Silva uncovers the faulty reasoning that all Americans have the means and 

capabilities to pull themselves up by their bootstraps is done with a positioning of political 

theory that is inherently flawed.  By utilizing a concept that was meant for a few and applying it 

today to the masses, confusion erupts and is difficult to counter.  For those who believe this idea, 

there can be no discussion.  The words justify the means.  For those who experience the 

inequities, it becomes increasingly clear that this elastic wall will only give a bit and not totally 

because of a system that prohibits a breakthrough.   

 Abstract liberalism provides a lens with which we can critique the societal racism that 

existed in Douglas in the first half of the twentieth century. The hiring practices for the Douglas 

Unified School District in the early twentieth century demonstrate the type of color-blind racism 

that existed in this town. For example, the Douglas Unified School District systematically 

                                                 

52 For more on the inequities that people of color have to overcome, particularly in education, see Victor 

Villanueva’s Bootstraps: From an Academic of Color. (National Council Teachers of English, Urbana: 1993. 
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avoided hiring instructors of Mexican heritage by using Hispanic surnames to select against.  

Although two women in this study were employed as teachers, it is important to note that their 

surnames were not Spanish.  Mary Hickox Robinson and Josephine Vasquez Burgner were 

employable in the district because on paper they were not Mexicanas.  On the payroll, they were 

Mrs. Robinson and Mrs. Burgner, suitable names for hiring in this district. 

 Since the school district utilized a form of institutional racism in its hiring practices, the 

Mexicana/o students were mostly taught by Anglo educators.   The Douglas Unified School 

District employed white teachers as gatekeepers of information and potential academic access, as 

will be evidenced later. For Robinson and Burgner, stretching the school district’s elastic ceiling 

allowed them the opportunity to affect some changes for the students they served. However, the 

odds were against the students who spent most of their public education experience being taught 

by individuals who neither looked like them nor understood their culture. 

 Color-blind racism was not limited to the classroom, though. Hollywood and the film 

industry asserted an informal, but highly suggestive influence on movie goers.53  Theorists and 

intellectuals of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno 

argue that the film industry shaped the culture industry by deceiving the masses.54 Attending the 

movies became a regular treat for many of the residents of Douglas, particularly during the 

Depression.  In the darkened space of The Grand Theater, the viewers could get a glimpse of 

how the “others” lived, or how the viewers perceived “others” lived since this voyeuristic 

experience was all they had to compare to their own lives.  Bette Davis, Carole Lombard, and 

                                                 
53 Certainly Hollywood employed Latina/os in its films; however, the roles were often stereotypical representations 

of the “other” to include “Mexicans as lazy, deceitful and docile, or as Latino Lover.” Marcus Heide, “From Zorro 

to Jennifer Lopez: US-Latino History and Film for the EFL-Classroom.” American Studies Journal. 51, 2008. 

http://www.asjournal.or/51-2008/from-zorro-to-jennifer-lopez. Accessed: 25 May 2016.  
54 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. “The Culture Industry:  Enlightenment as Mass Deception.” Dialectic   of 

Enlightenment.  (New York: Continuum, 1994). 

http://www.asjournal.or/51-2008/from-zorro-to-jennifer-lopez
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Vivien Leigh were how “real” American women looked, talked, and acted.  These were the 

women behind the doors of the Elks Club or in the country club – the forbidden spaces to women 

of Mexican heritage. The film industry provided moviegoers of Mexican heritage with a glimpse 

into those locked away spaces.  Horkheimer and Adorno argue that “[t]oday the culture industry 

has taken over the civilizing inheritance of the entrepreneurial and frontier democracy – whose 

appreciation of intellectual deviations was never finely attuned.”55  This was particularly true for 

these women of Mexican heritage in Douglas.  It was through these films and other popular 

culture that they learned about all that was being denied them.  Interestingly, Horkheimer and 

Adorno do not believe that culturally this is a positive move.  “But freedom to choose an 

ideology – since ideology always reflects economic coercion – everywhere proves to be freedom 

to choose what is always the same.”56  Maintaining the status quo, replicating the current power 

structure, and perpetuating a system that is flawed are all valid concerns. However, this study 

illustrates how these women sought out ways to improve their lives by retaining some aspects of 

their Mexican culture, taking what they needed from the dominant culture, and creating their 

own culture. 

Another avenue of agency came for these women via the workforce.  Douglas was not 

unique in the fact that women were making headway in the working world.  In her study on 

African American women during this same time period, Elizabeth Clark-Lewis illustrates how 

the women exerted personal agency as they proceeded north to work as domestics.57  Deborah 

                                                 
55 Horkheimer and Adorno, 166. 
56 Ibid, 167. 
57 The following work on African American fe males provides insight into how the power structure constrained this 

upper mobility.  Elizabeth Clark-Lewis.  Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics in Washington, D.C., 

1910-1940. (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994), 6. She writes, “[d]espite the constraints of 

their race, gender, and class, these women were never passive, powerless, one-dimensional workers.”57 Her study 

illustrates how these women were risk takers and family providers, not invisible women.  Their raised consciousness 

of the world in which they were living and working is the focus of Clark-Lewis’ research.  Likewise, my research 

follows these Mexicanas as they negotiated their move north, and how they not only carried with them their 
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Gray White’s study illustrates the ways in which black women gained political activism.58  This 

dissertation seeks to do what both of these studies have done – provide a space for the actions 

and voices of these women to be seen and heard. The research focuses on the ways in which the 

fifteen Mexicanas presented were socially innovative, creative, and determined to succeed and to 

provide their families a better, stronger life than they experienced. 

 

Reflection and Organization of Dissertation 

 I am a woman of the borderlands.  Born and raised in Douglas, I experienced first-hand 

the incongruence between what I observed and what I was taught in the school system regarding 

personal equity and civil rights.  Growing up, I was taught that English was the language of 

education, progress, and personal achievement, but I learned that Spanish was the language of 

love, compassion, and when deserved, criticism and correction.  Employing Anzaldúa’s la 

facultad without even having a name for it, I learned that there were varying levels of acceptance 

that could be attained for some, but not for all.  At the age of 19, I left Douglas in search of a 

world that offered women more opportunity.  However, Douglas kept calling me back, 

metaphorically if not physically, for I never again called Douglas home. Subconsciously, 

however, I nurtured a need to understand how the women of Mexican heritage I came to know in 

Douglas chose to stay and serve a community that publically did not value them. As mentioned 

before, they were accepted and supported in their own communities of religion, neighborhood, 

                                                 
understandings of the culture from which they came, but applied this knowledge to their new home and employment 

opportunities.   
58 In another study, Deborah Gray White addresses an issue that plagued black women in the National Association 

of Colored Women (NACW). The club members asked, “Why…did whites insist on judging the black race by its 

bad element; why were all black women judged by the actions of the least cultured and educated?” Her study 

demonstrates how the women presented were “nation-makers” and women of substance and vision. Deborah Gray 

White.  Too Heavy a Load: Black Women in Defense of Themselves 1894-1994. (New York: W.W. Norton and 

Company, 1999), 53. 
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and family, but the economic, educational, and political communities remained inaccessible to 

most people of Mexican heritage. These women owned businesses, served in the religious and 

secular communities of my youth, and offered so much of their lives and their skills to a place 

that rarely recognized them formally.   

I remember a crystal clear moment in my life when my subconscious and conscious 

selves collided.  While researching the 1930 archives of the Douglas Daily Dispatch, hunting for 

an article that allegedly featured my grandfather, I came to a startling revelation.  There were 

few, if any, mentions of people of Mexican heritage in the newspaper.   

While this observation was certainly discomforting, the second observation brought about 

my epiphany.  My cousin, who was also born and raised in Douglas, was going through the 

microfiche files with me and she asked: “Ceci, where are all the Mexicans?”  At that moment, 

after that question had been verbalized, we both came to understand something that we knew 

intuitively, but had never acknowledged out loud. During the first half of the twentieth century, 

the people of Mexican heritage had been almost rendered invisible in this town.  Their names 

were suspiciously absent with regards to social and professional standing. We knew from 

personal experience that there was a viable, active community of Mexicana/os who voted, 

worked, and owned property in this town that were not being acknowledged.  Instead, we read 

page after page of wedding announcements, vacation experiences, teas and birthday parties of 

people who also lived in Douglas, but did not look or sound like us or our families.  Why were 

the Mexicana/os absent from the local newspaper?  Where were their accomplishments 

registered in the town’s history?  Most importantly, where were the women I had grown up 

admiring?   
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Due to the accomplishments of these women and many others, I am able to pursue this 

research.  Although women scholars of Mexican heritage remain an under-served and under-

represented community in higher education, changes are occurring.  This dissertation reflects the 

advances that are being made. Chicana/Mexicana scholars have informed my research as their 

work has illuminated my academic experience.  Additionally, the implementation of a doctoral 

program in the Mexican American Studies Department at the University of Arizona illustrates 

the commitment of the university to provide equity in academic studies.  Arizona has long been 

associated with the antagonistic and discriminatory practices against people of Mexican heritage, 

some of which are discussed in this dissertation.  More recently, however, the enactment of “The 

Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act” or SB 1070 and HB 2281, 

commonly referred to as the “Ban on Ethnic Studies,” continue the state’s legacy of targeting the 

Mexicana/o population in Arizona.59 This dissertation has been born in a program that counters 

the state’s efforts to silence and erase people of Mexican heritage in its history and in its present. 

The early twentieth century was when Douglas was built and many of the women arrived.  

The study continues well into the second half of the twentieth century when many of the women 

who were born in Douglas peaked in their professional lives. Although this dissertation is 

specific to a time and place, its scope is not limited to Douglas, or even Arizona.  While it 

represents only a cadre of individuals from Douglas, the subject is necessary to Mexican 

American Studies because it is representative of the experiences of Mexicanas who lived in the 

borderlands.  This dissertation attempts to capture the effects not only of life in a border 

community, but to also illustrate the ways in which these women were able to challenge and 

subvert a system set up to limit their capabilities.  

                                                 
59  For more information on these two bills, please see:  State of Arizona Legislature, azleg.gov., for access to both 

legislative documents.  
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This dissertation is presented in the following order: 

  Chapter One:  Recovering Stories - A Process of Recovering and Collecting 

Stories. This chapter serves to illustrate the methodological aspects of the qualitative research 

employed.  My research methodology combines qualitative sources through the use of interviews 

with primary documents to include work records, census reports, birth certificates (when 

available), photographs and other personal memorabilia   Secondary sources include newspaper 

articles and the work of other oral historians to ground my findings in scholarly work. Utilizing 

the lens of oral history and the myriad ways in which the interview, the interviewer, and the 

interviewee all work together to tell a story, this chapter explores the various ways in which the 

story of these women is being presented. Their stories lead to the archives in a form of 

unraveling that provides an insight into the space of the borderland and the time period of the 

lives of the subjects.    

Chapter Two:  La Herida Abierta - A Brief History of the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands.  

This chapter provides the historical context surrounding the political, economic, and social 

occurrences that created Douglas, Arizona.  It also addresses the various political and social 

reasons that individuals left Mexico to migrate north to Douglas.  Additionally, it provides the 

background necessary to understanding why these women were in this borderland space. 

Chapter Three: A Home of Their Own. This chapter examines the ways in which the 

women and their families migrated to Douglas and why they chose to stay.  For those who were 

born in the United States, this chapter will also discuss their involvement in becoming active 

voting participants in the place they called home, while still maintaining transnational ties to 

family and culture in Mexico.  This chapter will be complicated by the fact that for some of these 

women, life in Douglas depended solely on the social capital from which they had to draw upon.  



   

42 

 

Their move to this community was a direct result of who they knew there and what they could do 

once they arrived.  Therefore, labor opportunities in the form of domestic work and other 

avenues of employment will be presented.  Also, this chapter looks closely at the private 

gendered spaces these women occupied with an interest in understanding how these spaces may 

have affected the women’s capabilities of exerting agency outside of the home.   

Chapter Four:  Education.  This chapter examines the ways in which Mexicana women 

experienced educational opportunities in their lives.  I explore the school system in Douglas and 

what type of, if any, academic support was provided for women of Mexican heritage.  Also, this 

chapter investigates how historical events, Mexican culture, and family structure served to 

facilitate or hinder the scholastic achievement of these women.  This chapter also serves to 

investigate the ways in which they exhibited what Norma Gonzalez and Luis Moll have defined 

as “funds of knowledge.”  Additionally, I seek to understand how they exhibited critical 

consciousness as defined by Paulo Freire and Gloria Anzaldúa.   

Chapter Five:  Nosotras Juntas – Social Networking in Douglas. This chapter looks 

closely at how these women created their own social networks.  It explores how women of 

Mexican heritage participated in social clubs, religious organizations, and neighborhood groups.  

It also highlights the ways in which the larger community of Douglas, Arizona either encouraged 

or discouraged the active participation of these women.  Through their work in their various 

communities, these women exhibit a level of Chicanismo. Their activism and agency reflect their 

pride and ability to modify their existence.  Their commitment to their families, their friends, and 

their communities illustrate the concept that Gómez Quiñonez defines.   

Chapter Six: Public History.  This chapter focuses on the public history project titled 

“Leaving a Legacy:  Women of Mexican Heritage in Douglas, Arizona during the 1920s, 30s, 
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and 40s.”  It describes the opening celebration of this project and the resulting spaces where the 

exhibit traveled to and how it was received.  This chapter also includes research the findings of 

the exhibit, the research, and a reflection regarding the process. Finally, this chapter will also 

surmise what contributions these stories have on border theory, oral history, race, and gender  

studies. 

When most people think of breaking through a border, the picture of explosive devices or 

even wrecking balls may come to mind. However, there are many ways to break through a 

border – the dismantling of the Berlin Wall is one. The termite’s persistent gnawing away at the 

wall of a house is another. There are also many different types of borders that can be dismantled 

or broken through.  The borders that are addressed in this dissertation include the physical 

political border that separates the United States and Mexico, and other borders to include 

cultural, educational, and social borders.  These borders do not respond to dynamite or 

bulldozers.  Instead, the dismantling or breaking through of these types of borders require drive, 

persistence, and dedication.  As will be illustrated in this dissertation, the women in this study 

personified these characteristics as they worked, sometimes alone, sometimes together, to break 

through the various borders that were in place, limiting the movement and agency of women of 

Mexican heritage in Douglas during the first half of the twentieth century.   
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Chapter One: Recovering Stories:  A Process of Recovering and Collecting Stories 

“We study others so their humanity will bring our own into awareness, so the future will be 

better than the past.” – Henry Glassie60 

 The women in this dissertation, their actions, and their experiences remain situated firmly 

in the place known as the borderlands.  The border town of Douglas, Arizona is central to this 

research project as is the time period. This interdisciplinary study utilizes the anthropological, 

philosophical, historical, political, and narrative fields to explore the various intersections of the 

subjects’ lives for the purpose of providing insight into the personal, social, and public 

contributions of women of Mexican heritage in Douglas, Arizona in the first half of the twentieth 

century.   

 The central questions that this research project asks include:  How does history 

demonstrate the creation of the space called home? What makes Douglas home for these 

women? How did their knowledge and educational experiences impact their own levels of 

consciousness and facultad?  Finally, how did these women employ secular and religious 

participation to affect change in their communities?   

 

Methodology and Process 

 For this qualitative research project, I employ the sociological process of triangulation in 

the interview process. Communications professor Norman K. Denzin asserts that “[t]he use of 

multiple methods, or triangulation, reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon in question. Objective reality can never be captured. We only know a thing through 

                                                 
60 Henry Glassie.  Passing the Time in Ballymenon: Culture and History of an Ulster Community. Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1982, xiv. 
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its representations.”61 The purpose of this study is to “attempt an in-depth understanding” of the 

actions of some women of Mexican heritage in a specific space and a specific time.  Central to 

the study are the lives and words of the women.  Relying on individual interviews and family 

stories, substantiated via primary documents to include work records, birth certificates, census 

reports, photographs, and memorabilia, the process of triangulation thus provides a means with 

which to reconstruct the events for the purpose of garnering a better understanding of life for 

these women.  Additionally, I rely on secondary sources to include newspaper articles and other 

secondary texts to support the historical events remembered by the subjects. (See figure 4.)  

 

Figure 1:  Illustration demonstrates how life stories, primary documents, secondary texts, and family stories all connect 

to inform the lives of the subjects of this study. 

 

As a native of Douglas, Arizona who spent the first nineteen years of her life in that town, I had 

personal experience and relationships that initiated the idea for this study.  Anthropologist 

                                                 
61 Norman K. Denzin. “Triangulation 2.0.” Journal of Mixed Methods Research. 80-88. Sage Publications,  

doi:  10.117711558689812437186, Accessed: 26 May 2016. 
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Santiage Ivan Guerra addresses the benefits and the problems associated with being from the 

community in which the research is being done.62  As Guerra discusses, establishing “rapport and 

entrée” are definite advantages for a native researcher.  My experience was similar for the 

majority of interviews.  There were, however, a few times when the respondents appeared 

skeptical or hesitant to schedule an appointment with me. Guerra also addresses some of the 

problems inherent with being an insider.   

One of the most taxing of issues with native researchers is the “emotional connectedness 

to the community presents a host of difficult problems associated with returning home.”63   This 

proved to be an issue for me as I left Douglas at the age of 19 and only returned briefly to visit 

family.  It soon became evident to me that I experienced ambivalent emotions regarding the town 

of my birth.  As I had to make countless trips to Douglas for research and interviews, I found 

myself having to rectify the emotions that I had harbored for many years.  It is important to note 

that I do not hold a romantic view in mind regarding Douglas. My memories of the town itself 

are not warm and fuzzy.  However, I do carry with me strong memories of individuals who I 

admired for their impact on my life and in the community.  For this reason, I knew that this study 

was essential to me and Mexican American Studies because it will provide a base for women of 

Mexican heritage in the border town of Douglas.   

Embarking on this study, I initially needed to identify women of Mexican heritage in 

Douglas during this time period.  My grandmothers and aunts were women who quickly came to 

mind. Initially, I consulted with my mother Lillian B. Durazo-Meeks, who lived and worked in 

                                                 
62 Santiago Ivan Guerra. “Entre Los Mafiosos y La Chota: Ethnography, Drug Trafficking, and Policing in theSouth 

Texas-Mexico Borderlands.” Unchartered Terrains: New Directions in Border Research Methodology, Ethics, and 

Practice 121-139.. (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2013). 124. 
63 Ibid, 125.  
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Douglas most of her adult life, and her cousin Lucia V. Spikes, the former director of nursing at 

the Cochise County Hospital who was also born and raised in Douglas.   

In both cases, I explained that I was interested in researching how women of Mexican 

heritage exerted personal agency to improve their personal and community lives. My primary 

question was: “When you think of active, involved women of Mexican descent in Douglas, who 

comes to mind?”64  Sitting in the Grand Restaurant in Douglas, Lucia Vasquez, Lillian Durazo-

Meeks, and I discussed the various responses they gave me. When either woman would give me 

a name, I asked if they could explain why she felt this woman was important. This method of 

inquiry provided for a list of potential research subjects to begin forming.  Additionally, I 

recognized early on in the process that I would need to limit my list of individuals due to time 

and economic constraints. Dedicated to beginning this research, I set about to identify at least 

eleven more women who were known in Douglas for their works.  I also contacted the local 

museum and the city’s historian, Cindy Hayostek, as I sought individuals for this project.  I 

limited the study to fifteen for a variety of reasons. First of all, I believed that fifteen provided a 

substantive number of subjects for the study.  Secondly, I sought a diversity of ages in an effort 

to produce a clearer trajectory of activism and involvement. 

The subject list began with both of my grandmothers, an aunt, and a great aunt.  Two of 

the women could be considered traditional housewives/mothers, one was an educator, and the 

fourth was an entrepreneur.  Having insider knowledge of their stories, I knew of the challenges 

they had faced and overcome to include deaths of spouses, children, discrimination, and 

economic worries. Chicana feminists Cindy O. Fierros and Dolores Delgado Bernal posit that 

                                                 
64 I recognize that this question appears to set up limitations for my study, as the terms “active” and “involved” are 

loaded terms.  There are a variety of ways and levels in which individuals can be active and involved. As will be 

demonstrated by the study, some of the women in this study were active politically, some were involved in their 

church, others were active and involved in their families. 
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pláticas “allow us to witness shared memories, experiences, stories, ambiguities, and 

interpretations that impart us with a knowledge connected to personal, familial, and cultural 

history.”65 Their stories sustained me many times, especially when life appeared dark. The 

stories of their experiences, losses, and challenges helped me to recognize and value the strength 

of these women.  

 As I began speaking to other residents of Douglas, certain names were repeated.66  

Almost everyone mentioned Cleo Stanford, Mary Hickox Robinson, and Sally Dórame.  As the 

names were added to my list, a true cross-section began to develop.  I had soon collected the 

names of fifteen women, some who immigrated to Douglas from Mexico and others who were 

born there.  These women, whose experiences range from domestics to business owners, school 

teachers to religious volunteers, housewives to politically and social involved individuals were 

all recognized by others in Douglas as fitting the criteria that I mentioned – the women must be 

of Mexican heritage, lived in Douglas during the first half of the twentieth century, and were 

perceived by others as being contributors to their various communities – personal, secular, and/or 

religious. I chose to focus this research on the early twentieth century because that was when 

Douglas was created.  Working within the first five decades of the century, I was curious to see if 

the trajectory of the city was mimicked in the agency of the Mexicanas who lived in Douglas 

during that time period. There were limitations, however. Most of the women I had identified 

had died.  As a result, I realized that I would be dependent on family members for interviews in 

order to recover a more personal understanding of their mothers.   

                                                 
65 Cindy O. Fierros and Dolores Delgado Bernal. “VAMOS A PLATICAR: The Contours of Pláticas as 

Chicana/Latina Feminist Methodology.” Chicana/Latina Studies. 15.2 Spring 2016. 98-121. 
66 William M. K. Trochim.  “NonProbability Sampling.” Research Methods Knowledge Base. 

http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/sampnon.php. Accessed:  3 April 2016. According to psychology 

professor Trochim, the “snowball effect” occurs in research when the researcher gathers subjects for her research by 

asking others who have been identified as subjects to recommend others.  “Snowball sampling is especially useful 

when you are trying to reach populations that are inaccessible or hard to find.” 

http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/sampnon.php
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 The interview process consisted of establishing initial contact with the women I had 

selected and their family members to introduce myself and the research project.  Of the fifteen 

women I had identified for this study, five were alive when I began the research and I 

interviewed each of them. Their ages ranged from eighty-nine to ninety-eight at the time of the 

interviews.  Two of the women were accompanied by family members during the interview.  

I interviewed the family members of eight of the women who are deceased.  This was 

problematic because I had to find family members I could interview, as most had moved out of 

Douglas.  I was able to locate them, however, and traveled to do the interviews.  For two of the 

women, however, I had to rely on other sources.  In one instance, I interviewed the son and the 

granddaughter of the subject.   

The interviews, each lasting anywhere from 1-2 hours in length, were recorded digitally 

with two exceptions.  One interview was done telephonically, but was also recorded digitally.  

For another, I interviewed the subject herself, and held a separate interview with her daughter.  

For one of the subjects, I was unable to contact a living family member, so I relied on a typed 

oral history interview that was on file with the Douglas-Williams House Museum along with 

articles from the local newspaper.67  Reading through this brief oral history, I realized the 

difficulties associated with reliance on oral history.   Later in this chapter, I address the issues 

that arise from the use of interviews. Finally, for another subject I acquired the transcribed 

history of the woman as it was given to a local historian by the subject, along with some of the 

subject’s own personal writings.     

                                                 
67 An oral history of Carmen Loftis is on file with the Douglas Historical Society.  It is a brief account of her history 

that was recorded and transcribed by a member of the Historical Society.  Also, since she was a business owner and 

an artist, she has been mentioned in the local newspaper and a short bulletin about the art association of which she 

was a member. 
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 I personally transcribed the interviews, and upon completion sent the interviewees copies 

with a letter asking that they review the interview for the purpose of ensuring that I had 

transcribed the interview accurately, and providing the interviewees with the opportunity to edit 

out any of the information they preferred not to have used.  I also included a self-addressed 

stamped envelope so that they could easily return the amended, if necessary, interview 

document.  The returned interviews have only contained a few spelling changes, particularly 

with the spelling of names, but overall the transcripts were widely accepted.68  Also, when 

visiting the interviewees, I collected photos or documents they had chosen to illustrate the lives 

of the women.  I made copies of the documents and photos and returned the originals to the 

owners.   

 Due to the location of the respondents, the interview process required me to travel to 

various places.  Of the interviews conducted, five were in Douglas, Arizona, one in Sierra Vista, 

Arizona, one in Nogales, Arizona, one in Queen Creek, Arizona, one in Tucson, Arizona, one in 

Benson, Arizona, and one in Jacksonville, North Carolina.  As noted earlier, one interview was 

performed telephonically. In an effort to assure the exactness of the interviews and the interview 

process, I found it necessary to interview two family members for one of the subjects.  Also, in 

two cases, the interview process was facilitated by a son or daughter who served as support and 

memory primers.  In one instance, two daughters assisted their ninety-eight-year-old mother. 

 Each interview was conducted in a similar manner.  Initially I instructed the interviewee 

as to the two-fold purpose of the interview: 1) to gather information, photos, and memorabilia for 

a traveling museum exhibit I would be hosting beginning in September of 2014, and 2) to collect 

                                                 
68 The Ortega family even thanked me for doing this work because now they have a document that future 

generations will be able to read about their mother. This document has become a treasured part of their family 

history. 
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data for this larger research project that will explore the role of women of Mexican heritage in 

Douglas, Arizona during the first half of the twentieth century.  Also, I provided a copy of an 

information release form for each of the interviewees to read and sign.  Finally, once the 

interviewee understood the reasons for the interview, the responsibility of the researcher, and the 

role of the interviewee, the interview began.   

The interviews were consistent and followed a series of introductory questions to include 

name, date of birth, place of birth, name of parents, etc.  From there, however, I asked a few 

guiding questions and recorded the answers. As the researcher, my main concern was in 

gathering the stories the respondents told. 

It should also be noted that for each of the interviews, it was necessary for me to establish 

myself as a former Douglas resident by using my maiden name for recognition by the 

participants.  More often than not, particularly with the subjects who are still alive, I identified an 

initial reticence to speak to me until I had established myself as a Douglas native, and as a 

member of a Mexican family in Douglas.  Additionally, I found that I, too, had to identify my 

parents, where they worked, where we lived, who we were related to, and when I left Douglas.  

For the most part, there was an initial hesitancy which appeared to be a result of distrust.  

This was not unexpected, as much has been written about Douglas, Arizona, both historically 

and politically.  Rarely, have people of Mexican heritage been perceived positively in the press 

that has been published about Douglas.69 As a female of Mexican heritage from an established 

                                                 

69 Due primarily to its proximity to the border, Douglas has had its share of notoriety.  Gangster John Dillinger was 

jailed there; Lee Morgan authored a book titled The Reaper’s Line that has disparaged residents of Douglas.  The 

town also gained a bit of national notoriety when the first drug tunnel was discovered. See: Leo W. Banks, 

“UPDATE:DRUG TUNNEL TOWN : Some Finding Gold in Passage Under Border: Entrepreneurs are cashing in 

on souvenirs. Other residents feel the publicity is giving the Arizona city a poor image.” Los Angeles Times, July 25, 

1990. 

 

http://articles.latimes.com/1990/jul/25
http://articles.latimes.com/1990/jul/25
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family, and a Douglas native, I am keenly aware of how these characteristics provided me with 

access that would probably have been denied to others. It was crucial, however, to establish the 

intent of this research, which is to uncover the contributions these women have made.  This 

intention was clearly stated in all the interviews.   

Initially, some of the respondents appeared reticent or skeptical of the research project I 

introduced to them.  Why they were hesitant to speak to me remains unclear.  One respondent in 

particular tested my dedication by avoiding calls and then rescheduling the interview a few 

times.  This same respondent appeared to be hesitant to speak initially, but after we found 

common ground, which was baseball, she opened up and invited me back.  Some of the family 

members with whom I spoke also voiced an initial doubt about the project and my intentions.  It 

was not until after they spent time telling their stories, going over the photos, and gathering the 

documents and awards received, each interviewee conceded that perhaps they were just not 

aware of the impact their lives or the lives of their family members may have had on their 

community.  Observing this realization during the interview process affirmed in my mind the 

necessity to continue with the research.  

As the daughters, sons, grandchildren, and women themselves recognized the worth of a 

life well lived, the purpose for this research project became even more solidified.  Their stories 

are and remain uniquely their own; however, they must also become a part of the history of their 

home.  Their participation in social circles, the business community, and their neighborhoods is 

an important part of the history of this town.   

This research project came about as a way to uncover the narratives of life in Douglas 

during the first half of the twentieth century for some women of Mexican heritage. By reading 

the transcripts carefully, analyzing them for similarities/differences, and finding threads that 



   

53 

 

connect to each other, this dissertation answers the questions of what it meant to be a woman of 

Mexican heritage in Douglas during the first half of the twentieth century for these respondents. 

As will be discussed later in Chapter Three, although Douglas was a new city, ripe with 

possibilities, there were restrictions that limited the access for women, particularly women of 

Mexican heritage.   
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Below is a chart that contains the demographic information for each of the women in this 

study:                                          Demographic Profile of Subjects 

Name DOB/DOD Married/Single # of Children Education Occupation 

Rosario Acosta 

Castro 

2 Nov 1881 

17 Sept 1963 

Married 10 3rd grade Partera/curandera 

Midwife/healer 

Beatriz 

Kosterlitsky. 

Durazo 

12 May 1887 

 4 Jan 1974 

Married 12 8th grade Housewife 

Josefa 

Vasquez 

Burgner 

5 Mar 1895 

27 Dec 1964 

Divorced 5 Lifetime 

Teaching 

Certificate 

Elementary School 

Teacher 

Refugio“Cuca” 

Bernal 

Vasquez 

3 Sep 1895 

25 Mar 1987 

Married 5 Formal 

Education 

unknown – 

Literate 

Domestic help 

Housewife 

Mary Hickox 

Robinson 

11 May 1909 

21 July 2009 

Married 0 Teaching 

certificate 

Grammar School 

teacher 

Maria Luisa 

Elizondo 

Rubio 

16 June 1916 

 3 Nov 2015 

 

Married 9 10th grade Sales Rep for 

World Book 

Encyclopedia 

Housewife 

Carmen Loftis 17 April 1910 

 6 March 1998 

Married 0 8th grade 

Art Classes 

Cochise College 

Business owner 

Salud “Sally” 

Arroyo 

Dórame 

8 July 1915 

2 Nov 1999 

Married 3 8th grade Housewife,  

Business co-owner 

Cleo Jordan 

Stanford 

23 July 1916 

15 Feb 1989 

Married 2 9th grade Housewife 

Petra “Pete” 

Jordan Campas 

5 May 1918 

20 Jan 2014 

Married 4 11th grade Salesclerk, 

Executive 

Secretary, 

Housewife 

Mary Sosa 28 July 1921 Single 0 12th grade – 

correspondence 

course post 

secondary 

Medical records 

technician 

Celia Valdez 

Salazar 

27 Oct 1922 Married 1 12th grade –  

Cochise College 

Juvenile Probation 

Officer 

Housewife 

Josephine 

Burgner de la 

Torre 

24 Nov 1922 Married 7 11th grade Secretary, Sales 

Seamstress – 

drapery 

Housewife 

Guadalupe 

“Lupe” Garcia 

Jordan 

27 Dec 1924 Married 4  10th grade  Business owner 

Housewife 

Carlota 

“Totita” Ruiz 

Ortega 

7 May 1927 

19 Mar 1991 

Married 7 8th grade Seamstress – 

clothing 

Housewife 

 
Figure 2: Chart of Demographic Profile of Subjects. 
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Recovering Stories 

 There are a variety of ways in which a story can be recovered. For people whose stories 

are not written down in the history books or local newspapers, obtaining their stories requires an 

archeological exploration which necessitates the utilization of all tools available to the 

researcher. In the introduction to her text The Decolonial Imaginary: Writing Chicanas into 

History, Emma Pérez describes her research as “an archaeology of discursive fields…”70 Pérez 

explains that by “employing Foucault’s archeology as a foundational methodological tool toward 

what he calls geneology, both of which are imprinted with the power/knowledge paradigm,” she 

boldly “challeng[es] the written story and its myth.”71 Similarly, this project not only excavates 

the stories of the women in the study, but it also uncovers the various aspects of their stories and 

their lives for the purpose of placing them in the historical and geopolitical space of the border.  

It challenges the current history of the town and its inhabitants, since little has been written about 

the women of Douglas, particularly the women of Mexican descent.  

This research project not only documents the lives of these women, but it also serves to 

create new history. As was mentioned, Rubio-Goldsmith reminds us that the process of 

interviewing the women and their family members provides a “new historical document” that 

can serve to add another layer of understanding to the narratives of the women and to the town 

itself, 72 as I documented their stories, their experiences, and their memories through this shared 

time together.   

                                                 
70 Emma Pérez, xiii. As described in this text, Pérez discusses how her work must “[traverse] new territories and 

disciplines, mapping fresh terrains such as cultural studies, womens’ studies, ethnic studies, and of course Chiana/o 

studies. 
71 Ibid, xvi. 
72 Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith, “Oral History: Considerations and Problems for Its Use in the History of Mexicanas in 

the United States,” 172. 
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Interaction with the family members during the interview process varied greatly. For 

some of the children, the interview was an opportunity to recount their mothers’ lives. For others, 

it was initially a mournful time reminding them of the loss of their mothers. We went through 

countless photos, reliving stories their mothers had told them.  For example, the Ortega sisters 

remembered their mother’s ostensibly silly ritual of insisting that everyone get out of the car, 

take off their shoes, and wade in the Rio Sonora before they crossed it to visit the abuelos at the 

milpa.73  This memory brought laughter, tears, and a newfound understanding that crossing the 

water meant going home for their mother - not the home of her birth, but the home of her 

grandparents, the home of her own mother. 

I also reminded the interviewees that this project was centered on documenting the lives 

of the women.  This phenomenological method posits that the lives of the subjects of this study 

will provide a deeper understanding of their life experiences and of the local, national, and 

international events of the time as these women experienced them.74  I explained to the 

interviewees that we were breaking new ground together, working to make visible the lives and 

contributions of their mothers. 

This study of women of Mexican heritage in Douglas, Arizona is the first research on this 

town to focus primarily on the contributions and lives of women of Mexican heritage in a multi-

generational, multi-faceted fashion.  Research on Douglas has included medical studies, 

environmental studies, oral history projects, and individual histories, but none have focused 

                                                 
73 Maria Ayala and Charlotte Ortega, Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
74 Robert Sokolowski. Introduction to Phenomenology. (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1999, Kindle 

Edition), 2. As defined by Sokolowski, “Phenomenology is the study of human experience and of the ways things 

present themselves to us in and through such experience” (2). For some of the family members, the recounting of 

stories told to them by their mothers provided them with a newer understanding of the lives their mothers 

experienced.  
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primarily on the agency and actions of women of Mexican heritage. These women’s stories need 

to be captured and told, before the memories die with the remaining family members.  

There is a temporal clock that ticks in the background, reminding us of the importance of 

obtaining the stories before it is too late.  Historian Michel-Rolph Truillot describes this absence 

of historical acknowledgement as a purposeful silencing of history.  He states: “Silences enter 

the process of historical production at four crucial moments:  The moment of fact creation (the 

making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact 

retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of 

history in the final instance).”75 As noted in the first two parts of Truillot’s process of silencing, 

Mexicanas have been excluded.  Their stories have not been included as part of the history, and 

as a result they are not part of the archives, yet.   

 

Pushing the Boundaries of Oral History with the Interview Process76 

The interview provides a glimpse into the past through the lived experiences of the 

subjects who share their stories with the researcher.77  Given the lack of written history, 

particularly of the Mexican population in Douglas, these interviews offer an opportunity to 

                                                 
75 Michel-Rolph Trouillot.  Silencing the Past:  Power and the Production of History. Boston:  Beacon Press, 1995, 

26. 
76 According to The Oral History Association: “Oral history refers both to a method of recording and recording and 

preserving oral testimony and to the products of that process.  It begins with an audio or video recording of a first 

person account made by an interviewer with an interviewee (also referred to as narrator), both of whom have the 

conscious intention of creating a permanent record to contribute to an understanding of the past.  A verbal 

document, the oral history, results from this process and is preserved and made available in different forms to other 

users, researchers, and the public.  A critical approach to the to the oral testimony and interpretations are necessary 

in the use of oral history.”  “Principles and Best Practices: Principles for Oral History and Best Practices for Oral 

History.” Oral History Association. Adopted in 1989, Revised 2000.  http://www.oralhistory.org/about/princples-

and-practices/#best. 2016. Accessed: 28 March 2016. Although the interviews in this study are not considered oral 

histories, the interviewing process and the resulting use of the interviews share similar characteristics. 
77 For more on oral history and the quotidian experiences gained from this approach, please see Alessandro Portelli’s 

“A Dialogical Relationship. An Approach to Oral History,” Josiah Heyman’s “The Oral History of the Mexican 

American Community of Douglas, Arizona 1901-1942,” and Henry Glassie’s Passing the Time in Ballymenone.  

 

http://www.oralhistory.org/about/princples-and-practices/#best
http://www.oralhistory.org/about/princples-and-practices/#best
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contribute to the history of this town.78  Up until the time of this research, most of the history of 

Douglas, Arizona has centered on Phelps Dodge, the smelters, the infamous and the famous men 

who have at one time or another lived in Douglas, and of course, the various national and 

international experiences associated with this border town.79  This period of time is significant 

due to the numerous national and global changes that were occurring.  The women in this study 

encountered challenges and opportunities as they lived through a world that was on the cusp of 

incredible changes to include – women’s suffrage, the Mexican Revolution, World War I, the 

Great Depression, and World War II.  Anthropologist Josiah Heyman has conducted studies in 

this area to include “The Oral History of the Mexican American Community of Douglas, 

Arizona, 1901-1942.”  Heyman’s research provides a strong picture of life for the Mexican 

American families of Douglas during roughly the same time period that this study covers.80  A 

major difference, however, is that this study focuses on the ways in which some Mexicanas not 

only faced adversity, but also how they were able to employ their skills and energy to create a 

space for themselves and their families.  Additionally, it should be noted that this study is being 

done by a Douglas native of Mexican heritage.  For some, this issue may be problematic, 

suggesting an inability to distance the researcher from the research topic.  When employing 

interviews in a hometown, Guerra asserts: “My connection to my community and my position as 

a native bring forth many questions in terms of the long-held anthropological debate regarding 

the effectiveness of insider or outsider status in conducting research.”81 As an insider, I share 

                                                 
78 Henry Glassie states that “[t]he effort to record information in little communities so as to democratize our own 

history is of the greatest importance…” (794). 
79 For books on Douglas, Arizona and its residents, see: Douglas: A Photographic History; Ed. Nan Ames and 

Becky Stowers. Douglas Historical Society and Douglas/Williams House Museum, Pendiment Publishing, 2005, and 

several books by local historian Cindy Hayostek to include Douglas: Images of America.  Charleston: Arcadia 

Publishing, 2009. 
80 Josiah Heyman. “The Oral History of the Mexican American Community of Douglas, Arizona, 1901-1942.” 

Journal of the Southwest. (35, no. 2.1993: 186-206). 
81 Santiago Ivan Guerra, 124. 
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many characteristics with the women in this study: Douglas, Mexican heritage, shared 

knowledge about the place and its residents, and with a few I also share family. For the outsider, 

the focus is on the differences.  The Douglas of my experience and the Douglas these women 

lived in are considerably different. Some of the differences that exist for this project include, but 

are not limited to, generational differences, academic opportunities, and social engagement. It is 

necessary to note that the changes between my experiences and theirs were due in large part by 

the actions and contributions of the women who came before me, as will be demonstrated in the 

following chapters.   

 While the interview process does provide a much more intimate version of the 

experiences of the interviewee, there are problems associated with the use of this method. For 

this study, the youngest interviewee was eighty-nine at the time of the interview.  The oldest was 

ninety-eight.  Of course, this leads to questions regarding the veracity of the information 

obtained during the interview.  The fluidity of memory and the taxing of age on the brain can be 

problematic for a variety of reasons.  Historian Donald C. Swain reminds us that “human beings 

have an extraordinary facility for forgetting unpleasant things.”82  This was evident in the 

interviews I recorded when informants would claim that discrimination was prevalent in 

Douglas, however, a few could not remember any personal experiences.  For example, despite 

the dual-wage scale83 by a major employer and the segregated school system, informant Celia 

Salazar did not recall experiencing any personal discrimination.  She did, however, repeat several 

times during her interview that “Well, there was a lot of discrimination.”84   

                                                 
82 Donald C. Swain. “Problems for Practitioners of Oral History.” The American Archivist, Volume 28, No. 1, 

January 1965, p. 63. 
83 The dual-wage pay scale will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 3.. 
84 Celia Salazar.  Digitally recorded interview, June 10th, 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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Similarly, Lupe Garcia Jordan tells of her educational experience in Douglas. “I attended 

15th Street School because they [the Douglas School District] had them segregated, the 7th Street 

School was all Mexicans.  The 15th Street School was all tambien Mexicanos.  They integrated 

us in Grammar School.”85  The admission of being in a segregated school system becomes not a 

personal issue or affront, but rather just a fact of life.86 This apparent disconnect between the 

experience and the perception of the experience illustrates the point that Swain makes.  There 

could be many reasons for the seemingly lack of awareness of personal discrimination.  

Understanding that the school system segregated these students from the Anglo student 

population may not have occurred to them until they reached grammar school.  While the 

memory of being treated differently from the white students is part of their stories, the pain or 

frustration associated with this treatment does not seem to be. Instead, their memories are filled 

with the events and experiences they had with their families and friends, not with the ones they 

might have had if they had been provided a different academic experience.  Whether their 

recollections represent a form of survival resistance or preferred memory, it is evident that both 

Salazar and Jordan not only chose the narratives they would share, but also how they would 

share the memories. Sociology professor Daniel Solórzano and Chicana Studies professor Tara 

Yosso argue that “racism is about institutional power.”87 Through the interview process, the 

                                                 
85 Guadalupe Garcia Jordan.  Digitally recorded interview, June 11th, 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
86 Heyman also describes the continued “tracking” of students even in the “integrated” setting that Lupe Jordan 

mentions.    “According to oral history, the Douglas public schools used categories such as 7B1, 7B2, and 7B3. The 

“7” indicated the grade, the “B” the school, and the final number was a ranking of quality, a “track,” with “1” being 

the highest and “3” the lowest.  Hispanic students consistently received 3s, the bottom classification.” (200)  
87 Daniel Solórzano, and Tara Yosso. “Critical Race Methodology: Counter-Storytelling as an Analytical 

Framework for Educational Research.” Qualitative Inquiry. Sage Journals, February 2002 vol. 8 no. 1 24. In this 

article the authors argue that racism centers on subordination.  They explain that “critical race researchers 

acknowledge that educational institutions operate in contradictory ways, with their potential to oppress and 

marginalize coexisting with their potential to emancipate and empower” (26). As will be evidenced later in this 

dissertation, the efforts of the education institution did not completely marginalize these women. 
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respondent controls the manner in which the information is disbursed. While both respondents 

verbally recognized the institutional segregation that occurred to them, as they reflected back on 

their educational histories, the apparent lack of animosity or residual pain over the event 

presented an alternate view of the situation.  Perhaps the segregation did not cause them pain, or 

perhaps they chose not to let it define their experiences.  If the latter is the case, then the 

institution’s power was nullified since Jordan and Salazar did not allow it to define them as they 

related their stories. It is important to note that historically, their experiences preceded the 

stirring of a national consciousness that was brought segregation to the forefront of political 

unrest.  Brown vs Board in 1954 and the Civil Rights Act in 1964 were events these women 

witnessed. 

 Another difficulty with interviewing individuals, particularly family members of the 

subjects, is centered on the reliability of the information given.  There are many reasons why 

their recollection of the events may be unreliable.  Primarily, the interviewee often does not trust 

the information she is relaying.  As the daughter of one of the women in the study wrote, “Ceci, 

now that we are putting this on paper, my siblings and I question our mother’s recollection!”88  

Rosaline Pintek’s concern revolved around the chronology of death in her mother’s family and 

the subsequent story that supported her mother’s reason for dropping out of high school.  Her 

mother, at a young age, experienced immense loss in her immediate family.  These deaths 

included her mother, father, only brother, and maternal grandparents who were raising her, 

resulting in only Pete Campas and her sister Cleo Stanford to remain.  Accordingly, the losses 

played a major part in shaping Petra (Pete) Campas’ outlook on life.  As Pintek recounted her 

mother’s stories, I asked her to clarify who died and in what order.  Due to this clarification 

                                                 
88 Rosaline Campas Pintek. Phone Interview and email exchange. 25 July 2015. 
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question, Pintek began to doubt the information she was giving me. The trepidation she began to 

feel upon tracing back the genealogy was evident.  

Pintek began to question the main reason her mother dropped out of high school.  As I 

questioned her further, Pintek recalled being told by Campas that she had dropped out of high 

school because her grandmother died and Campas had to go to work.  According to the death 

certificate, however, her grandmother did not die until Campas was twenty-four years old, well 

past the age she would have been when she left school. We may never know why Pete 

fictionalized her drop-out story, but we do know that she did not graduate high school.   

While this example of family story excavation demonstrates an incongruity with what the 

family thought it knew, this story certainly does not carry the emotional repercussions that 

uncovering other family fictions may have. However, it definitely left a seed of doubt in the 

interviewee’s mind.  Coming to terms with the information that is excavated may be both a 

burden and a great gift, depending on what is uncovered.  There always remains a risk in digging 

up the proverbial bones that had been buried purposefully.  This is a risk inherent in 

documenting the lives of any individual and the researcher must honor the interviewees by 

allowing them the space to come to their own conclusions.  For the researcher, the stories must 

lead to the evidence, not the other way around where the evidence will support the preferred 

story.   

 Pintek was not alone in her trepidation of telling the stories of her mother.  The Ortega 

sisters were able to rely on each other during the interview, double checking their stories, and 

questioning each other to ensure their memories were correct.  Phrases like, “I mean, you heard 

that, right?” served to validate the memories they were sharing.89  Whether the Ortega sisters 

                                                 
89 Charlotte Marie Ortega and Maria Ortega Ayala.  Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2015, Sierra Vista, 

Arizona. 
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were intimidated by the recording process, which can be off-putting for some, or whether their 

trepidation was in reliving the memory of their mother whose death left a significant vacuum in 

their lives, as they explained, their anxiety lessened once the family stories were told.  

While having more than one informant present during the interview serves in a positive 

manner to provide support for each other, personal experience has taught me that the interviewer 

needs to be particularly careful not to allow the interviewees to speak over each other.  The risk 

of confusing information, respondents’ names, and even losing valuable material when there is 

cross-talk can be counterproductive and must be avoided. I was able to avoid these complications 

by addressing the speakers individually and asking them to elaborate.  Also, I scheduled 

interviews in a way that allowed for me to transcribe them as soon as possible after the event.  

By doing this, the interview experience was still fresh in my mind and I was able to picture the 

speakers as they answered the questions, or told the stories. Although the interviews were voice 

recorded, often family members share similar vocal characteristics that may lead to confusion in 

the transcription process.  

Since I was not able to interview some of the women themselves, I relied on the stories 

they had told their children.  Additionally, I relied on the memories these children had of their 

mothers in order to help construct the viable image of the women and their experiences in the 

early twentieth century in the borderlands. Of course, there are limitations to this type of 

interview process, most notably that the deceased individual may not have shared the 

information the interviewer needs.  Another limitation would be that the children may not have 

paid attention to the information, or may have misheard it.  While the recovery of stories via 

interviews is not flawless, it does provide the researcher with valuable information and 

perspectives.   
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Finally, a significant pitfall that must be circumvented regarding gathering interviews is 

the assumption of the interviewer.  Historian R. Kenneth Kirby reminds us that “[r]esearchers 

can sometimes be too driven by their preconceptions.”90 As a result, there can be what Kirby 

refers to as “agenda-driven interviewing.” While interviewing, I remained highly cognizant of 

the fact that if I intended to gain new insights into their mothers, I needed to allow them to tell 

me their stories, not the ones I thought I already knew in order to capture the essence of the 

women and the time and place in which they lived.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
90 R. Kenneth Kirby.  “Phenomenology and the Problems of Oral History.” Oral History Review 34.1. Winter/Spring 

2008, 30.  
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Chapter Two: La Herida Abierta: A Brief History of the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands 

 In order to better understand the importance of the active agency of these women, it is 

crucial to understand the time and place in which this research is grounded. Douglas is located in 

southeastern Arizona, land that once belonged to Mexico. It is the borderland; a space where 

Mexico and the United States meet.  The borderland is also a place where people connect, ideas 

merge, and cultures intertwine.  

The nineteenth century was a time of unprecedented changes, nationally and globally.  In 

the United States of America, a newly formed country ready to expand, there seemed to be no 

limits as to what could transpire.  For industrialists and government officials alike, the dream of 

building a country that would spread from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean became a 

viable vision.91  One way in which the United States expanded its borders was by declaring war 

on Mexico.  Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano historian, claims that the “popularity of this 

ideology of Manifest Destiny led the United States Congress to a near- unanimous declaration of 

war against Mexico in May, 1846.”92 This declaration served as the “perfect pretext” President 

                                                 
91 Historians Frederick Merck and John Mack Faragher write that Manifest Destiny meant “expansion, prearranged 

by Heaven, over an area that was not clearly defined.” Manifest Destiny and Mission in American History. (Harvard 

University Press; Reprint edition October 25, 1995).  Merck explains how the boundaries that the U.S. would reach 

were unclear and shadowy even in the minds of the legislatures who would be funding the enterprise. Although 

Manifest Destiny was not an actual policy, it became the driving force for many policies that it inspired. For more 

information on Manifest Destiny and its impact on the southwestern states, please see, Reginald Horsman’s Race 

and Manifest Destiny: The Origins of Racial Anglo-Saxism. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981);, David 

G.Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity (University 

of California Press Berkeley,1995). David J. Weber, Foreigners in Their Native Land:  Historical Roots of the 

Mexican Americans. (University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque, 2003.) 
92 Richard Griswold del Castillo. “Manifest Destiny: The Mexican-American War and the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo.” Southwestern Journal of Law and Trade in the Americas. Vol. 5. 1 April 1998. 31. Accessed:  30 March 

2016, 32. Also see Griswold del Castillo’s book: The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo: A Legacy of Conflict. (Norman, 

OK: Oklahoma University Press, 1992).  For a detailed anthology of work regarding the making of the borderlands, 

please see U.S.-Mexico Borderlands: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives. Oscar J. Martínez, editor. Jaguar 

Books on Latin America, Number 11. (Wilmington: SR Books, 2003).  This text is a blend of primary documents, 

and essays.  It is composed of work by noted authors to include:  Griswold del Castillo, José Vasconcelos, Oscar 

Martínez, to name a few. 
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Polk needed in order to pursue the expansionist ideal he supported.93 In this context, ambiguity 

and chaos appeared to be manifest.  However, ambiguity and chaos can provide avenues of 

opportunity, as will be seen. 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo formalized the end of the war with Mexico. It also 

established a course of action for the United States when dealing with the inhabitants of the land 

that was acquired via the treaty.  Section VIII of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo states that 

Mexican citizens living on the land now annexed by the treaty had three options they could 

employ as to their residency and citizenship statuses.  They were allowed to stay in their homes 

and retain all their land and possessions, retain their Mexican citizenship by moving to Mexico, 

or stay where they were and one year after the treaty was ratified they would automatically 

become citizens of the United States.  The treaty clearly states that “[i]n the said territories, 

property of every kind now belonging to Mexicans not established there, shall be inviolably 

respected. The present owners, the heirs of these, and all Mexicans who may hereafter acquire 

said property by contract, shall enjoy with respect to it guarantees equally ample as if the same 

belonged to citizens of the United States.”94  Additionally, Article IX claimed that these same 

Mexicans would be admitted as citizens by the Congress of the United States. Not only did the 

treaty promise rights to the Mexican residents in the procured lands, but it also guaranteed 

protection of the northern border of Mexico. Article XI states: “Considering that a great part of 

the territories which, by the present treaty, are to be comprehended for the future within the 

                                                 
93 Colin M. Maclachlan and William H. Beezley explain some of the historical events that occurred preceding the 

U.S. War with Mexico. El Gran Pueblo: A History of Greater Mexico. “In 1844, James K. Polk, a solid advocate of 

expansion, won the presidency of the United States. War became inevitable – it remained only for Polk to find a 

suitable pretext. In May 1846, news arrived at the White House that a skirmish had occurred with Mexican forces in 

what is now the state of Texas – the war was on.” El Gran Pueblo: A History of Greater Mexico. (Upper Saddle 

River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2004), 27. 
94 “Treaty of Peace, Friendship, Limits, and Settlement with the Republic of Mexico.”  A Century of Lawmaking. 

Library of Congress, accessed 27 December 2015, http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-

bin/ampage?collId=llsl&fileName=009/llsl009.db&recNum=975., 929-930. 
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limits of the United States, is now occupied by savage tribes, who will hereafter be under the 

exclusive control of the government of the United States…”95 As noted by historian Josefina 

Zoraida Vásquez: “[T]he only provision favorable for Mexico, Article 11 [sic], which committed 

the United States to defend the northern border from Indian attacks, was never honored, the 

rights of the Mexican residents of the lost territories were often violated, and many lost their 

property.”96 These actions set up a trauma that contributed to the new ways of coping for 

residents of Mexican heritage.  It also exposed new cracks in the system that revealed an unequal 

structure. The almost immediate disregard by the United States to the terms of the treaty 

foreshadowed the problems that would arise for people of Mexican descent in this area. As 

described by Griswold del Castillo, there were long term effects of the Treaty of Guadalupe, 

which included a systematic and deliberate creation of a second class citizen – a “new ethnic 

minority group, the Mexican Americans.”97   

Along with the creation of this new ethnic minority, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

also produced a stratification of residents in the area annexed by the treaty.  Not all inhabitants of 

the area obtained through this treaty were considered equal.  According to anthropology 

professor Martha Menchaca, “U.S. Congress gave the legislators of the ceded territories and 

states the right to determine the Mexicans’ citizenship status.”98 The process of determining 

citizenship for the residents of these ceded lands was problematic and racialized. Menchaca 

explains how agents “determine[d] whether a Mexican community was actually 

Indian…communities that retained a tribal council would be classified as Indian, but would be 
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exempt from the federal laws applied to nomadic Indians.”99 The levels of stratification 

continued as the nomadic Indians were then treated as hostiles and forced to live on reservations.  

While some Indians were allowed to remain in their villages, others were removed from the land 

on which they lived and sent to live elsewhere.100   

For Mexicans in Santa Paula, California, the shift of power was insidious and systematic.  

In The Mexican Outsiders: Political Relations and Land Tenure Cycles in Santa Paula, 

Menchaca discusses how Mexicans were not only removed from their land, but they were also 

relegated to a subservient existence.   

[B]y the first two decades of the twentieth century Mexicans were socially incorporated 

as a low-wage agricultural laboring class in Santa Paula, and fewer than a handful of 

them were property owners.  All the Spanish and Mexican institutions were dismantled, 

and the Anglo americans gained total control of the community’s social, political, and 

economic institutions.  When Mexicans lost control of the land, their social system 

apparently disintegrated, to be replace by an Anglo-dominated social structure. Without 

their ranchos, Mexicans were unable to subsist on their own means, and thereby they 

became dependent on wage work and financially reliant on their Anglo American 

employers. Unfortunately, one of the worst consequences of this turn of events for 

Mexicans was the loss of political power; Anglo Americans could treat Mexicans as they 

chose. Mexicans could be discriminated against and deprived of basic civil rights, such as 

selecting their place of residence.101 

 

Experiences like these were not limited to Santa Paula, or even to California.  In Arizona, a 

similar work and political structure was being constructed.  

It was not until 1924 when Congress enacted “The Indian Citizenship Act,” also known 

as “The Snyder Act,” which “granted citizenship to all Nati ve Americans born in the United 

                                                 
99 Ibid, 218. 
100 For an historical account of the relocation of the Chiricahua Apache Tribe, who lived in what is now known as 

southeastern Arizona, Cochise County, please see:  John Turcheneske’s, The Chiricahua Apache Prisoners of War: 

Fort Sill, 1894-1914. (Niwot: University Press of Colorado, 1997). For a detailed account of violence against the 

Apache, see Nicole M. Guidotti-Hernandez’s Unspeakable Violence: Remapping U.S. and Mexican National 

Imaginaries. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), “Webs of Violence: The Camp Grant Indian Massacre, 

Nation, and Genocidal Alliances.” 81-132. 
101 Martha Menchaca.  The Mexican Outsiders: A Community History of Marginalization and Discrimination in 
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States.”102 While citizenship status was granted per The Snyder Act, voting rights were left to the 

states. Those classified as Mexican were afforded citizenship and those the treaty identified as 

“savage tribes”103 were destined to become subjects of the government. Although citizenship was 

technically granted, voting rights were often withheld by the states.  It was not until 1948 when 

the Arizona Supreme Court ruled that Native Americans were able to vote. However, the literacy 

test, which served as a deterrent for voter participation, particularly among the ethnically diverse, 

remained on the books until 1972; seven years after the Voter Rights Act had been signed by 

President Lyndon Johnson.104 

The end result was a stratification of population with regard to citizenship.  As noted by 

historian David Gutiérrez:   

For in formally granting the ethnic Mexican population of the Southwest all the rights of 

American citizens in 1848, and yet denying them the possibility of exercising those 

rights, Americans planted the seeds of continuing ethnic discord in the region.  As the 

ethnic Mexican population suddenly exploded in the last decades of the century due to 

the large numbers of immigrants that began to pour into the region from Mexico, the 

contradiction between the promise of the Treaty of Guadalupe and the American 

Constitution and the reality of American interracial and interethnic relations in the 

Southwest would take on an even greater significance. 105 

 

As evidenced by the difficulties encountered via the treaty, the previous residents of the newly 

acquired U.S. land were experiencing a fluctuating existence.  On paper according to the treaty, 

they were citizens if they desired, but citizenship did not mean the same thing to them as it meant 

to those who were now choosing to move onto the newly acquired land.  Land ownership and 
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voting rights were questionable for many of the people who remained on the land that was once 

called Mexico. 

Five years after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexico once again 

found itself in negotiations with the United States.  Despite the aggressive behavior of U.S. 

troops along the border line, Mexico chose to negotiate rather than engage in combat. “This 1853 

treaty (The Gadsden Purchase) redefined the Mexican border along Arizona and New Mexico 

and abrogated Article 11 [sic] of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.”106 Fifty years later, Douglas 

would be built on the land acquired through the Gadsden Purchase.   

 Not everyone was happy about the Gadsden Purchase.  Many in the United States felt 

that the 10 million paid to Mexico for this strip of land was far too much.  An editorial in the 

Arizona Citizen argues why the Gadsden Purchase was a sound investment: 

…the Gadsden Purchase looms up in the Territory of Arizona, and with all the drawbacks 

of Indians and remoteness of great thoroughfares, the territory purchased for ten million 

dollars, would probably be appraised at nearer a hundred millions [sic]. Its vast wealth 

has hardly been touched.  Enough is known to warrant the statement that it is the richest 

mineral territory of the United States.  In a few years all the troublesome Indians will 

disappear; one or more railroads will cross the Territory, a State Government will be 

substituted, roads will be constructed, streams will be bridged.107 

 

This opinion piece appears to be prophetic, for the strip of land did indeed turn out to contain 

wealth in mineral deposits and the railway lines and roads soon found their way to the 

Tombstone and Bisbee hills, and then on to Douglas.  

The history of the border region and its people were in this way tied to the expansionist 

movement that followed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Gadsden Purchase.  What had 

existed before these two governmental actions occurred soon became transformed and erased as 
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the U.S. government created a bureaucratic nightmare in 1854 with the establishment of the 

Office of Surveyor General in New Mexico.108 The tedious time, money, and effort required to 

prove ownership of the land prohibited many of New Mexico’s communal and land grant owners 

to retain their ownership.  However, land ownership contention and usurpation were not unique 

to New Mexico. This phenomenon was occurring all across the newly acquired territory.  A new 

power dynamic was establishing itself throughout these lands and it was not benefitting the 

original inhabitants.  This shift in power was not specific to the local population either.  Historian 

David Gutiérrez writes,  

…the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended what was at that time the bloodiest and 

costliest war in American history.  With most of the terms dictated by the victorious 

Americans, the treaty established a new border between the two nations, provided official 

recognition of the United States’ previous annexation of Texas, and provided for the 

payment by the United States of 15 million dollars to Mexico in exchange for Mexico’s 

former northern provinces. 109 

 

On the heels of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the Gadsden Purchase not only established the 

new boundaries between the United States and Mexico, but it provided the necessary space for 

the establishment of the transcontinental railroad. Additionally, the Gadsden Purchase effectively 

abrogated not only the articles of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Articles VI and VII that 

established the original boundaries, but it also abrogated Article XI.110  

These two historic moments served to fulfill the dream of industrialists in the United 

States by establishing a route for their vision of a southern transcontinental railroad line that 
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would connect the Atlantic seaboard with the Pacific coast. They also confirmed ownership by 

the United States of a land rich with mineral deposits ready for mining. 

The need for copper wire for the growing electrical demand and telegraph business, and 

copper tubing for internal plumbing in the rapidly flourishing housing market in the United 

States of America provided an avenue of economic growth that previously had been unseen in 

the U.S. and around the world during the late nineteenth century.111 Moreover, the demand for 

copper and for workers to mine and smelt the copper grew as the demands for electricity grew.  

Thus, the causal chain of supply and demand for copper served to draw even more Americans 

and recent U.S. immigrants to the new territories. 

How did the historical events described previously affect the women of Mexican heritage 

in Douglas?  According to historian Samuel Truett, “U.S. history includes Mexican history only 

before 1848 and 1854, the years that treaties turned the Mexican North into the U.S. West.  U.S. 

history after 1854 includes Mexicans only after they cross the border.”112 Although Douglas and 

its residents lived in the United States, those residents of Mexican heritage were still classified as 

Mexican, regardless of their place of birth. 

Secondly, Douglas, Arizona was built to facilitate the copper industry. As mentioned in 

the Arizona Citizen editorial, this land, which also includes land in the Mexican state of Sonora, 

was rich with mineral deposits.  Much work was to be had for those willing to either work in the 
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mines or the smelter.  However, work and wages were not equitable for those of Mexican 

heritage.   

For those employed by the smelter industry of Douglas, this was reality.  Discrimination 

by the industry was felt every day in the form of job availability. Truett explains, “Mexicans 

worked for lower wages on the smelter floor, and after the smelter went to Douglas, so did many 

Mexicans.  A Bisbee reporter assured Anglo readers that the loss of jobs to Douglas was ‘no 

cause for alarm,’ since smelting was a largely Mexican profession.”113 The fact that workers of 

Mexican descent were hired at a lower pay, denied positions of authority and resulting higher 

wages, and were essentially relegated to either working in the smelter or above ground at the 

mines illustrated the consistent separation of people, based largely on ethnic identity. 

Discriminatory hiring practices based on ethnic identity provided for an imbalance in pay and 

rights.  The U.S. government and industry viewed Mexicans as ahistorical prior to 1848 and as 

non-citizens, who were subordinate to U.S. citizens afterwards, despite the promises in the 

treaties of both Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Gadsden Purchase. This discriminatory behavior 

impacted the home as wives and children of Mexican smelter workers were forced to do more 

with less.   

Discriminatory practices became even more apparent in the treatment of those Mexican 

citizens who lost their land, and their rights.  Patricia Zavella, Latin American and Latina/o 

Studies scholar, explains that the individuals who inhabited the land initially “…were guaranteed 

the right to keep their land and use Spanish language…However, these rights were not honored 

fully and Mexicans became subordinate through dispossession of landholdings, 

proletarianization, residential and occupational segregation, and outright prejudice and 
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discrimination.”114  As will be discussed in more detail later, Douglas illustrated these 

characteristics to some degree or other.  The proletarianization of the work force with Mexican 

workers at or near the bottom of the wage scale demonstrated the economic disadvantage.  The 

limited access to educational opportunities completed this segregation.  

The former Mexicans, now Americans whether through immigration or migration, found 

themselves searching for a way to identify with each other and with their communities.  

Gutiérrez states that “[b]y the 1850s Mexican Americans throughout the Southwest had begun to 

speak of themselves as members of a Mexican American community, or, more commonly, as 

members of a broader linguistic/cultural community that was distinct from the North 

Americans.”115 This shift in identity indicated a profound struggle experienced by the people 

whose lives had been altered radically by the results of the Mexican-American War.  

Contradictions became apparent within the relationships that U.S. industry and 

government had with their southern neighbors.  Truett claims that “[i]n the early twentieth 

century, Arizonans viewed their neighbors to the south as siblings in an interlocking family 

history of sorts, a history that began with shared struggles on the ‘wild’ frontier and pointed 

toward a shared modern future.”116 For many Anglo Americans, this statement was reality.  The 

copper industry thrived on both sides of the Mexico/U.S. international border, and Phelps, Dodge 

& Company was leading the pack of companies seeking ways to capitalize on this market by 

employing this vision of family and shared modern future.   

Not only was the land in Cochise County vrich with mineral deposits, but the location 

provided what has been considered rich with labor workers.  According to Truett, “When 
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Mexicans migrated north to work near Tubac after 1854; they retraced lifelines of an enduring 

regional community – invisible on most maps – that extended deep into Mexico.”117  The 

closeness of Mexico, the porous boundary line, and the established networks of family and 

friends allowed for the movement of peoples to come and go, working in a variety of areas in 

what became Southern Arizona.  There appeared to be a never-ending supply of workers 

available and affordable.   

Already invested in copper and brass companies in New England, the Phelps, Dodge & 

Company (PD) sought to expand its own reach by heading to the southwestern states of New 

Mexico and Arizona where copper mining was becoming a lucrative business.  In his book 

Vision and Enterprise:  Exploring the History of Phelps Dodge Corporation, Carlos Schwantes 

provides a clear timeline as to when PD set its sights on Arizona and the copper industry during 

the late nineteenth century. Seeking professional assistance for its intended investment in mining 

in Arizona, Phelps, Dodge & Company hired James Douglas to “evaluate...property in far-off 

Arizona Territory.”118 The investment of time, travel, and perseverance demonstrated James 

Douglas’ commitment to the success of the southwestern copper industry.  He traveled to the 

Arizona Territory to visit Jerome, Morenci, Clifton, and Bisbee to evaluate the feasibility of 

mining in these locations.  His dedication and perseverance paid off.  After considerable doubt-

filled days that turned into years, James Douglas’ hunch finally came through in 1884 when 

drilling finally hit a “second large body of ore was discovered” in Bisbee, Arizona.119 
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Nestled within the canyon laden Mule Mountains, Bisbee was not only the home of the 

Phelps Dodge Copper Queen mine and Lavender Pit, but it was also the home of the mills and 

smelting furnaces that refined the copper ore.  These canyons also were home to various miners 

from Eastern Europe and Mexico. Limited space, polluted exhaust from the smelters trapped in 

the canyons, and a definite lack of available water proved too taxing for the smelters and the 

residents in Bisbee.120 Along with fixing these local issues in Bisbee, Phelps, Dodge & Company 

also charged James Douglas with searching for ways in which to connect its mining interests in 

Nacozari, Sonora, Mexico with those in Bisbee, and even El Paso.  For Douglas, the answer 

came in the form of creating a railroad line and smelter city.  James Douglas set about to build 

this new city that would carry his name.  The City of Douglas, located in Sulphur Springs Valley 

adjacent to the international border, would become the home of the new smelter for Phelps, 

Dodge & Company. Water, labor, and the potential for favorable railroad routes were exactly 

what James Douglas was looking for, and in this valley he found them all.  In 1900, Phelps, 

Dodge & Company began building a railroad from Bisbee to the new site for the Copper Queen 

Smelter.  Touted as a “gateway” to Sonora, a Mexican state with “highly mineralized regions,”121 

Phelps, Dodge & Company conceived of a future where these railroad lines would all come 

together in Douglas so the ore could be smelted, processed, and then shipped back east.   

As the smelters were built and became operational, a city emerged in the shadows of the 

monolithic stacks that belched sulfur smoke, the train carts that poured out red-hot slag, and the 

corporation that offered a promise of economic stability to those willing to labor in the intense 

heat and backbreaking conditions.  By 1902, “Douglas [had] sprung into a city marvelous.”122 
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Initially, two companies owned smelters in Douglas, Phelps, Dodge & Company and the 

Calumet and Arizona Mining Company.  The two companies merged in the early 1930s and 

became the Douglas Reduction Works.123   

While Phelps Dodge had a powerful presence dependent on Mexican labor, and deeply 

invested pockets in Douglas, Arizona, it did not and could not control the town as it did in Bisbee 

and Morenci/Clifton. The distinction between these two towns is important for a variety of 

reasons.  First of all, although the Phelps, Dodge smelter was the primary employer, it was not 

the only employer in the community.  Two other major employers included the Calumet and 

Arizona Mining Company and the little known El Paso and Southwestern Railroad, which was 

initially constructed by Phelps Dodge to connect Tucson with El Paso to facilitate the movement 

of its copper product.124  However, Southern Pacific later purchased the line and it maintained a 

strong economic status in Douglas for much of the first half of the twentieth century. In 1918, 

Douglas boasted a population of 17,000 residents with the Copper Queen Smelter employing 

1,600 workers, the C&A smelter employing 700, and the railroad employing 600.125 Secondly, 

the proximity to the Mexican border allowed for a more fluid exchange of goods and people.  

Finally, Bisbee was conceived as a “white man’s camp…a characterization relying on racial 

boundaries that changed along with the community’s population.”126  This was a distinction that 

Douglas, Arizona never obtained.  When the smelters moved to Douglas, many of the Mexican 

workers moved with them.127 Denied positions in the higher paying positions underground in the 

mines, Mexicans were relegated to either working menial labor intensive jobs above ground or 
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working in the smelters because these positions paid less.  The higher paying positions, such as 

those underground, were reserved for the white workers.  

Although these two communities were in fact largely Phelps Dodge Corporation 

communities, they were quite different due to the structured design of the towns.  Douglas was 

planned out methodically and purposefully, while the larger Bisbee area was developed in a 

seemingly haphazard manner that was dependent largely on the mineral deposits that were mined 

there. The larger Bisbee area consisted of various neighborhoods and communities – these 

included Lowell, Old Bisbee, Bakerville, Don Luis, and South Bisbee. There was one exception 

to the haphazard neighborhood structure - the townsite of Warren.128  (See Figure 3).   

Douglas, on the other hand, was incorporated in 1905 and reached a population of 5,000 

by 1914.129 This occurred after pipes had been laid for sewer lines, phone lines were set up, and 

streets were carved out. History professor Carlos Schwantes explains that “[d]espite setting aside 

an entire block for churches, Dr. Douglas could not prevent a thriving red light district, several 

squalid saloons, and gambling dens of all descriptions from combining to mar the landscape he 

had hoped would serve as a model of urban beauty and modernity.”130  

This is not to say that Bisbee did not have its red light district and saloons.  On the 

contrary, these establishments openly thrived in Brewery Gulch in Bisbee, despite the heavy 

licensing fees and taxes imposed on them by the city.131 What Bisbee did have, however, was a 

geographic obstacle that separated the white residents from the perceived rabble and rubbish that 

                                                 
128 Benton-Cohen, 120. The designer of Warren described Bisbee as a town “…all on its edge except where the 

edges meet at the bottom.”  
129 Ibid., 86. 
130 Schwantes, 96. 
131 Benton-Cohen explains how these taxes and licensing fees were reportedly approved by Walter Douglas.  

“Although gambling and alcohol were prohibited in 1907 and 1914, and crackdowns shut most bordellos, 

prostitution remained in the Gulch publicly until 1917 and surreptitiously afterward.” 114. 



   

79 

 

had become Bisbee.  Once the smelters were moved to Douglas, “Phelps Dodge joined with 

Calumet and Arizona Mining Company and others to develop the Warren townsite…a beautiful 

and thoroughly modern community to attract and retain their ‘best class of employees.’”132 The 

mine also served as a physical border that divided the community, establishing an observable 

alienation between those who were white and those who were not. The white families in Warren 

were safely shielded from the raucous life of Tombstone Canyon and Brewery Gulch.  A few 

other communities like Lowell, where the local cemetery is located, were also a shielded, to a 

point.  Warren, however, enjoyed the benefits of modern urban planning and comfort.  The 

streets were wider than those in Bisbee and the neighborhoods strategically situated.   
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Figure 3:  The above map demonstrates the various communities that constitute Bisbee proper.  They are listed as 1- 

Bisbee (also known as “Old Bisbee”); 2 - Lowell; 3- South Bisbee; 4 – Warren; 5 – Tintown; and 6 – Don Luis. The 

open pit mine, The Lavender Pit, is located in the great expanse just west of Lowell, South Bisbee, Tintown, and 

Warren, and north of Don Luis.   

4 

2 

3 

5 

6 

1 



   

81 

 

 

Figure 4: This map illustrates the layout of Douglas, Arizona.  Northwest from Douglas is the unincorporated area of 

Pirtleville, Arizona.  The circle with an arrow descending from it is where the Douglas Reduction Works were 

located, just directly west of Douglas.  As is evidenced by the map, Douglas’s southern boundary aligns with the 

International Boundary between the United States and Mexico. (http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/HAC/PHA/reports/ 

phelps_09291995az/images/phe-f1.gif. Accessed:  4 April 2016). 

 

News of economic opportunities in Cochise County had spread, resulting in a rapidly 

growing community.  People were arriving from all over the world to work for Phelps Dodge 

and Company, both in Bisbee and Douglas.  Stable employment, albeit hazardous, was the 

primary motivator.  In a rapidly changing world with shifting southern political borders, 

emerging technology, and dwindling rural farming opportunities particularly for Mexicans, 

immigrants sought work and stability in the United States.  Workers came from Italy, Hungary, 

http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/HAC/PHA/reports/%20phelps_09291995az/images/phe-f1.gif
http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/HAC/PHA/reports/%20phelps_09291995az/images/phe-f1.gif
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Ireland, Wales, and from all over the United States for the employment opportunities provided 

by the mining industry.  The biggest group, however, were the workers from Mexico.133   

Phelps, Dodge & Company appeared to “neither [control] Douglas nor [seek] to make it a 

true company town.”134 While this was the impression that PD wanted to impress upon the 

public, the company fully understood the power the corporation could employ via the use of a 

government structure. Benton-Cohen explains that “City incorporation increased corporate 

power rather than diminishing it.  City contracts for private telephones, ice delivery, and water 

supply made lucrative personal investments for company officials. When carefully handled, 

incorporation could also foster alliances with an independent, mostly immigrant bourgeoisie of 

local merchants and saloon men, who initially opposed incorporation.” 135 This calculated move 

by the members of the International Land and Improvement Company, which was formed in 

1900 and was headed by James Douglas, demonstrated Douglas’ commitment to the lucrative 

business venture of the City of Douglas.136 

Although the layout of the city was specific and orderly, A, B, C for avenues, and 1, 2, 3 

for streets137, the neighborhoods were formed according to economics more so than ethnic or 

racial composition (See Figure 4, p. 77). Certainly there were neighborhoods that were more 

Mexican than white, or more white than Mexican, and even those that contained Mexicans and 

blacks, but the boundaries of these barrios were not as clearly delineated, and were perhaps 

defined by the residents more so than the city planners. For the most part, the demographics of 

                                                 
133 The U.S. Census “Supplement for Arizona: Population, Agriculture, Manufactures, Mines and Quarry Report” 

claims that of the 6,437 residents of Douglas in 1910, 2,250 were “foreign born white” and 1,244 were “foreign or 

mixed parentage white.” www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/4103395v1-8ch2.pdf.  Accessed: 31 March 

2016.  
134 Schwantes, 96.  
135 Benton-Cohen 107. 
136 Robert Stone Jeffrey. “The History of Douglas.” Unpublished Thesis. University of Arizona, 10.7 September 

1951. http://hdl.handle.net/10150/270516. Accessed: 4 April 2016, 6. 
137 Jeffrey. “Engineer E.G. Howe was hired in January of 1901 to map out the townsite.” 10. 

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/270516
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neighborhoods depended largely on income. For example, when Beatriz Durazo’s family moved 

to Douglas from Sonora, they were able to purchase a large home on the 1300 block of 12th 

Street.  Their neighborhood was largely white, yet Beatriz claimed that the neighbors were 

always nice and polite.138  

As evidenced by Castro’s story in the introduction, Pirtleville was a first home for many 

who came from Mexico to work at the smelter.  Located on the outskirts of Douglas, Pirtleville 

was closer to the smelter.  Anthropologist Josiah Heyman states that “Pirtleville was the only 

place where Hispanics and non-Hispanics met on a relatively equal footing.”139 Heyman claims 

that Pirtleville, an unincorporated community northwest of Douglas, was popular with Mexican 

Americans and other new arrivals because it provided affordable housing, walking distance to 

the smelter, and space to raise farm animals.   

South of the international border, major changes were occurring.  For approximately 

thirty years, Mexico had been experiencing a significant economic boon due to the policies of 

President Porfirio Diaz.140  Diaz’s policies included, but were not limited to, a deep dependence 

on other countries, to include the United States. In an aggressive and systematic manner, Diaz 

deregulated trade, privatized property (largely rural community and holdings), controlled labor 

unions through strict government oversight, and encouraged foreign investment. These actions 

resulted in a significant shift in Mexico, particularly for the poor.   

The land privatization program quickly relocated great numbers of the agrarian workers 

who accounted for more than half the country’s population.  During the Porfiriato their 

community landholdings shrank from 25 percent to 2 percent of the nation’s land…By 

1900, foreign investors held some 90% of the incorporated value of Mexican industry; 

                                                 
138 Interview with Lillian Durazo Meeks, Durazo’s daughter-in-law. Durazo told Lillian that her family never had 

any problems when they moved into the neighborhood she lived in for over 40 years. 
139 Heyman, 194.  
140 Colin MacLachlan and William H. Beezley. El Gran Pueblo: A History of Greater Mexico. Diaz served as 

President of Mexico from 1876-1911, when he “succeeded in constructing a national unity regime that helped 

legitimize his own unconstitutional rise to power, as well as compensate for his lack of an actual electoral mandate.” 

86.   
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Americans alone held 70%. Foreigners also held 150 million of Mexico’s 485 million 

acres.141 

 

These Machiavellian procedures provided economic status for a few, at the cost of many, 

particularly the poor of Mexico. As the displacement of people grew in number due to the 

consumption of land by industries like the railroads and mines, a deep unsettling occurred in 

Mexico.  The growing hostility of the citizenry eventually erupted into the Mexican Revolution 

in 1910. Men and women were fleeing the unsettling spaces they had called home. Many found 

their way north, to the United States.  

  Maria de Refugio “Cuca” Bernal Vasquez fled from the growing violence of the Mexican 

Revolution and the resulting chaos experienced by and against the Yaqui people.142 Crossing the 

border, she established a home in Douglas.  The stark and painful reality of life in Mexico was so 

severe that she shared this episode of history with her daughter:  

I remember my mother telling me, when I asked her about why she came to the States, 

she told me that she was tired of having to run from the Indians.  Those were the years 

when there were a lot of Indian uprisings there on the border and she said that in running 

from the Indians, they often had to jump over dead bodies from the uprising, from the 

battles that were going on.143  

 

A young woman living on her own in Hermosillo, Vasquez struggled to survive. In 1915, when 

she immigrated to Douglas, life in Mexico was becoming increasingly more difficult for its 

citizens, particularly along the northern border.  Camín and Meyer write, “…1915 was the ‘year 

of hunger,’ the year of the dislocation of production and supply.”144 Douglas provided Vasquez 

                                                 
141 Meyers and Beezley, 436.  
142 Héctor Aguilar Camín and Lorenzo Meyer illuminate the experience of the Yaquis who faced a concerted effort 

to eradicate them by the Porfirian government.  “These lands were colonized following an initial war against the 

Indians (1877-1880), but the Yaqui resistance to the occupation remained alive, irreducible, and uninterrupted 

during the whole period of the Porfiriato and the Revolution, part of which was fought with Yaqui troops and part in 

Sonora against Yaqui insurgents.” 5. 
143 Sister Maria Luisa Vasquez.  Digitally recorded interview, 27 July 2014, Douglas, Arizona.   
144 Camín and Aguilar, 54. 
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with employment, working as a domestic in the homes of the town’s elite.  For many women 

coming from Mexico, particularly those who had been orphaned and/or widowed due to the 

increasing violence, Douglas provided a safe haven and stable employment opportunities.   

 As people were emigrating from Mexico seeking refuge, stability, so were other parts of 

the nation experiencing an influx in immigration.  The increase in immigration numbers caused 

concern among those who exhibited a xenophobic attitude. As illustrated on the following map, 

there were several states with a population of foreign born that exceeded 15%. (Figure 5.)145 

Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez and James Greenberg argue that “since the late 19th century, the 

combination of the historical forces of industrialization and their accompanying immigration 

policies has contributed binationally to the rise of U.S.-Mexican ethnicity.”146 Due to this “rise in 

U.S.-Mexican ethnicity” in the United States, along with other ethnic peoples, a corresponding 

fear rose up in those who felt that the fabric of the nation was changing. 

                                                 
145 The image comes from “Population 1920: Composition and Characteristics of the Population by the States.” 

Fourteenth Census of the United States: Taken in the Year 1920. Vol III. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the 

Census. 1922. https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html. Accessed:  4 April 2016.  
146 Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez, and James Greenberg. “Formation and Transformation of Funds of Knowledge.” Funds of 

Knowledge: Theorizing Practices in Households, Communities, and Classrooms. Eds. Norma González, Luis C. 

Moll, and Cathy Amanti. (New York: Routledge, 2005). 

https://www.census.gov/prod/www/decennial.html
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Figure 5: “Per Cent of Foreign-Born White in Total Population, by States: 1920.” Fourteenth Census of the United 

States Taken in the Year 1920.  

 

  Although the twentieth century in the United States of America was a time of both 

economic and social possibilities, the U.S. was not without its problems.  Having essentially 

recovered from the economic depression of the late nineteenth century, many United States 

citizens reacted with hostility.  A number of nativist groups began forming and they demanded 

from their legislators a way in which the United States could preserve its bloodlines by 

mandating some type of control over who could come to the United States to live. 147 This 

                                                 
147 Mae M. Ngai. “The Architecture of Race in American Immigration Law: A Reexamination of the Immigration 

Act of 1924.” The Journal of American History, Vol. 86, No. 1 (Jun., 1999), Organization of American Historians 

Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 2567407. 
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attempt at pursuing a purity of population established a division of people that remains today.  

History professor Mae Ngai writes: 

The Immigration Act of 1924 thus established legal foundations for social processes that 

would unfold over the next several decades, processes that historians have called, for 

European immigrants, ‘becoming American’ (or, more precisely, white Americans), 

while casting Mexicans as illegal aliens and foredooming Asians to permanent 

foreigners.148 

 

Although the public perceived migrants of Mexican heritage as “illegal aliens,” the federal 

government did not.  A complicated tension existed, as a result. Industrialists welcomed the 

workers from south of the border, and paid them a lower scale (which will be explained later); 

the white employees, on the other hand, considered these workers as intruders. Regardless, the 

southern border of the United States remained virtually “open” during the “Classic Era of 

Immigration,” and migrants from Mexico were allowed freedom to move back and forth across 

the international border with few governmental restrictions.149  

The Immigration Act of 1924 facilitated the migratory movement of peoples from the 

south to fill the large, demanding work force required by the mining and agricultural industries. 

150 In the borderlands of Arizona, the copper industry was the main employer and many Mexican 

mine workers sought residency in the Bisbee and Douglas area of Cochise County, Arizona. As 

noted by David Gutiérrez, history professor:   

Displaced from the land by the draconian land policies instituted by Mexican dictator 

Porfirio Diaz, and drawn to the United States by the rapidly diversifying and expanding 

southwestern economy, the number of Mexican immigrants entering the United States 

                                                 
148 Ibid, 70. 
149 Jorge Durand, Douglas S. Massey, and Fernando Charver.  “The Changing Geography of Mexican Immigration 

to the United States; 1910-1996.”  Social Science Quarterly, 81. no. 1 (2000): 1-15, 3-4. 
150 “The Immigration Act of 1924: Historical Highlights.” History, Arts, and Archives: The U.S. House of 

Representatives. Office of the Historian. http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/The-Immigration-

Act-of-1924/. “The act represented the first major attempt to restrict immigration into the United States. The 

establishment of a quota system limited immigration from southern and eastern Europe (primarily Jewish and 

Slavic) while allowing significant immigration from northern and western Europe. Asians were specifically 

excluded from immigration.” 

http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/The-Immigration-Act-of-1924/
http://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1901-1950/The-Immigration-Act-of-1924/
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climbed steadily after 1890. When the Mexican people revolted against Diaz’s regime in 

1910, the stream of Mexicans into the United States increased even more.151   

 

An intensive and often confusing dynamic was in place that drew migrants north, even at the risk 

of awaiting hostility and prejudice.   

The open and fluid international border between Arizona and Mexico proved to be 

beneficial for the copper industry.  Phelps, Dodge & Company, along with Calumet and Arizona 

Mining Company initiated a dual-wage system in their mining and smelting facilities where 

Mexicans and African Americans were paid at a lower rate than whites.152 The lower salaries for 

Mexicans were justified by the workers and supervisors of the copper industry by using what 

Benton-Cohen refers to as circular logic.  She states that the industry argued that Mexicans 

needed less so they should be paid less. As far as the industry could determine, Mexicans just 

needed “an adobe hut with an earth floor, or even a shelter of branches against the wind, a few 

pieces of pottery, a serape or a sheepskin to lie on at night.”153 This assessment of Mexicans 

illustrates the mining industry’s inherent prejudicial biases. It also underscores the mining 

industry’s ability to justify exploitative tactics to enlarge the company’s profit margin.  As the 

mining industry wielded economic power and control, it shaped the experiences, and often the 

perceptions, of the people who lived in this space called the borderland.  The dual-wage system 

lowered the economic worth and power of the Mexican workers.  This devaluing of human life 

not only served to profit the copper industry, but it also simultaneously promoted notions of 

superiority to the white workers.  

                                                 
151 Gutiérrez, 39-40. 
152

 Benton-Cohen illustrates the variables for the “wages” that the mining companies employed. “Wheeling adobe 

bricks, for example, earned ‘whites’ at the Copper Queen $2.25 a day, and ‘Mexicans’ $1.50”, 111. 
153 Ibid, 86 
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Many challenges existed that prohibited economic advancement and equality within society for 

Mexican Americans in Southern Arizona during the early twentieth-century.  One of the most 

obvious discriminatory practices that occurred during that time was the dual-wage system 

employed by major employers in Cochise County to include Phelps-Dodge & Company and the 

Calumet and Arizona Mining Company.   

 The dual-wage system, as its name implies, is a system where workers are not paid the 

same wage for the same work.  As a result, it serves to segregate workers along a pay scale, most 

notably the segregation usually occurs along racial and ethnic lines.  According to sociologist 

Evelyn Nakano Glenn: “The United States started out as a colonial economy which offered raw 

resources and land to European and American capitalists.  In order to develop the economic 

infrastructure and extract resources, capitalists needed labor, which was always in short supply.  

The presence of racial ethnic groups in this country is tied to this demand for labor.”154 Due to 

the proximity to the United States’ southern border and the rich deposits of ore located in the 

newly acquired Arizona territory, the exploitation of Mexican labor became a regular business 

behavior for the excavation industries.  

 The creation and perpetuation of the dual-wage system in southern Arizona can be traced 

to the mid-nineteenth century, when industrialists, nation-builders, and extractive companies 

provided opportunity for this exploitation to occur.  According to historian Zaragosa Vargas, 

“the late 19th century capital-intensive railroad construction and maintenance, mining, and 

agricultural expansion unfolded on a massive scale in the Southwest. Mexican labor became the 

great engine of this region’s economic growth and its established working class.”155 As Mexicans 

                                                 
154 Evelyn Nakano Glenn. “Racial Ethnic Women’s Labor: The Intersection of Race, Gender and Class Oppression.”   

Review of Radical Political Economics. 17(3): 86-108 (1985). Doi: 10.1177/048661348501700306. 89. 
155 Zaragosa Vargas. “Latino Workers.” American Latinos and the Making of the United States: A Theme Study. 

www.nps.gov/heritageinitiatives/latino/latinothemestudy/labor.htm.  

http://www.nps.gov/heritageinitiatives/latino/latinothemestudy/labor.htm
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crossed the border to fill the various positions offered by the extractive and smelting businesses, 

the railroad, and the agriculture fields, the dual-wage practice was established. Historian David 

Gutiérrez argues that  

…over time Americans in the Southwest came to associate Mexican Americans with 

unskilled labor. Indeed this status became institutionalized in some ways by the 

emergence of an ethnic division of labor characterized by a dual wage structure in which 

Mexican workers were consistently paid less than “white” workers performing the same 

work. By the turn of the century the dual wage system was a characteristic feature of 

virtually all industries employing Mexican and other ethnic workers throughout the 

Southwest.156 

 

 As this “ethnic division of labor” became institutionalized, so did the phenomenon of internal 

colonialism.  Historian Linda Gordon explains that “[internal colonialism] featured a dual or 

segregated labor market and a dual set of working conditions for whites and Mexicans; the use of 

Mexican workers as a reserve labor force, drawn in and expelled to fit the needs of capital; and 

the use of peonage, or extraeconomic [sic] forms of coercion to control the labor force.”157 

Having to submit to the mandates of the employers, options for occupation change were 

restricted. Additionally, the white co-workers “sincerely belie[ved] that Mexicans inherently 

needed less to live on and did not crave the comforts that whites needed to work well.”158 While 

this misconception can be attributed, in part, to a lack of understanding of Mexican culture, it 

was reinforced through the actions of the employers as they rationalized their pay scales. 

 The dual-wage scale clearly benefited industry.  In the early 1920’s, forty-three percent 

of Arizona’s copper mining workforce was composed of Mexicans and eighty-five percent of the 

                                                 
156 David Gutiérrez. Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995, 25. 
157 Linda Gordon. The Great Arizona Orphan Abduction. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999, 180. 
158 Ibid, 180. 
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railroad workforce in the Southwest.159 The federal government finally stepped in to help rectify 

the wage discrepancies that were occurring in the United States when on June 25th of 1941,  

President Roosevelt issued Executive Order 8802, which declared “full participation in 

the national defense program by all citizens of the United States, regardless of race, 

creed, color, or national origin” based on “the firm belief that the democratic way of life 

within the Nation can be defended successfully only with the help and support of all 

groups within its borders.” The order required that the federal government, unions, and 

defense industries “provide for the full and equitable participation of all workers.”160 

 

This order impacted the copper industry directly.  As the war escalated in Europe, the copper 

industry saw an increase in manufacturing demands.  Investigations into the dual-wage scale 

produced governmental and public awareness of the questionable paying practices of the 

industry. According to Benton-Cohen, “In the early 1940s, two federal investigators calculated 

how much money the company earned by preserving the system. If five thousand miners in 

Arizona worked for $1.52 less than Anglos in the same jobs … , the dual-wage system saved 

Arizona copper companies $2,371,200 in wages per year.”161  The investigations and subsequent 

reporting of wage discrimination did not result in any lasting change, as the Federal Employment 

Practice Commission (FEPC) did not become a lasting governmental agency. Post World War II, 

two separate bills, one in 1946 and one in 1948, calling for establishing a permanent agency 

failed.162 Although the FEPC did not become a permanent agency, some of the groundwork was 

done.  In Douglas, Arizona, the “Mexican American workers of Douglas’ Copper Queen smelter 

secured an early contract in what would become a whole series of agreements across the copper 

                                                 
159 History, Art & Archives, U.S. House of Representatives, “Depression, War, and Civil Rights, “Hispanics in the 

Southwest.”  http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/HAIC/Historical-Essays/Separate-

Interests/Depression-War-Civil-Rights/. 
160 Ibid., “Dennis Chavez and the Creation of the Fair Employment Practices Committee.” 
161 Katherine Benton-Cohen. Borderline Americans: Racial Division and Labor War in the Arizona Borderlands. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009, 270. 
162 History, Art & Archives, U.S. House of Representatives, Office of the Historian, Black Americans in Congress, 

1870–2007. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2008. “The Second World War,” 

http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/BAIC/Historical-Essays/Keeping-the-Faith/Second-World-

War/ (July 01, 2016). 

http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/HAIC/Historical-Essays/Separate-Interests/Depression-War-Civil-Rights/
http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/HAIC/Historical-Essays/Separate-Interests/Depression-War-Civil-Rights/
http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/BAIC/Historical-Essays/Keeping-the-Faith/Second-World-War/
http://history.house.gov/Exhibitions-and-Publications/BAIC/Historical-Essays/Keeping-the-Faith/Second-World-War/
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industry, guaranteeing substantial pay hikes, union rights, grievance procedures, and paid 

vacation time.”163 

 For many of the women in this study, the economic and cultural impact of the dual-wage 

scale was inescapable.  The household requirements were dependent on the pay of their fathers 

and/or husbands.  For all the women, being of Mexican heritage in a town where the primary 

employer practiced a form of internal colonialization via the dual-wage scale, employment, 

academic, and social equity was limited.   

It was into this hierarchical, industrial hegemonic, segregated border community that the 

Mexicanas of this study found themselves. For some of the women, Douglas, Arizona provided a 

respite from the violence of the Mexican Revolution and the Yaqui Wars.  For others, the work 

opportunities for their husbands were the call they heeded.  Many of the women were born in 

Douglas, into this system that clearly devalued Mexican workers and their families.  Douglas 

was home for all of these women, whether immigrant or native born,   

Some of the women who immigrated to the United States expressed that life in Douglas 

offered them a variety of freedoms denied them in Mexico. For those women who were born in 

Douglas, this border city provided them with a geographically close connection to the land of 

their ancestors and a strong community of “compadrazgo, or fictive kin, as described by history 

professor Eric Meeks.164  Additionally, anthropologist Anna O’Leary argues that not only do 

                                                 
163 Benton-Cohen, 270. 
164 Meeks, 84. Additionally, sociologists Helen Rose Ebaugh and Mary Curry define fictive kin as “a relationship, 

based not on blood or marriage but rather on religious rituals or close friendship ties, that replicates many of the 

rights and obligations usually associated with family ties.” “Fictive Kin as Social Capital in New Immigrant 

Communities.” 189. As will be illustrated, Vasquez was able to tap into her fictive kin social capital in order to 

move to Douglas and establish a life for herself. For additional sources on compadrazgo, please see Erika Pérez 

“`Saludos from Your Comadre”: Compadrazgo as a Community Institution in Alta California, 1769-1860s.” 

California History, 88, 4 (2011), pp 47-62, 70-73, University of California Press in association with the California 

Historical Society, Stable URL: www.jstor.org/stable/23052285.  Also, Alonso Zarzar, “The Rite of Birth: 

Compadrazgo, Couvade and Native Sponsorship,” The Cambridge Journal of Anthropology, 8, 3 (1983), pp 14-40, 

Stable URL: http://www.jstor/stable/23816292.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23052285
http://www.jstor/stable/23816292


   

93 

 

these kinship ties provide knowledge about “informal markets to adapt and survive within the 

larger economic system,” but they also offer an information network for employment 

possibilities.165 As will be evidenced later, the women in this study employed similar networking 

abilities as they worked to provide for their families and themselves. 

The United States of America was rapidly changing; the Mexicanas presented and the 

roles they assumed as heads of their households, domestic workers, business entrepreneurs, and 

social modernizers were indicative of the changes that were coming.  World War I ended with 

glory for the U.S., and the return of many soldiers ready to resume a stable work and home life 

far from the madness of war.  Women’s Suffrage became a reality. According to the National 

Archives the bill “[p]assed by Congress June 4, 1919, and ratified on August 18, 1920, the 19th 

amendment guarantees all American women the right to vote.”166 For many women coming from 

repressive countries like Mexico where women were not allowed the right to vote nationally until 

1948,167 the U.S. provided a glimmer of hope of economic and personal freedom.  Perhaps here 

they would be able to function outside of the home, serve their communities, and assert personal 

agency denied them in the country of their birth. 

                                                 
165 Anna O’Leary, “Investment in Female Education as an Economic Strategy among U.S.-Mexican Households in 

Nogales, Arizona” (dissertation, University of Arizona, 1999), 59-60. For more on fictive kin and compadrazgo, 

please see: David Gutiérrez Walls and Mirrors: Mexican American, Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of 

Ethnicity, 34; Juan Gómez-Quiñones, On Culture (Popular Series, UCLA Chicano Studies Publications 1; Los 

Angeles:  UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center Publications, 1977); Carlos, Vélez-Ibáñez, Border Visions: 

Mexican Cultures of the Southwest United States. (Tucson:  University of Arizona Press, 1996). 
166 “19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution: Women's Right to Vote.” America’s Historical Documents.  The 

U.S. National Archives and Record Administration. Accessed on 10 September 2015. 

http://www.archives.gov/historical-docs/document.html.  
167 The actual date for women’s right to vote in México entails a great deal of controversy.  Some argue that women 

were granted the right in 1939, while others place the date in 1953.  For an in-depth look at the circumstances 

surrounding woman suffrage in México, read Sarah Buck’s chapter “The Meaning of the Women’s Vote in Mexico: 

1917-1953.” 73. The Women’s Revolution in Mexico: 1910-1953. Eds., Stephanie Mitchell and Patience Schell.  

(Lanham: Rowan and Littlefield Publishing Co., 2007.  

http://www.archives.gov/historical-docs/document.html
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Another major personal freedom that the United States guaranteed to the Mexican 

immigrants was the freedom of religion.  The Cristero War of the mid-1920s strongly impinged 

on the lives of many of México’s faithful.  In The Shadow of the Mexican Revolution, Camín and 

Meyer argue that the Cristero War was actually a:  

confrontation between two world visions and two plans for the country. The first one, 

which Calles represented, included the educated middle classes and the direct 

beneficiaries of the revolutionary political establishment; the second one included the 

faithful peasant masses that followed their saints and their multi-secular customs, the 

regions and towns where they lived, the local priests, the small landholdings, and the 

subsistence agriculture.168 

 

For some of the women in this dissertation, the ability to worship freely, removed from the fear 

associated with harboring a priest or supporting the Roman Catholic Church, proved to be the 

motivating factor in leaving the land of their birth. For these women, their faith was imperative 

for their existence and the United States offered the solace they desperately sought. It is in the 

midst of these national and international changes that this study begins.   
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Chapter Three:  A Home of Their Own 

Life in Douglas during the early 20th century meant different things to different people.  

Prior to acquisition of land by Phelps Dodge and Company, Calumet and Arizona, and the 

International Land and Improvement Company, this valley was merely a watering hole for 

ranchers and livestock. By 1905, the landscape changed radically.  The construction of the 

smelters and the railroad were shaping the region.  Within two years, the railroad would be 

extending south into Mexico, and “the foundations for a new age of border crossings were falling 

into place.”169  How and why these women ended up and stayed in Douglas will be discussed to 

gain insight into their journey analyzed for the purpose of understanding what characteristics 

they may have had.   

This chapter is divided into two sections.  The first section will introduce the women who 

moved to Douglas as adults, examining why they chose this place and why they stayed.  It also 

addresses the women who were brought here as children with their parents.  The second section 

focuses on the women who were born in Douglas or Pirtleville, and who chose to stay in this 

border area.    

 

New Arrivals 

The period covering the early 20th century was a time of significant changes along the 

southern borderlands in the United States – rising political unrest in Mexico, a rebounding 

economy in the U.S., and increasing mobility of peoples as the railways established routes across 

the country and into Mexico  These events precipitated the relocation of families to Douglas, 

                                                 
169 Truett, 83. 
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Arizona where the copper industry was beginning to gain back some momentum after the dismal 

recession of the late nineteenth century.   

A concerted and often confusing dynamic was in place that drew the migrants north, even 

at the risk of awaiting hostility.  This dynamic is known as the “push-pull model.” Sociologist 

Hondagneu-Sotelo states the “push-pull model, posits migration as an individual response to 

negative ‘push’ factors at the point of origin and positive ‘pull’ factors at the point of 

destination’.”170 For the Mexican women migrating north, the hope for gainful employment, 

respite from the violence of the revolution, and a place to call home were some of the factors 

pushing them towards the United States.  The women in this study who immigrated to Douglas 

as adults include Maria del Refugio B. Vasquez, Rosario “Chalita” Castro, Beatriz K. Durazo, 

and Carmen Loftis.   

Each of these women arrived in Douglas for significantly different reasons.  Castro first 

settled in Pirtleville with her eleven children and husband, seeking political asylum in the United 

States as the result of a government mandate banning her husband from the Mexico; Durazo and 

her ten children moved to Douglas pursuing religious freedom; Vasquez, a single teenager of 19, 

sought stable employment and housing, and Loftis and her husband found themselves in Douglas 

on the advice of a friend and the promise of employment.  All these women were searching for a 

stronger, safer existence for themselves and their families. 

In the case of Cuca Vasquez, life in Hermosillo proved to be untenable due to the 

violence of the Indian Wars and the shifting political tensions in 1915. Douglas not only offered 

employment as a domestic worker, but it also provided a network of social support among family 

friends had also relocated there.  This fictive kin social capital served Vasquez well.  In Mexico, 

                                                 
170 Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo.  Gendered Transitions:  Mexican Experiences of Immigration. (Berkeley: University 
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Vasquez lived on her own, regularly avoiding violence and war. The move to the United States 

allowed her to tap into the network of friends and extended family members who had also sought 

opportunity in Douglas. Once she arrived and had a place to live, earning a living did not prove 

to be problematic.  There were families, mostly those belonging to Phelps Dodge executives and 

management, business owners, and Southern Pacific Railroad management, that needed domestic 

service.  Work was available for those women who were willing to clean and cook.  According 

to Cuca’s daughter, “she used to clean houses and cook for some of the families here in Douglas.  

She had a job with the Melcher family whose son I worked for before I entered the convent, Ken 

Melcher, and she worked for that family for a while.  She cooked and cleaned house for 

them.”171 This was the only job that her daughter remembers her mother talking about.  For as 

long as Sister Marie Luisa can remember, her mother did not work outside of the family home.   

Douglas not only became home for her, it became the safety she desperately sought. 

Vasquez met her future husband in Douglas. “I don’t know exactly how they met.  All I know is 

that eventually [they did], and [it was] probably through the people who were her friends, and it 

was probably the family she was living with here in Douglas while she was working.”172 This 

excerpt from the interview demonstrates how Vasquez, a single woman living with friends in a 

new country, working for a living, utilized fictive kin to tap into the opportunities that Douglas 

offered.173  This blend of social and economic capital not only provided Vasquez with a safe 

                                                 
171 Sister Marie Luisa Vasquez. Digitally recorded interview, 27 July 2014, Douglas, Arizona. Although Sister Marie 

Luisa does not clarify in her interview, later discussion revealed that the Melchers were an established Douglas 

family, described by the respondent as upper middle class. 
172 Ibid. 
173 Sociologists Helen Rose Ebaugh and Mary Curry define fictive kin as “a relationship, based not on blood or 

marriage but rather on religious rituals or close friendship ties, that replicates many of the rights and obligations 

usually associated with family ties.” “Fictive Kin as Social Capital in New Immigrant Communities.” As illustrated 

by Vaquez’s life, the people she lived with when she arrived in Douglas not only provided her a home in which to 

live, but also introduced her to a social network that included her future husband.   
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haven from the unrest in Hermosillo, but it also afforded her a living and an opportunity to meet 

others, and in this way expanded her social capital.    

The Castro family also left their home in Mexico due to political unrest.  However, their 

circumstances were significantly different than Vasquez’.  Their immigration to the United 

States was done under duress of the Mexican government.  According to Castro’s son Raúl:  

She was born in Santa Rosalia Baja California, Mexico, and my father was born in San 

Jose del Cabo in Baja California.  You know they heard over there that they needed some 

help there in Cananea, Sonora.  So my father went from Baja California, got married, and 

ended up in Cananea and my father was the founder of the union.  Senecate 75.  They 

called a strike, miners’ strike in Cananea.  The Mexican government said the strike was 

an illegal strike, a wildcat strike, so my father was arrested and placed in prison.  Then 

the Mexican government agreed that if the United States would accept the Castro family 

in the United States, they would turn my father loose.  They [the US Government] did, so 

my father was released from prison, we went to Naco, then Pirtleville, and then 

Douglas.174 

 

Due to Francisco’s previous experience in the smelter at Cananea, coming to Pirtleville was an 

easy choice.  The year was 1918 and the Castros not only found work, but they also found a 

comñnity to which they could belong.  This relocation allowed for the frequent visits to Cananea 

where Castro’s mother continued to live.  As her son explains, “…my mother took us for 

extended visits to Cananea, México, so I grew up in an international and border-regional 

context.”175 On these trips, Castro continued her study with her mother as a partera and 

curandera providing her with a viable profession when her husband passed away and she was 

left to raise her ten surviving children.  For the Castros, this move just over the international line 

to the United States proved to be a blessing that provided security and community for the family, 

while also retaining family and cultural identity.   

                                                 
174 Raúl H. Castro, Digitally recorded interview, 31 March 2014, Nogales, Arizona. 
175 Raúl H. Castro and Jack L. August, Jr. Adversity is My Angel: The Life and Career of Raúl H. Castro. Fort 

Worth: TCU Press, 2009, 5. 
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Although the Castros settled in Pirtleville, shortly after Mr. Castro passed away, she 

moved the family to Douglas, 536 F Avenue, where she purchased her house during the 

Depression years.  According to her granddaughter Lupe Muñoz, who grew up in Castro’s home, 

she had an affinity for her home and her neighborhood. 

She would not let us move out of there.  She would say, ‘No, this house is paid for, we 

don’t need to get into another house where we will have a house payment.’  She would 

not let us move out of there for nothing. … She said, “These people need me.” She was 

very generous and kind with other people that needed her help.176 

 

Castro’s dedication to her community, her children, and her profession illustrate how 

significantly Douglas came to be her home. Having left her family and her social networks at 

least twice before, Baja California and Cananea, Castro adopted Douglas as her new home and 

became firmly rooted and invested in this community.  

Both Beatriz Durazo and Carmen Loftis are examples of the pull that Hondagneu-Sotelo 

discusses.  They moved to Douglas in search of opportunity.  For Beatriz and her family, the 

move was initiated by the lack of religious freedom in Mexico following the revolution. 

Although the Cristero War technically ended in 1929, instability in Sonora remained an issue.177 

The atrocities that occurred could not be easily forgotten.  Beatriz K. Durazo was a devout 

woman whose faith was paramount.  In El Gran Pueblo: The History of Greater Mexico, 

MacLachlan and Beezer illustrate just how unsettled Sonora was: 

Governor Rudolfo Elías Calles…embarked on a fierce campaign of religious persecution 

in Sonora.  The crusade included the expulsion of all priests and ministers; the closure of 

churches and chapels; the extirpation of religious symbols and images (i.e., the burning of 

“fetishes,” novenas, crucifixes); a campaign of de-Christianization by means of education 

and mass propaganda, including speeches, songs, civic ritual, and anticlerical satire; and 

the repression of worship. This radical anticlericalism ultimately provoked widespread 

Catholic and ethnic subterfuge, civil disobedience, riots, and, finally, armed revolt.178 

                                                 
151 Lupe Muñoz, Digitally recorded interview, 29 July 2014, Queen Creek, Arizona. 
177 Camín and Meyer, 77. 
178 MacLachlan and Beezley, 318. 
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Durazo told her daughter-in-law, Lillian Durazo, that she could not tolerate the religious 

oppression any longer.179  Moving to Douglas seemed to be the most rational solution, even if it 

required her to be separated from her husband and effectively raise the children on her own. 

According to Durazo’s daughter Alicia: 

[M]y dad was hardly ever there.  He was at the ranch and he would be going and coming 

and going and coming, you know.  So I don’t remember him as being there very much.  

He would come on special occasions, like I remember he would come on Thanksgiving 

and he would come for Christmas.  He was always there for holidays. But other than that, 

he would come like every month or so, you know.  He was at the ranch.  He had two 

ranches to take care of.180 

 

Geographically, Douglas was the perfect location for the Durazo family to relocate because it 

was the closest town in the U.S. to their family interests in Sonora. The established ports of entry 

in Douglas and Agua Prieta allowed ease of mobility across the international border.  Just as 

Castro traversed the border numerous times, living in Douglas and visiting her family in 

Cananea, Alfonso Durazo was able to keep his family safe in Douglas while maintaining his 

cattle business. Although Durazo traveled back to Sonora to visit family and friends, she made 

Douglas her home and Immaculate Conception her parish church.   

Similarly, Carmen Loftis and her husband moved to Douglas in search of economic 

security.  Prior to her arrival in El Paso, Loftis recounts the many moves her family made as they 

headed north, searching for stability and safety.   

We left San Luis Potosí when I was about four years old and we went to Mexico City.  

My father was there and my mother, and my sister, and myself.  We lived there for 

maybe two years, then my mother decided to go north.  We took the train with some 

other families that were leaving the city and we traveled for some miles until the train 

until the train couldn’t cross any more.  We got off and took a wagon and traveled that 

                                                 
179 Lillian Durazo is the author’s mother, and she shared this comment with me as I was preparing this dissertation. 
180 Alicia Durazo Navarrete, Digitally recorded interview, 12 July 2014, Jacksonville, North Carolina. 
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way for some time, I mean several days, until we got to the place where we couldn’t 

cross because it was all Villa’s.181 

 

During the period of time in the revolution when Loftis’ family was heading to the north, travel 

in Mexico became increasingly precarious.  As noted by John Mason Hart, history scholar: “In 

January, 1916, a Villista unit stopped a train at Santa Isabel, Chihuahua.  Aboard the train were 

16 American mine workers and engineers who carried safe-conduct passes from the 

Constitutionalists but had not received permission from the Villistas to travel.  The Villistas took 

them from the train and killed them.”182 As demonstrated by this account, even with “safe-

conduct passes,” travelers had barriers created by varying factions.  Although Villistas were 

considered Constitutionalists, Chihuahua was their territory and their passes took precedence. 

Loftis recounts: “We found we couldn’t travel any more unless we had a pass from Villa.  We 

finally located him.  He was living in a train and we asked him if he would give us a pass and he 

said, ‘Yes.’ He signed a passed and picked up my little sister, sat her on his lap and gave her 

some coins.  I felt very bad because I didn’t get any.183 

Although it is difficult to know just how this journey must have been for Loftis and her 

family, it is evident that it left a lasting impression on her. The fact that the family’s travel was 

impeded by the infamous Francisco Villa provides a clearer picture of the repercussions of the 

Mexican Revolution on its ordinary citizens.  Clearly, Loftis’ experience with Villa was not 

problematic except for his favoring her little sister.  This bit of sibling rivalry can be perceived as 

typical.  What is atypical, however, are the circumstances that precipitated this encounter.  The 

fact that this family had to search Villa out in order to obtain a pass for travel in their own 

                                                 
181 Carmen Loftis. “Oral History.” Cochise County Historical and Archeological Society, 7 October 1985. 

Transcribed by Cindy Hayostek, 1st May 1992.  
182 John Mason Hart. “The Mexican Revolution, 1910-1920.” The Oxford History of Mexico. Eds. Michael Meyer 

and William H. Beezley. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.) 460. 
183 Carmen Loftis. 
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country illustrates only one of the difficulties citizens of Mexico were experiencing at this time.  

Added to the civil unrest, the work force in Mexico was  

reduced by almost 400,000 people, from 5,253,000 employed Mexicans in 1910 to 

4,833,00 in 1921. There were 100,000 fewer Mexicans working in the countryside, 

50,000 fewer in the mines, 60,000 fewer in the free professions and private employment, 

and, of the 90,000 registered landowners in 1910, only 1,700 remained, an undeniable 

demonstration of the degree to which the quiescent life of Porfirian high society had been 

destroyed by the revolutionary whirlwind. The number of housewives, on the other hand, 

had increased significantly, by more than 130,000.184 

 

The rise of unemployment coupled with the decrease in established economic practices had a 

profound effect on many Mexicans, much like Loftis’ family.  Leaving Mexico became an act of 

survival for many.  For Loftis’ mother, herself, and her sister, this was the case. As she recalls: 

“The other families and ourselves went all the way to Torreon, Coahuila.  We stayed there for 

several years.  We went to school there. Then we decided to come north. We took the train after 

having our papers, um, done by the American Consul at Torreon.  We didn’t have any trouble 

crossing the line and we located in El Paso.  We went to school there until I got married.  I 

moved to Douglas.”185  

The move to Douglas was the last move Loftis made. It became her home and after her 

husband died, she managed the furniture business on her own.  When she retired twenty-seven 

years later, Loftis remained in Douglas.  

Five women were brought to Douglas as children.  They include: Josephine V. Burgner, 

Mary H. Robinson, Salud “Sally” Dórame, Maria Luisa Rubio, and Celia V. Salazar.  For at least 

two, Josephine Burgner and Maria Luisa Rubio, the desire to stay was initiated mostly by their 

family connections, not a personal desire to live in the border town. Douglas became home for 

these two women after they already had memories of living elsewhere.  Josephine’s family 

                                                 
184 Camín and Meyer, 72. 
185 Carmen Loftis. “Oral History.” 7 October 1985. 
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moved to Douglas when she was ten, and Maria Luisa moved to Douglas when she was twelve.  

Although Douglas was not their primary choice for home, circumstances demanded they stay and 

make the best with what was available. Burgner left Douglas to attend school and chose to stay 

away until she married.  Together with her husband, she returned to Douglas where her family 

remained and where she could raise her children close to their grandparents.  In 1933, when she 

found herself a single mother with five daughters to provide for, the dependence on family and 

friends necessitated her reluctant permanent adoption of Douglas.  Unwilling to portray the role 

of victim, Burgner went to work in her chosen profession, teaching. Her youngest daughter 

recalls how her mother negotiated being a single mother.  The following incident indicates how 

Burgner began to develop her own choices: 

Madeline: This is Madeline Burgner Cruz and I want to preface that what I remember is 

as a child and it is not how I feel as an adult.  I was born July 3rd, 1933.  I think it was 5 

o'clock in the morning.  I was born the night after my father advised my mother he was 

leaving.  And, evidently, that sent her into labor because I was two weeks late.  They 

picked my name Madeline.  Actually my father had told my mother if I was a girl they 

were to name me either Violet Rose or Violet Mae, one of the two, and thank God they 

didn't.  (laughs) 

My mother always loved her French doll, Madeline, because she loved to read.  The book 

had just come out at that time and she decided, [with the help of] this other lady that was 

in the room with her. This is what my mother told me.  She [the roommate] said: "Why 

don't you name her Madeline being that you like that book so well?"   

 

In this section of the interview, Cruz describes the origination of her name.  As evidenced by the 

excerpt, Burgner’s choice to name her daughter what she wanted, not what her absent husband 

preferred, demonstrates an act of agency.  It should also be noted that she made this initial act 

with the encouragement of her hospital roommate.  Cruz continues to explain another decision 

Burgner had to make regarding her daughter’s care: 

[A]fter I was born, my mother had to go to work.  So I was given over to an aunt of my 

mother's, who was named Tia Pachita, who had never had children, but did a lot of 

raising of kids.  I guess that is where I got it from. (laughs) But anyway, I went - being 

that my grandparents only lived two blocks away from my mother's house, they thought it 
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best if I went to live there, instead of taking me out in the mornings, which would have 

been easier for my mother anyway.186  

 

In this town Burgner could rely on family to assist her with the raising of her daughters, 

particularly while she worked or studied in the summer.  While the reliance on family members 

to help with the raising of her daughters proved to be a major reason why Burgner could not or 

would not leave Douglas, it was not the only one.  She also maintained a close group of friends 

with whom she played cards, went to the movies, and attended other local events. Burgner never 

remarried. 

Maria Luisa Rubio met her husband in Douglas and just four days after her eighteenth 

birthday in 1934, she eloped.  

Maria Luisa:  Yes.  Grammar School and then to High School.  I went for two years and 

I learned bookkeeping and typing and shorthand and other classes.  I had a full schedule.  

I had two years of it and I finished bookkeeping too.  And then my aunt died and I got 

married.   

Ceci: And who did you marry?   

Maria Luisa:  Well, a boy that was a friend of the family.  Every afternoon that I would 

come out from school, I would meet him.  He would invite me to have a banana split.  

(laughs) 

Ceci:  Ohhh.  You like ice cream?    

Maria Luisa:  Yes.   

Ceci:  He must have known that, huh?  So he won your heart with a banana split, huh?  

And his name? 

Maria Luisa:  Manuel Rubio.  

Ceci:  When did you get married?   

Maria Luisa:  Well, we hadn’t planned on it, but when he heard that I was leaving for 

Mexico City, he told me to meet him in the morning in the back of the hotel.  I went there 

and we went to get married, but they caught us and brought us back, my father and my 

uncle, with that girl my cousin, and me.  They brought us back and then in the afternoon 

he went back again.  He had gone the night before with his mother and his sister to ask 

for me, but my father wasn’t there.  So he told me he would come for me in the morning 

and he went.  Then they called up from my house and they found out we were there.  

They brought us back.   

Ceci:  He was determined, though, right?  You did get married. 

Maria Luisa:  Yes.  He went for me again and we got married. 

Raquel (daughter):  In Bisbee. 

Ceci:  You were sixteen, seventeen years old? 

                                                 
186 Madeline Burgner Cruz.  Digitally recorded interview, 14 March 1999,  Tucson, Arizona. 
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Maria Luisa:  I had been eighteen.187 

 

Despite the initial failed attempt to elope, Rubio demonstrated resolve to continue with the 

marriage, even against her father’s wishes.  This break from the traditional Mexican role of the 

compliant daughter exemplifies her determination to follow her own path.   

Another way in which Rubio broke through the invisible barriers in Douglas was through 

her active participation in cultural activities in Douglas. She became a member of the Music 

Club, where “I went to hear music…all kinds [of] pretty music.”188 Rubio sought out culture 

opportunities in her adopted home.  When her daughter Artemisa questioned: “¿Y era la unica 

Mexicana, verdad?” Rubio responded: “I didn’t notice.” Appreciating music and enjoying the 

experience took precedence over concern whether or not other Mexicanas were there also.  

 The desire to travel and see new places, learn new things, and work towards providing for 

their families became paramount for both women.  Summers were seen as times of escape.  

Burgner spent her summers away at school, earning credits for her life-time teaching certificate, 

attending school in Tempe, Arizona and San Diego, California. An independent and adventurous 

woman, Rubio would pack up her children onto the train and head south to Mexico City to visit 

family.  Not all of Rubio’s summer trips were to Mexico, though.  One summer, she and 

daughter Raquel traveled to Europe to visit Rubio’s daughter Artemisa, who was living in 

Toulouse, France.  While this visit may seem fairly normal now, traveling to Europe in the early 

1970’s was quite an adventure, particularly for a Mexicana from Douglas.   

Raquel:  I had a tiny little grant that summer to do research in Spain and I wanted so 

much to take my mother to see where Artemisa lived because she was way over there and 

Mother had never seen where.  So then one of my brothers got the money together to pay 

for her airfare and I had my airfare on my grant and a little tiny bit of extra money.  That 

was when they had these cheap charter flights going on.  So mom and I got on the plane 

and we took off on a charter and I remember my husband saying, “Well, those charters, 

                                                 
187 Maria Luisa Rubio.  In a discussion with the author, 26 August 2014. 
188 Ibid. 
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maybe they are not safe.”  (laughing) We got on and we were packed like sardines all the 

way.  It landed in Belgium, remember Mom?  We had to spend the night.  We went to a 

hotel and the next morning we got up.  The Belgium people were really rude.  They were 

horrible to us, really rude.  So we finally were able to get on the right train to go to Paris.  

So we got on the train and we go to Paris.  We hadn’t eaten anything and on the train it 

was like so expensive to buy food on there.  So I remember we bought a little piece of 

bread and two cups of coffee.  Then we get to Paris and the people there were even more 

rude than they had been in Belgium.  This was in 1972, the summer of ’72.  So we finally 

got on the train to go to Toulouse and then she met us.  What a relief to finally get to a 

place where somebody was happy to see us.  (laughing)   

Artemisa:  So we went to that village in Barcelona where there is a little bit of every 

region and we went and we bought the thing of St. Ann, we bought records, and all that.  

Then we drove back to Toulouse and we went to the beach.  We bought a watermelon 

and we went to the beach.  Mom, typical, she went wading in the water.  The dream – El 

Mediterrano.  So my Mom lay down in the water and rolled around with all her clothes 

on!  (laughing)   

Maria Luisa:  I had to take advantage.   

Ceci:  When will you ever be in the Mediterranean again, huh?   

Artemisa:  She had her pearl necklace that she had won from the World Book 

Encyclopedia for being such a good saleswoman.  I said, “Ay Mom, your pearl 

necklace.”  She said, “It is back in its own element.”  (laughing) So then Raquel found a 

place where mom could change.   

Raquel:  There were all these elegant Europeans in their bikinis and with their special 

beach clothes, and here come all these Mexicanos, with their preschool kids, and their 

watermelon.  (laughing) 

Artemisa:  It was wonderful!  Mom was always like that.189 

 

Unencumbered by convention, Rubio showed her children that living in the moment and 

experiencing the event were what were important.  This example of Rubio’s adventurous spirit 

also illustrates how much she appreciated learning about the world. For women of Mexican 

heritage, traveling unaccompanied by a male was not the standard.  Recognizing that the world 

was not limited to her home or the border area known as Douglas, Rubio took advantage of 

learning as much as she could about the world in which she lived.  

The brief respites from Douglas provided much needed space for Burgner and Rubio, but 

they always returned and continued to work to improve their homes and the lives of those in their 

                                                 
189 Maria Luisa Rubio, Raquel Rubio Goldsmith, and Artemisa Rubio Maries. Digitally recorded interview, 26 

August 2014, Tucson, Arizona. 
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community.   Burgner worked diligently empowering women of Mexican heritage by giving 

citizenship lessons in the evenings, after a full day of work as an elementary school teacher.  

Rubio sold World Book Encyclopedias in both Douglas and Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico. 

According to her daughter Raquel: “She was a bookkeeping genius because people would buy 

them on payments and she would go collect the payments to send in.  Then sometimes some 

people would miss a payment so she would make it for them and then collect later.  And then 

other people would never pay. (laughs)” Despite the difficulties encountered in selling the 

encyclopedias, to include ensuring payments for her clients, Rubio stated: “They are very good 

books.  They are.  That is why I couldn’t resist selling them.”190  Recognizing not only the value 

of information, but also access to that information, Maria Luisa Rubio dedicated herself to 

becoming a door-to-door information saleswoman.  Household by household, she worked at 

providing knowledge through the World Book Encyclopedias. As illustrated by her daughter’s 

recollection, Rubio even made the payments when her clients could not.  She demonstrated her 

assurance to her product by subsidizing the payments for her customers when they were unable 

to pay. This was not just an investment in the texts; it was also an investment in her community.  

Although Douglas was probably not the primary choice for Burgner and Rubio, they both 

demonstrated the determination and dedication to honor their commitments to their loved ones 

and made the most of their adopted home.  

 For Mary Hickox Robinson, Sally Dórame, and Celia Salazar, the move to Douglas came 

at a young age.  Essentially, although they were born elsewhere, Mary in Nacozari, Sonora; Sally 

in Michoacan; and Celia in Esquer, Sonora; their memories begin in Douglas.  As Salazar claims, 

“I can say I have lived here all my life.”191  For these women, Douglas was home.  They attended 

                                                 
190 Ibid. 
191 Celia Salazar, Digitally recorded interview, 10th June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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elementary, grammar, and high school here.  They met their husbands here, and they raised their 

families here.   

When Sally’s family arrived, they first lived in Pirtleville, much like many of the new 

arrivals from Mexico, to include the Castros and the Jordans.  Eloping, Dórame moved to 

California and worked at a nut factory.  This was short lived, however.  The Dórames returned to 

Douglas when it was time to raise a family.  For Dórame, family was central and her need to 

raise her children near their relatives was important.  Douglas was the perfect place for this to 

occur.192  After her brief interlude in Los Angeles, Dórame spent the rest of her life investing in 

Douglas.  

Mary Hickox Robinson loved Douglas and Arizona.  In her valedictorian speech, she 

reminded her classmates that “the greater the commercial, industrial, social and political 

enterprises become, the greater must be the abilities of men to assume their management.”193  

For the next eighty years, Robinson dedicated her life educating the youth, supporting the 

citizens through her political and personal work, and actively seeking provisions for the local 

hospital and the community at large. Robinson embodied the speech she presented to her 

classmates as she maintained a “steadfastness of purpose.”194  Her purpose was to make Douglas 

and Arizona a stronger, more equitable place.   

 Whether it was swimming at the American Legion Pool on Saturday afternoon, attending 

parties at friends’ houses, or just walking around Douglas, Celia Salazar enjoyed the city she 

                                                 
 
192 Frank Dórame, Digitally recorded interview, 20 August 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
193 “Mary Hickox, Valedictorian of Class of ’26, Urges Class to Steadfastness of Purpose.” Douglas Dispatch. May 

21, 1926. 
194 Ibid. 
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grew up in.  The joy with which she relives these memories illustrate the importance of this town 

she calls home.   

We had a lot of house parties.  They were very popular, even if they didn’t invite us, we 

would say: “Did you know it was somebody’s…for instance, Petra, hoy eres Dia Santa 

Petra, well let’s go find a Petra where we can go celebrate.  There were dances in 

Pirtleville when I was a teenager and my friends and I used to walk over there, all the 

way to Pirtleville and back to dances that they had for teenagers.  There was a lot for kids 

to do.195 

 

The fun times, safe environment, and friendships that define her childhood are also the reasons 

Salazar accepted the appointment of juvenile probation officer.  Her appointment was 

remarkable in that she was “the first Mexican American and Democrat female named by a 

Republican judge.”196 She spent thirty-one years with one goal in mind: “Wherever I could help 

a child, I was there.” For Salazar, ensuring that other children could experience a safe 

environment in the town she called home was paramount.   

 

Second Generation Douglasites 

The remaining six women in this study were all born in the Douglas area, either Douglas 

proper or Pirtleville.  Mary Sosa still lives in the house in which she was born on the 28th of July 

1921.  Cleofus “Cleo” J. Stanford and her sister Petra “Pete” J. Campas were born and spent their 

young lives in Pirtleville.  It was only when they were orphaned that they moved to Douglas.  

Josephine B. de la Torre was born on International Avenue in Douglas, her house facing the 

international boundary, which in 1922 only consisted of an arroyo.  Guadalupe “Lupe” G. Jordan 

was also born in Douglas, as was Carlota “Totita R. Ortega.  These six women chose to call 
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Douglas home. Although four of them at one time or another moved away, they all returned to 

raise their families and to be in the community they loved. 

 The six women who were born and raised in Douglas signify the various ways in which 

this town represented home to them.  For Sosa, de la Torre, and Jordan, Douglas was about 

childhood, safety, and family.  Although there were difficult times to include the Great 

Depression and resulting economic downturn, the foundation of life in Douglas remained solid.  

Sosa discusses this when she states, “We had wonderful times, very simple things.”  For Sosa, 

there was security and intimacy in a life where neighbors knew each other and children played 

together in the dirt road.  This simplicity can also be found in Lupe Jordan’s experience when as 

an adult she recognizes the poverty in which she was raised, but does not seem to remember it as 

starkly as a child.  Lupe remembers that “We were poor, but we didn’t know it because we 

entertained ourselves.”197 This line speaks volumes about the richness of her experience in stark 

contrast to the economic poverty of the times.  

 Not all the women experienced pleasant childhoods, however.  For de la Torre, whose 

mother and father separated in 1933, the effect of coming of age in a single parent home was 

profound.  Life on International Avenue was anything but pleasant.  She states, “I can’t say that I 

had a rough childhood, but I can’t say that I had a very happy one because my dad wasn’t 

there.”198 Although her memories are not rose-tinted, she does remember playing and laughing 

with her sisters and a few others from her neighborhood to include the Alvidrez sisters. But for 

de la Torre, mostly the memories are about having to defend herself and her sisters. “I had a lot 

of fights when I was a kid.  Those kids were always pestering us.  ‘Gringas, gringas, patas 

                                                 
197 Lupe Jordan, Digitally recorded interview, 11 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
198 Josephine de la Torre, Digitally recorded interview, 19 September 1999, Douglas, Arizona. 
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saladas.’ They used to yell at us.  And those were fighting words for me.”199 Even these difficult 

memories, however, did not dissuade de la Torre from keeping Douglas as home.  With an Anglo 

last name, Burgner, an absent father, and a single Mexicana mother, she learned early how to 

walk the line between cultures.  She recognized the value of a transnational existence and 

managed two homes, one in Douglas and one in Agua Prieta.200  Following is her explanation of 

why she procured an apartment in Douglas: 

Mina and Lucinda graduated from Loretto School and they were going to high school.  

So I went to register them with Ray Borane and he told me:  “Are you going to move 

over here?”  I said, “No, I will be driving over.”  “Well, Jo,” he said, “The thing is that it 

is going to cost you $800 a month for child.  That is what the State of Arizona pays per 

child in the Douglas Public School system.”  I said, “Oh my God, Ray!”  He said, “Get a 

house over here.  Get an apartment.  Several families have already done it, Jo.”  So I 

started looking.  No houses, no apartments.  All I could find was Coronado Courts and I 

grabbed it.  So then I fixed it up, made draperies for it, and we used to stay there during 

the week and go home on the weekend. 

 

Dedicated to providing her children with educational opportunities, de la Torre sought ways to 

keep her children in school and in Douglas, while the love for her husband and family kept her in 

Agua Prieta.  This woman truly managed to call both cities home. 

 Stanford and Campas also experienced severe trauma and heartbreak at an early age.  

With the loss of their parents, their brother, and their grandparents, it would be easy to think that 

leaving Douglas might be a solution to escape the pain.  These women did not do that, however.  

For them, Douglas was home, as long as they were together.  According to Stanford’s son, Keith, 

“they lived two blocks away from each other their entire life.  They never separated.”201 There 

was one exception, however – World War II.  Stanford met, fell in love, and married Vance 

                                                 
199 Ibid. 
200 De la Torre’s husband and home were in Agua Prieta, where Mr. de la Torre ran the family business.  Josephine 

de la Torre, however, would commute back and forth, maintaining an apartment in Douglas so that her children had 

the benefit of the school system. All of her children were born in the United States and were U.S. citizens.  
201 Keith Stanford, Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014, Benson, Arizona.   
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Stanford.  When her husband was stationed in Germany during the war, Cleo accompanied him.  

Other than that brief separation, Cleo lived the rest of her life in Douglas.  In the interim, 

Campas eloped and lived in California until the war ended and her husband was discharged. The 

women remained steadfast friends and sisters, living close to each other, and sharing their lives 

and their families.   

 For these women, childhood memories were few and dear.  According to Rosaline Pintek, 

one of Campas’ daughters: “My mom remembers that at Christmas time her grandmother would 

take the three grandchildren to the lawyer’s office and he would go to the safe and give them like 

a locket of her mother or something like that, some little something.  But eventually, they lost 

everything.”202  This memory that her mother shared with her illustrates the hardship and sadness 

of even the holidays, a clear reminder that these orphaned children only had a small memento of 

their parents to placate them throughout the year.  Yet, this town, the place where they grew up 

amidst all the pain and loss, remained home.  Campas loved Douglas and all that she could do 

there.  According to her nephew Keith Stanford, Campas was a thoroughly modern woman: 

There were only a few people that ever drove – women in Douglas.  Hispanics just did 

not drive, but my Nina was one of them [that did].  I can remember, and even my cousins 

bring this up quite a bit.  I can remember they had an old Nash.  Everybody only had one 

car.  So she would have to go drop my Uncle Rudy at the smelter with his carpool.  So 

she would go pick up Gilbert Moulinet and I think Pete Champion and all these men that 

worked at the smelter with my uncle, and it was her time to drive and she would go drop 

them off because she needed the car to do shopping and everything.  And then she would 

have to go pick them up at the smelter, and she was babysitting me because my mom was 

out doing whatever my mom did. We would go over [to the smelter] and it was loud and 

noisy and we would sit in the parking lot and we would see the smoke stacks and the 

smoke wasn’t just coming out of the smoke stacks, it was being forced.  It was powerful!  

And whistles and sirens, and I used to get goosebumps as a little kid.  That was so cool.  I 

was never afraid.  Then the men would come, my Uncle Rudy and Moulie and the rest of 

these people.  They would get in and they would have showered, and they all used special 

soaps, you know.  And it smelled so good.  And they would put Old Spice, you know.  

                                                 
202 Rosaline Pintek, In telephone discussion with the author, digitally recorded, 25 July 2014. 
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And these men would get in and they were MEN!  I would think:  Wow.  That is going to 

be me.203 

 

In this excerpt from her nephew’s interview, we not only get a picture of the woman that loved to 

drive the streets of Douglas in her Nash, picking up and dropping off her husband’s carpool 

buddies, but we also clearly see the importance of the smelter to this family.  Campas broke the 

boundaries of the Mexicana stay-at- home wife and mother as she maneuvered her way around 

town in the family car.  

Even when moving half-way around the world, Stanford and her husband came back to 

Douglas, setting up home a few blocks away from Campas and her husband.  For these sisters, 

Douglas was the place they knew, the place they grew up, the place they would raise their 

children.  Stanford loved Douglas so much, and it appeared to love her right back.  Even when 

she was in a Tucson hospital suffering from cancer, Stanford had a piece of Douglas with her. It 

had just been decided that Stanford would be transferring to the hospice.  Her son recounts this 

story: 

She was just terrible.  She had bruises on her back from the bed and so we were pushing 

the bed into the hospice and they opened the door.  Right when we were doing that, 

another ambulance came [and they were] pushing another bed.  It was another lady from 

Douglas that was in Tucson, Montaño.  Hey, they started talking to each other, you know. 

“We have got to get together some time.  It has been so long since we have seen each 

other.”  I am thinking, “You guys can’t get together.  You are going to hospice.  You 

have like two days left, or three days.”  They were like, yelling at each other back and 

forth from their beds, who is going to go first through the doors, you know.  The guys 

were trying to push them.  Even that was funny.  Yeah, another person from Douglas, you 

know.  She was like, “We’ve got to get together and compare some things.”  I was 

thinking, “You are not going to get together.”  So even there, there was something you 

can see, even in a bad situation you can smile.204 

 

Even at the end stage of her life, Stanford was comforted because another Douglasite was in the 

same hospice with her.  Her love for her home town never extinguished.   

                                                 
203 Keith Stanford, Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014, Benson, Arizona. 
204 Keith Stanford, Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014, Benson, Arizona. 
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 Finally, the last woman to call Douglas home was Carlota “Totita” Ruiz Ortega.  Her 

childhood, although divided between life in Douglas and life on the milpa of her grandparents in 

Sonora, is one that her daughters claim provided Ortega with the stable upbringing and a love for 

her hometown.  Growing up in a family of boys, Ortega learned early on how to hold her own, 

particularly when playing baseball.  This short exchange between two of Ortega’s daughters 

illustrates what her life was like growing up: 

Maria: She and her brothers, I don’t if all of them or just the three older ones, were out 

playing ball, I think baseball, and the house that they lived in had a big yard, so they used 

to all get together and play ball in that yard, all the neighbor kids.  I guess one of the kids, 

I can’t remember what his name was, he was mayor of Douglas at one time… 

Charlotte:  Albert Rodriguez 

Maria:  But anyway, he was one of the kids that played with my mom, and he was 

younger, a little younger, but I guess they had conflict.  So, I guess one day he got mad 

and he took the ball and he started running away with it.  So Mom chased him and it 

didn’t go well and then… 

Charlotte:  Well no, it didn’t go well.  She hit him with a bat, on the head.   

Maria:  She said she paid for it forever because her parents were just like….yeah!  Oh 

my gosh.   

Charlotte:  Well, at the time though, people didn’t sue.  They didn’t go to the hospital to 

see if he had a concussion.  But he never forgot that.  He never forgot that.  Even as 

mayor he would tell that story, and he would tell it, so I guess it is okay.  (laughs) 

Maria:  Yeah, she was a tomboy.   

Ceci: Did she play on one of the softball/baseball leagues.  

Maria:  No, no she wasn’t allowed to.  Her father was very strict.  There were roles to 

play and she had to fit that role.  This was when she was fairly young, before the… 

Charlotte:  Emancipation?  (laughing) 

 

The story these sisters relate is so familiar to them that they are able to finish each other’s 

sentences when telling it.  The laughter they share when relating their mother’s experience not 

only as a child, but as an adult who is being reminded by the mayor of Douglas how she treated 

him, illustrates a comfort in the town she called home. It also signifies their pride in their mother 

when they explain how Ortega refused to allow Rodriguez to take the ball away.   

Ortega also had a special attachment to her grandparents’ home in Arizpe, Sonora. When 

they would go to the milpa, she learned bookkeeping and she would help her grandfather as he 
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managed the farm’s affairs.  These mathematical skills would serve her well later in her life as 

she managed the bookkeeping for the family’s photography business, her work with her church, 

and her own home businesses as a seamstress and a Tupperware representative. 

 Although she didn’t live all her life in Douglas, moving when her husband’s employment 

demanded it, first to Winslow and then to Huachuca City, Ortega managed to return to Douglas 

to have her babies.  This was home to her and this was where her children needed to be born.  

Even when she was pregnant with her oldest child, Ortega braved a flight in a “clodhopper”205 to 

make it to Douglas for the birth of her daughter.206 Ortega loved her hometown so much that her 

daughter Charlotte said: 

I can tell you what her first love was, beside her faith.  DOUGLAS.  She was the 

champion of Douglas.  There isn’t one person that she would meet that wasn’t from 

Douglas and that she wouldn’t tell them how wonderful Douglas was and that they were 

invited to visit and please come.  You know, she invited them to supper and whatever, 

and just lauded Douglas all the time, always.  That was her town.207 

 

For Ortega, Douglas and family were synonymous.  She never passed up an opportunity to tell 

strangers about Douglas and to offer them a visit to her home, where the door was always open.   

 

Why Douglas? Why Home? 

The women in this study have birth dates that range from 1881 to 1926, encompassing a 

forty-five-year span in their ages. They also represent a diverse socioeconomic status, some born 

into poverty, while a few enjoyed the relatively prosperous years pre-Great Depression.  All of 

them, however, lived through and survived not only the Depression, but also World War II.  The 

effects of a world gone awry impacted them to some degree, but their existence in the 

                                                 
205 Ortega’s daughter uses the term “clodhopper” to describe the airplane that her mother was  
206 Maria Ortega Ayala and Charlotte Ortega, Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
207 Ibid. 
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borderlands remained relatively unshaken as these women came of age and chose to make 

Douglas their home.   

Twelve of the women were mothers, birthing from two to eleven children.  Three 

remained childless and of those three, one remained single all her life. The other two raised 

adopted children, one from her husband’s previous marriage, and the other raised an orphaned 

niece of her husband’s. Their experiences with family, with love, with life on the border are all 

different, and surprisingly similar.  This small town provided them with the security, sense of 

community, and family that they appreciated and called their own.  Douglas was more than just 

home to these women; it became the place where they would invest their lives and raise their 

families.  For Mary Sosa, it was the place where she donated so much time and energy to ensure 

others had the opportunities that she had.   

Even for those who did not necessarily love living in Douglas, this small town proved to 

be the place where they could trust that life would be stable and their children could grow.  They 

recognized and valued the fact that no matter where they traveled, when they returned to 

Douglas, all would be essentially the same.  Despite all the differences in where they were 

raised, who they married, what they did, the lives of these women share one significant similarity 

- they called Douglas home.  
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Chapter Four: Education  

Who Goes to School? 

The United States of America has long prided itself on the educational opportunities it 

provides for its citizens.  What are rarely discussed, however, are the radical and often 

discriminatory methods of educating the population that have existed, particularly in the 

borderlands of the United States. As illustrated by this excerpt from professor emeritus Gilbert 

Gonzales from the Chicano Latino Studies Department at the University of California, Irvine: 

The first period, 1900– 1950, represents the era of de jure segregation. Although there 

were no laws that mandated the practice of segregation, educators did invoke the state 

power granted to school administrations to adapt educational programs to the special 

needs of a linguistically and culturally distinct community. Thus, for example, as early as 

1919, the superintendent of the Santa Ana, California, School District referred to a state 

attorney general’s opinion upholding segregation as a legitimate educational policy for 

meeting the “special needs” of Mexican children. During the initial forty years of this 

period, educational policies for Chicanos involved the application of principles of 

biological determinism. 208  

 

School districts segregated students by sending those of Mexicano heritage to one school while 

sending students with Anglo heritage to another.  This was generally accepted until 1925 when 

Adolfo Romo contested the education his children were receiving in Tempe, Arizona.  At that 

time, “the board of trustees required that the ‘Spanish-Mexican’ children attend the Eighth Street 

School, which was segregated and designated as a Normal Training School, serving as a training 

ground for student teachers enrolled in a teacher-preparation program.”209 By denying his 

children experienced certified educators in the classroom, Mr. Romo’s suit argued that his 

                                                 
208 Gilbert G Gonzalez. Chicano Education in the Era of Segregation. Al Filo: Mexican American Studies Series. 

(Denton, TX, USA: University of North Texas Press, 2013). ProQuest ebrary. Web. 28 March 2016, 2. 
209 Frank DiMaria. “Road to Brown v Board of Education Partially Paved by Hispanics.” The Hispanic Outlook in 

Higher Education. 18.5 (Dec 3, 2007): 33. For more information on this lawsuit, see Laura K. Muñoz’s “Separate 

but Equal? A Case Study of ‘Romo v. Laird’ and Mexican American Education.” Organization of American History 

15.2, Desegregation (Winter, 2001), 28-35. Stable URL:  http://www.jstor.org/stable/25163423. Jeanne M. Powers. 

“Forgotten History: Mexican American School Segregation in Arizona from 1900-1951.” Equity and Excellence in 

Education, 41:4, 467-481. DOI: 10.1080/10665680802400253. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25163423
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children were receiving a substandard education.  While the judge’s ruling favored Romo, only 

his children benefited from the ruling.  They were allowed to attend the Anglo 10th Street School, 

and Tempe Normal kept using the Hispanic 8th Street School as a training school for its teachers. 

Although the precedent for de jure segregation did not change in Arizona, this lawsuit still 

remains a crucial case since it was the first such education case filed by a Mexican American.  

As will be evidenced later by the interviews, in Douglas, a similar type of discriminatory 

behavior was practiced.  One way in which the Douglas Unified School District practiced this 

biological determinism was by assigning students to specific schools based on surnames only.  

For example, all students with Mexican surnames were assigned to specific schools and those 

with Anglo surnames were assigned to a different school.  This occurred in grades 1-6.  Grades 

7-8 found all students attending the same school, but the classes were still separated.  The same 

situation occurred in high school.  Additionally, the curricular changes for students of Mexican 

descent was intentional.  Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and Richard Valencia assert that  

Mexican American children, similar to other working-class immigrant, and ethnically 

different children, were consistently diagnosed as being intellectually inferior, channeled 

into low-track classes, and deprived of opportunities for success. These policies and 

practices served to stratify the student population according to various categories and to 

reproduce the existing relations of domination in the classroom and in society in 

general.210 

 

The denial of an academically rigorous education served to disenfranchise many of Mexicanas 

from the educational process.  Provided with the skills needed for the work force, many opted 

                                                 
210 Guadalupe San Miguel, Jr. and Richard R. Valencia. “From the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to Hopwood: The 

Educational Plight and Struggle of Mexican Americans in the Southwest.” Harvard Educational Review. Fall 1998: 

68, 3. Proquest. 366. For additional reading on curricular discrepancies see Gilbert G. González, Chicano Education 

in the Era of Segregation. Denton, Texas. UNT Digital Library, and Richard R. Valencia. “Genetic Pathology 

Model of Deficit Thinking” in R.R. Valencia, Ed., The Evolution of Deficit Thinking: Educational Thought and 

Practice. (London: Falmer Press, 1997). 
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out of school.  Economic instability and desperate times initiated by the Great Depression added 

to the early exiting of some of the Mexicanas in Douglas. 

Another problem that existed for the women in this study deals with the cultural 

expectations of women from Mexicano families.  As will be evidenced by some of the women’s 

stories, formal education of females in the family was not a high priority. As a result, for many 

Mexicanas/Chicanas in the US - Mexico borderlands during the early twentieth century, formal 

public education often proved to be either a luxury or an alienating experience. For Carlota 

Ortega, this was a reality.  Her daughter Charlotte recalls: “One of the things that is important to 

know, my grandfather didn’t really want her to go to school, to a public school.”211 For many 

Mexicanas from traditional homes, like Ortega’s, public high school was not an option.  Of the 

fifteen women presented in this study, only four completed high school.  The majority of women 

in this study experienced cultural challenges, early exit from school, and discriminatory practices 

that prohibited their educational access.   However, as will be illustrated, their ability to 

overcome many of these challenges can be attributed to their application of la facultad. 

Culturally, there was a shift between what was acceptable for females and what was 

acceptable for males with regard to education.  According to historian Thomas Sheridan, 

“…most members of the Mexican elite enthusiastically promoted public education, at least for 

boys.”212 Although Sheridan writes of Tucson, a similar situation occurred in Douglas.  The idea 

of girls receiving an education in a public facility proved too culturally challenging for many of 

the elite Mexican families, but more plausible for those without economic means.  O’Leary 

shows that with the education of female members of the household, the educational attainment 

                                                 
211 Maria Ayala and Charlotte Ortega, Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
176 Sheridan, 46. 
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for all household members is raised.213 This is what private parochial schools provided. Sending 

her daughters to Loretto School, a Catholic boarding school in Douglas run by Loretto nuns, was 

an option for Beatriz Durazo.  Parochial boarding schools in the United States not only offered 

the fundamentals for an educated young lady, but they also allowed for the open practice and 

study of Catholicism. A devout and fairly progressive woman, Durazo recognized the need for 

all her children to be educated, and the family wealth at that time allowed for this private 

education.  She would later follow her daughters to Douglas when the Cristero Revolt threatened 

her family’s well-being.  

Public education was the only option for Burgner.  Her father, who enrolled her in both 

grammar school and high school supported her education, up to a point.  A solid foundation in 

mathematics and literacy were beneficial for her help in the family store, but college and a career 

had no place for the females in this Mexican household.  Burgner was the only member in her 

immediate family to receive a post-secondary education, and this was accomplished in rebellion.  

According to her daughter Lillian Durazo-Meeks: “I remember Mother telling me that if my Tio 

Luis ever needed anything, I was to do whatever I could to help him.  She said, ‘He paid for my 

school when my father would not allow me to go to school. I owe him everything.’”214 O’Leary 

shows that women are most likely to “invest” in the education of their household members when 

they earn income.215 

Leaving Douglas to attend school at Northern Arizona Normal School, now known as 

Northern Arizona University, three hundred miles away from the border and home, Burgner 

                                                 
213 O’Leary, 254.  As per O’Leary’s conclusions: “With increased stability to the household, more investment in the 

education of its members is possible, and in particular, in women, who as we have seen, benefit most from increased 

stability. Thus, the Poderio Cycle comes full circle with households becoming more empowered through the 

education activities and agency of women.” 
214 Lillian Durazo, Digitally recorded interview, 27 November 1998, Mesa, Arizona. 
215 O’Leary, 252-253. 
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embraced the role of student.  According to the 1917 yearbook for her school, her favorite 

pastime was translating Spanish and her “Besetting Sin” was being “in love.” Although her name 

is connected to a fellow by the name of Hamilton in both the “Pet Expression” and “Eventually” 

categories of her Senior Horoscope, she did not marry anyone by the name of Hamilton.216 

Instead, after graduation Burgner remained in northern Arizona where she taught school for five 

years in Concho, Arizona. When she married, she and her husband Harold Burgner returned to 

Douglas to raise their family. It is unclear why they relocated to Douglas, but the fact that 

Burgner’s father owned property and they moved into one of the houses he owned may be a 

reason.  Additionally, employment opportunities in Douglas were conceivably stronger than in 

the small town of Concho. 

 The marriage did not survive, and after eleven years and five daughters, Burgner found 

herself alone to raise the girls.  The year was 1933 and the Great Depression was in full force. 

Burgner had a few saving graces: her education, her good friend Joe Carlson with whom she 

attended school and who now served as Douglas Unified School District’s superintendent, and 

her family who could help her with her children. It was her “social capital…networks of people 

and community resources”217 that provided Burgner the support she desperately needed in this 

difficult time.  O’Leary points out that females who work provide greater social capital 

opportunities for their children.218  

Although technically she was not divorced, Carlson hired Burgner in a long-term 

substitute position to support her five daughters.  In the spring of 1939, divorce papers in hand, 

                                                 
216 La Cuesta Year Book. 1917. Northern Arizona Normal School, 26, 29, and 58. In this year book, various 

categories were listed for seniors under the title of the “Senior Horoscope” with the intention of “predicting” the 

senior’s future.  “Pet Expression” and “Eventually” were two of the named categories. In both of these categories, 

Burgner was linked with a fellow student by the name of Hamilton.  
217 Tara Yosso. “Whose Culture Has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural Wealth.” 

Race, Ethnicity, and Education. 8:1 69-91, DOI: 10.1080/1361332000341006.  
218 O’Leary, 253. 
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Burgner was finally entered onto the full time employment payroll.  She earned $100/mo. as an 

elementary school teacher that year.219 Living in the community in which she was raised 

provided a failsafe of sorts.  She had her parents and an aunt to help with her children, and she 

had friends in the community to circumvent employment restrictions.  Douglas ended up being a 

safer, more manageable environment to raise her children given her life circumstances.   

Mary Hickox Robinson was also afforded the opportunity to attend post-secondary 

schooling.  Earning her teaching certificate from Tempe Normal, Robinson returned to Douglas 

to teach.  She began her teaching career in the Grammar School on 12th Street, where she earned 

a $113.75/mo.220 The valedictorian of her class, there was never any doubt that she would 

continue her education.  Of course, it is important to note that while her mother was Mexican, 

her father was not.  There is not any evidence to support that her father would have been against 

her pursuing either a college degree or a career.  However, as O’Leary shows, although parents 

will not oppose education for women, females are less likely to ask for support, due to cultural 

prescriptives that may discourage females “demands” as “selfish.”221  For Robinson, obtaining a 

post-secondary education was not questioned. As published in her obituary: “Mary, with her 

parents’ encouragement, excelled in school, and finished high school in three years.  In 1926, she 

was the first Douglas High School Valedictorian of Hispanic heritage.”222 Mary’s commitment to 

education, her own and those of her community was strong and unyielding.  

For those Mexicanas who did not belong to the elite, public school was an option, only if 

their family could afford to allow them to attend.  During the Great Depression, it was necessary 

                                                 
219 This information is taken from a list at the Douglas Unified School District Office titled: “Important List:  

January, 1939. Salaries and Banks, Douglas, Arizona Teachers.”  Copy courtesy of DUSD, 2 June 2014.  
220 Information obtained from “List for Checking Teachers’ Payrolls – Second Semester, 1932-12 mons. Basis.” 

Courtesy of Douglas Unified School District, 2 June 2014.  
221 O’Leary, 26. 
222 “Mary H. Robinson, May 11, 1909-July 21, 2009.” Douglas Dispatch. Accessed:  8/19/2009.   

http://www.douglas dispatch.com/articles/2009/09/19/obituaries/doc4a78b7d058ae7340624.   
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for many children to leave school after they had learned the fundamental requisite knowledge to 

include reading, mathematics, and writing. For females of Mexican heritage, the main role was at 

home to assist their families and to prepare for a future when they would have their own home 

and children.223  As housewives and mothers, the need for a formal education was not a priority.  

However, just because formal education stopped, for many of the women in this study, 

learning did not. Utilizing what they knew and what was culturally expected of them, they 

shaped these knowledges into a world that benefited them and their community. For example, 

Castro was not only a housewife and mother, but she also learned to serve her community by 

becoming a curandera and partera.  The healing and birthing skills she learned from her mother 

served her well as she found herself supporting ten children on her own.  Some of her children 

were already working when her husband passed, but the responsibility of the family remained on 

Castro’s shoulders.  Although she only completed the third grade, she persisted in her learning.  

She was a steadfast autodidact her whole life. She filled her bookcase with medical journals that 

she would read vociferously.224  Always staying current in her profession as a midwife, Castro 

learned from others, from her books, and from her personal experience, demonstrating that while 

formal education was not an option, she could and did continue learning. Castro’s dedication to 

her continued education demonstrates la facultad, as she not only served her own thirst for 

knowledge, but she also was able to provide better medical care for her patients. 

While Mexicanas were often not provided the opportunity to complete school, they 

exhibited the ability to learn and to become critical thinkers and actors in their community.225  

                                                 
223 O’Leary, 71. 
224 Lupe Muñoz, Digitally recorded interview, 29 July 2014, Queen Creek, Arizona. 
225 According to George Sánchez, “A study conducted [in Los Angeles] in the early 1930s, for example, found that 

53.7 percent of Mexican girls and 43.7 percent of Mexican boys dropped out of school between the ages of fourteen 

and sixteen.” 257. As evidenced by the women in this study, 7 who left school during high school, 3 who left after 

8th grade, and 1 who only completed 3rd grade, the rate of incompletion for high school respondents was 47%, lower 
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There were many reasons that formal education did not work for the women in this study. Paolo 

Freire, Brazilian educator and philosopher, argues that learning is an active process, not one 

where the student becomes a “subject [that is] transformed into an object docilely and passively 

accepts the contents others give or impose on him or her.”226  For many of these students, the 

public education system in Douglas expected them to be exactly as Freire describes.  According 

to Sheridan, “Anglos dominated the public school system almost from its very inception 

…[c]onsequently, the official policies of the school system were conceived and implemented by 

individuals who rarely possessed a thorough understanding of either Mexican culture or Mexican 

children.”227 As a result, children of Mexican heritage were expected to “docilely and passively 

accept the contents” that the teachers and/or school administrators deemed were necessary for 

them to learn, by people who neither resembled them or shared in their cultural values.   

This was also the case in Douglas, Arizona.  Armed with his teaching credentials, newly 

achieved citizenship papers, and a passion to return home to teach, Raúl Castro, who would later 

become the first Mexican American governor of Arizona, was denied a position because “[t]he 

school board, administrators told [him], [it] maintained a policy of not hiring Mexican American 

teachers.  A Mexican American teacher had been on the district payroll there for many years, 

they added, but the board had decided, as a matter of policy, not to hire any more Mexican 

American teachers.”228 This example of systemic racism illustrates the pervasive discrimination 

Mexicanos faced in education in Douglas in two ways.  First of all, it demonstrates the 

                                                 
than the Los Angeles study. If the eighth grade Douglas dropouts are incorporated into the comparison, then the 

Douglas percentage of 67%, exceeds the Los Angeles study. 
226 Jacques Chonchol, Preface to Education for a Critical Consciousness, by Paulo Freire (London:  Bloomsbury, 

2014), xvi.  
227 Sheridan, 217. Although Sheridan is writing about Tucson, the same experience occurred in Douglas.  Not only 

was the town built by Anglos, but so were the schools as demonstrated in Chapter 3.   
228 Raúl Castro. Adversity is My Angel: The Life and Careers of Raúl H. Castro, 26. 
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discriminatory hiring practices of the school system; and two, it also illustrates the distinct denial 

of the district to have teachers of Mexican heritage in the classroom, where students of Mexican 

heritage might be able to see and learn from people who share their cultural background.  

Raúl Castro’s experience is supported by the payroll log for the Douglas Unified School 

District Payroll list. As evidenced by inspection of the payroll list, there was more than just one 

teacher with a Hispanic surname on record in 1939. On the “Important List: January, 1939. 

Salaries and Banks” teacher list, there are three instructors with Hispanic surnames, Mary 

Concepcion Faras, her sister Rose Mary Faras, and Ysaias Flores.229 The Faras sisters were 

devoted educators who spent their entire academic career in the Pirtleville school.  Where Flores 

taught is not listed.  The Douglas School system did not practice the hiring teachers of Mexican 

heritage. There were two Mexicanas, though, who slipped through the employment cracks.  Both 

Josephine Vasquez Burgner and Mary Hickox Robinson.  Perhaps because their surnames are not 

Spanish, it is conceivable that they were afforded employment that was denied to others of 

Mexican heritage, like Raúl Castro.  

Of course the discrimination also extended to the black community.  On this same 

document, the Douglas School District lists a school named “The Colored School.” The school 

district employed three instructors for grades 1-12 to manage this school, with one also serving 

as principal.230  

Equally as frustrating was the way in which the district applied a similar, but exceedingly 

more covert, principle of segregation within the larger school body.  Once the students 

                                                 
229 Douglas Unified School District, “Important List: January, 1939. Salaries and Banks, Douglas, Arizona 

Teachers.” Copy courtesy of DUSD, 2 June 2014.  
230 The Colored School employed a principal who also taught grades 6-8, one teacher for grades 1-5, and one teacher 

for high school.  It is not clear how many students attended this school, but it is evident that three teachers for the K-

12 experience limited subject availability and academic choices for these students. 
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completed elementary school, where their experiences were fairly homogenous, all students were 

mainstreamed into the grammar school.  This mainstreaming was done in name only, however.  

Technically, all the white and Mexican students were in the same school building, they did not 

share classrooms.  The classes were divided into numbers and letters to track the students and to 

prevent any intermingling.  

Maria Luisa Rubio describes how she loved learning when she lived in Chihuahua, 

Mexico.  She learned square roots, cube roots, and other advanced math at the age of 11.  

However, when she was enrolled in Douglas, her experience was much different.  She attended 

Grammar School after learning English with Miss Benson.  From Grammar School, she 

proceeded to high school.  “I went for two years and I learned bookkeeping and typing and 

shorthand and other classes.  I had a full schedule.  I had two years of it and I finished 

bookkeeping too.”231 By the time Rubio entered the Douglas Public School District, the shift to 

educating Mexicanas for the workforce was in full swing.  Despite her mathematical prowess, 

she was assigned to bookkeeping, typing, and shorthand classes.  Fortunately, her love for 

learning was not completely stifled out.  Having the ability or la facultad, to recognize the 

structural academic limitations that had been placed on her learning, Rubio learned that in order 

to learn more, she had to do that on her own.  As her daughters claim, “the dentist, or some 

people in town would give mom magazines.  So we had both The New Yorker and The Atlantic 

Monthly, and my dad’s union magazine coming.”232 Rubio ensured that her children would have 

stimulating reading at home, in the event they weren’t allowed at school.   

For Mexicanas/Chicanas like Carlota “Totita” Ortega, the public school system served to 

provide the basics: reading, writing, and mathematics. Having earned a level of literacy, these 

                                                 
231 Maria Luisa Rubio.  Digitally recorded interview, 26 August 2014, Tucson, Arizona. 
232 Artemisa Rubio Maries.  Digitally recorded interview, 26 August 2014, Tucson, Arizona. 
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girls were then able to assist at home.  For Ortega, her mathematical and writing skills 

transferred to assist in the family store.  As her daughters note in their interview: 

Maria: I know that she went up to 8th grade in formal schooling.  She took classes, and I 

forgot the book, but I have a book of hers that is a shorthand book that is dedicated to her 

and it is from the 30s.  So we think that maybe she did that and I don’t know if she did it 

formally or if she did it on her own, or whatever, to better herself.   

Charlotte:  I think that she did some correspondence course.  At the time it was starting 

to be quite popular to do that.  One of the things that is important to know, my 

grandfather didn’t really want her to go to school, to a public school, but she knew that 

she wanted more and she found a way to get that education.233 

 

As demonstrated by this excerpt from the interview with Ortega daughters, she left school after 

8th grade.  Although she loved school, her family needed her to help with the family grocery 

store.  She also favored mathematics and this served her well beyond her years of formal 

education.  As noted in Chapter Three, she learned her math at school and her bookkeeping skills 

from her grandfather on his milpa.  She applied this knowledge in a variety of spaces to include: 

her family’s grocery store, her husband’s photo shop, her parish church where she not only kept 

the books, but she also initiated the biggest annual fundraiser of the year, Fiesta del Sol. 

When preparing for the interview, I asked the Ortega’s daughters to collect pictures, or 

documents that their mother may have kept that would help in indicate who she was and what 

she valued.  Ortega’s daughters were surprised when they came across her grade school reports 

cards.  Below is one of several report cards that she saved from her childhood (See Figure 6).  It 

is easy to see from this example, that one of Ortega’s favorite subjects was math. Not only do her 

grades reflect her mathematical ability, but the fact that she kept these report cards demonstrates 

an attachment to a time when she did attend school. 

 

                                                 
233 Maria Ayala and Charlotte Ortega, Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
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Figure 6: Carlota Ruiz Ortega’s third grade report card, 1936-37.  Courtesy of her daughters, Maria Ortega Ayala 

and Charlotte Ortega. 

 

 Equally as adept at home economics was Salud “Sally” Dórame, who also had to leave 

school after eighth grade.  Her family needed her to work and she spent several years as a 

domestic servant in the homes of the elite of Douglas.  When she married, Sally was able to stay 

home to raise her family, and her economic and housekeeping skills provided her with a valuable 

asset that she shared with her friends and in her social circle. Dórame’s son remembers that, 

“[m]y dad worked for Phelps Dodge and mom was an excellent homemaker.  Home economy 

was her forté.  She made every penny count and achieved a lot of things on my dad’s salary, but 

she did a lot of community service and a lot of social work.”234 

                                                 
234 Frank Dórame, In a discussion with the author, 20 August 2014. 
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 Sally was proficient at making a dollar stretch and she willingly shared her knowledge with 

others.  Employing her skills at sewing and money management, Dórame ensured that her 

children were well dressed and well fed.  

 It is uncertain how much formal education Beatriz Durazo, Carmen Loftis, or Cuca 

Vasquez received.  There are contradictions in the information provided. For instance, Durazo is 

listed on one census to have four years of high school.235  While her daughter recognizes that her 

mother was literate, she does not remember her mother ever talking about attending formal 

schooling, particularly high school.236  

The same situation existed for Carmen Loftis, whose 1930 census report states that she 

had not attended school, while the 1940 census states she attended up to the 8th grade.237 

Regardless of her formal education, her productive management of the furniture store for twenty-

seven years after her husband died demonstrates her capabilities. As a retiree, Loftis enrolled in 

the local community college and pursued a lifelong passion – art.  “My husband died in 1945 and 

I decided to run the business, which I did for 27 years.  I had time, so I went to Cochise College 

and took some art classes and I do some painting now.”238 In retirement, Loftis was afforded the 

opportunity to study what she wanted. She followed her dream to paint and the courses she took 

at Cochise College provided her with an education she chose, not one that was forced upon her.   

Vasquez’s daughter also remembers her mother reading and writing, but the possibility of 

a formal education extending past 5th grade is highly unlikely given her family circumstances.  

Vasquez’s mother passed away when she was 11 and she was responsible for raising her younger 

                                                 
235 Year: 1940; Census Place: Douglas, Cochise, Arizona; Roll: T627_100; Page: 5A; Enumeration District: 2-27. 
236 Alicia Durazo Navarrete.  Digitally recorded interview, 12 July 2014, Jacksonville, North Carolina. 
237 Year: 1930; Census Place: Douglas, Cochise, Arizona; Roll: 55, Page 4B; Enumeration District: 0032. Year: 

1940; Census Place:  Douglas, Cochise, Arizona; Roll T627_100; Page 2B; Enumeration District: 2-25. 
238 Loftis, “Oral History.” Courtesy of Cochise County Historical and Archeological Society.  
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siblings for a short time. When her alcoholic father left, she was forced to send her sisters to live 

with family and friends in various parts of Sonora, Mexico.  Vasquez tried to find a livelihood in 

Hermosillo for herself, but this was too daunting given the Yaqui Rebellion and the Mexican 

Revolution.  Using her social capital, as mentioned in Chapter Three, Vasquez found her way to 

Douglas.  School was definitely a luxury that she could not afford. 

There is a noticeable shift in the schooling experiences of some of the women in this 

study.  The great divide in the education process in Douglas can be seen through the lens of the 

Great Depression.  For those girls whose families were hit the hardest during the Depression, 

there was a significant drop in actual graduation rates.  Josephine de la Torre and Pete Campas 

left school their junior year to join the work force. De la Torre, determined to help lighten her 

mother’s economic load, left school and immediately began working.  Industrious and 

innovative, she utilized her secretarial skills and her sewing expertise to bring money into the 

household.  Cleo Stanford also had to leave school early, during her freshman year.  Her parents 

died within six years of each other leaving Stanford, her sister, and her brother to live with their 

maternal grandparents.  The economic difficulties of the Great Depression coupled with the 

aging grandparents forced both Stanford and Campas to leave school early to care for their 

elders.   

The local department stores provided employment for many of the girls of Mexican 

descent who left school before graduating.  Kress, J. C. Penney, and Sears are names that 

continually crop up in the interviews I conducted for this research.  Pete Campas’ daughter, 

Rosaline Pintek states:  

when she was a junior in high school…my mom was really bright and earned really good 

grades.  She was working for the school nurse at the time [and] she decided that she 

needed to go to work, so she quit school.  The nurse begged her to stay in school and my 
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mom thought that she was real smart and that she could go to work, so she didn’t [stay in 

school].  She said the nurse was mad at her, though, from then on.  She never graduated. 

 

Despite her propensity for good grades and intelligence, Campas found it necessary to leave 

school prior to graduating.  Although she told her children that she dropped out because her 

grandmother passed away and she needed to work, the reality is that her grandmother did not die 

then.  According to death certificate for her grandmother, she did, however, develop senility and 

it is quite feasible that Campas needed to work to help pay for her grandmother’s care.  Whatever 

the reasoning, she was not alone in choosing employment over education. O’Leary’s research 

demonstrates how “[w]ith the devolution of household self-sufficiency that comes  

with chronic economic instability, women become further enmeshed in a process that  

progressively limits their economic autonomy and opportunities for additional education.”239 For 

Campas and many other women in this study, the need to leave school to support their families 

economically, education was not seen as a viable option.  

 Lupe Jordan also only completed two years of high school before heading to Kress to 

work.  Because she came from a large family, and because money was so tight, Jordan’s choice 

to end her education was not protested in her home.  The economic realities of life on the border 

during the Depression were deeply felt, particularly in larger families like Jordan’s. 

 As World War Two loomed in the background, Mary Sosa completed her high school 

career.  She graduated with the class of 1940.  Post high school graduation, Sosa also enrolled in 

a correspondence course in Medical Records.  According to Sosa, “This course in medical 

records really gave me a boost.  There were several people that took the course with me by 

correspondence.  We had a very good teacher.”240 For a single woman from a traditional 

                                                 
239 O’Leary, 250. 
240 Mary Sosa.  Digitally recorded interview, 23 August 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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Mexican household, post-secondary education could be fraught with difficulties.241 A 

correspondence course in the career of her choice was the perfect solution for Mary.  She was 

able to continue her education without incurring the difficulties that Josephine Burgner 

experienced.  Sosa’s high school experience was not so easy or painless, however. She 

remembers that “Well, in high school I was in…well, I was so poor, I could not afford to be in 

clubs.  We were very poor at the beginning, the first twenty years that I lived.”242  The economic 

strain Sosa’s parents experienced during the Great Depression plays across her face and in the 

tone that she presents.  The dual wage system employed by Phelps Dodge contributed to the lack 

of extracurricular opportunities for students like Mary.  

 Celia Salazar, on the other hand, hardly seemed to notice the discrepancies in her 

academic possibilities.  Busy with all the things that attending high school means, she flourished 

in school.  Salazar graduated in 1941.  For the most part, her high school experience was 

favorable, but she did observe a discriminatory practice at the high school level.  When asked 

whether she experienced any discrimination, Salazar responded:  

There was discrimination.  Well, if you ever get to see some of the annuals.  You can see 

there, de antes ningun Mexicano…I remember when I was going to high school the only 

Mexicano that was rated was Luis Calderon because his father was a doctor in Agua 

Prieta.  Mostly the kings and the queens and all of that…ningun Mexicano, ninguno, 

puros Americanos.243 

 

This short excerpt from Celia Salazar’s interview illustrates a level of discrimination that existed 

in Douglas and that was rarely discussed openly.  First, Salazar recognizes the fact that the 

royalty for the high school events were never individuals of Mexican descent.  Perhaps more 

                                                 
241 O’Leary also reminds us that Mexican cultural norms tend to see women as selfish, or irresponsible if they do not 

place family first.  Decisions regarding women’s roles are often “measured within the parameters of social 

interaction that outline women’s devotion to household and family” 214. 
242 Ibid. 
243 Celia Salazar.  Digitally recorded interview, June 2014, Douglas, Arizona.  
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strikingly, though, is that Salazar identifies Luis Calderon as the only Mexicano. This 

observation carries with it two important points:  first, that Luis Calderon is probably an actual 

Mexicano since his father’s medical practice is in Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico.  Secondly, his 

family’s socioeconomic status is such that it separates him from the rest of the Mexican 

Americans who were actually born and raised in Douglas.  His status is elevated as a wealthy 

male foreigner attending school in Douglas.  The combination of gender, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status raise Luis Calderon up, not only in the eyes of the white students, but also 

in the eyes of the Mexican American students at the high school. 

 It is important to note that Salazar enrolled in Cochise College during the 1960s, when 

she was appointed as the Country Juvenile Probation Officer. She took Justice, Criminology, and 

Sociology.  She also took a course in shorthand so that she could better capture the notes she 

needed on her clients.  In her typical humor, Salazar also mentioned that when she initially 

enrolled at Cochise College, one of her instructors asked each student in the class why they were 

taking the class.  When it was her turn, she responded, “All I want to do is get away from my 

husband at night.  That is why I am here.”  When I retorted that this couldn’t have been the truth, 

she gave me a quick smile and laughing, responded, “No, half of it.”244 As evidenced in her 

stories, Salazar used humor to alleviate a most uncomfortable educational experience growing 

up.  

What is Learned 

A form of forced assimilation was being perpetrated by the school system as Mexican 

students were taught to read, write, and speak only in English.  This practice was not limited to 

the early twentieth century.  Gloria Anzaldúa, Chicana feminist scholar, writes:   

                                                 
244 Celia Salazar, Digitally recorded interview, 10 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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I remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess – that was good for three licks on the 

knuckles with a sharp ruler.  I remember being sent to the corner of the classroom for 

‘talking back’ to the Anglo teacher when all I was trying to do was tell her how to 

pronounce my name.  If you want to be American, speak ‘American.’ If you don’t like it, 

go back to Mexico where you belong.245 

 

Anzaldúa’s experience is illustrative of many others in the borderlands who left a Spanish 

speaking home to attend a public school and demonstrates the cultural racism that was pervasive 

in borderland educational institutions.   

According to Critical Race theorist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, the above incident is an 

example of “cultural racism [that] is a frame that relies on culturally based arguments.”246 The 

idea that Anzaldúa was not born in Mexico so therefore cannot “go back” not only indicates the 

teacher’s ignorance of the student’s home culture, but also demonstrates a need to impose an 

“American” identity on the child. It also illustrates the deplorable lack of knowledge of the 

teacher on what it means to be Mexican.  For those of us of Mexican heritage, the term 

“Mexican” does not necessarily reference a national identity, but rather an identity of home, 

language, and family.  However, for those who wish to force assimilation on “Mexicans,” the 

term becomes one that carries allusions of deficit, dirt, and derision.   

In an interview with Lupe Jordan, she explains how segregation and treatment by the 

teachers facilitated her leaving school after tenth grade: 

The 1s and the 2s were Anglos and the 3s and the 4s were Mexicans.  So when we were 

in recreation, well, we were used to speaking Spanish because estabamos todos juntos y 

nos regañaron y nos pegaban porque no querían que hablábamos - puro Ingles.  Pero 

estabamos impuestos a hablar Español.  We knew how to speak English, but cuando 

jugabamos, pues jugabamos todos alli juntos, los Mexicanos.  Pero cuando fuímos a la 

high school, pues alli nos integrated.  But, I quit school, pues eramos tantos.  I just 

attended two years of high school y luego I applied to work at Kress.247   

 

                                                 
245 Gloria Anzaldúa.  Borderlands La Frontera:  The New Mestiza. 53. (San Francisco:  Aunt Lute Books, 1987). 
246 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “Central Frames of Color-Blind Racism.” Racism without Racists. 25-52. (Latham: 

Rowan and Littlefield, 2006). 
247 Lupe Jordan.  Digitally recorded interview, 11 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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This response, which is both in Spanish and English, not only demonstrates the power the 

teachers had over the children, but it also demonstrates how Jordan has maintained those 

memories in a variety of ways:  socially, linguistically, and personally.  First she explains how 

the students were divided per class, 1 and 2 being Anglo classes, and 3 and 4 as the Mexican 

classes. When she discusses how on the playground the Mexicanos would all play together, her 

language reverts to Spanish, as if she was still there, playing and talking with her friends.  Still 

speaking Spanish, she explains how the teachers scolded them and even hit the students for 

speaking in Spanish. However, when she is determined to make her point about being able to 

speak English, that they only spoke Spanish because they were with each other, she partially 

switches back to Spanish.  Also, the seemingly unconscious act of reverting to English when she 

uses phrases and words like “We knew how to speak English, but”, “high school”, and 

“integrated” demonstrate Jordan’s switching from the language of home and culture to the 

language of the school.  In defense, she speaks the language of the oppressive school, English.  

When defiant and comfortable, she uses the language of home, Spanish. 

Additionally, it is important to note that this interview took place approximately eighty 

years after the incidents on the playground occurred, and yet Lupe Jordan remembers them as if 

they occurred yesterday.  The switching back and forth from topic and from English to Spanish 

are reminiscent of a child trying to get her point across.  The frustration and difficulty in 

articulating the experience are evident as she states: “…nos pegaban porque no querían que 

hablábamos - puro Ingles.” The difficulty in finishing the sentence, in articulating that the 

invisible “them” in the sentence who didn’t want the children to speak - only English illustrates 

how emotionally charged the language stealing experience has been for Jordan.  On the 

playground, with her friends, Spanish is the language of the home and comfort.  When Jordan 
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was hit for speaking it, the damage was done.  All these years later, her memory and her 

language defiantly stand up to the teachers and the school system that tried to rob her of the 

language of her home. A break in the language border has occurred and Jordan seamlessly flows 

between the two languages in a manner that was denied her in her school experience.248 

By punishing the children who spoke Spanish, the school caused a dissonance in the 

children who spoke to their families and friends in a language that the school system did not 

honor.  This was a systematic, concerted effort to forcefully assimilate these children. In a thirty-

year study of Mexican Americans in Los Angeles and San Antonio, the researchers identify a 

major marker for the lack of assimilation and economic stability as being education, or the lack 

thereof.249  As illustrated by the women in this study, although the Douglas Public District 

provided academic opportunities for some of the students, there were mitigating factors that 

prevented many of these women to continue with their academic progress, whether post-

secondary or even post-grammar in some cases. Continued application of the knowledge gained 

in school to include reading, writing, and mathematics helped some of these women to break 

through economic barriers to become business women. 

In another effort to Americanize the Mexicanas, teachers often anglicized their names.  

Elena Bjӧrkquist, writer, historian, and artist, remembers having her name changed to Helen.  

“The school was the bottom of the stairs and home at the top.  By the time I made it to the top, I 

                                                 
248 For more information on the impact of English Only legislation on students please see Ceci Lewis, “Using 

Narrative as Teacher Research: Learning about Language and Life Through Personal Stories,” in On Teacher 

Inquire: Approaches to Language and Literacy Research. (National Conference on Research on Language and 

Literacy. New York: Teachers College Press, 2009). 43-68. Guadalupe Valdés, Learning and Not Learning English: 

Latino Students in American Schools. (New York: Teachers College Press, 2001), and Victor Villanueva, 

Bootstraps: From an American Academic of Color. (Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1993).  
249 Edward E. Telles and Vilma Ortiz. Generations of Exclusion: Mexican Americans, Assimilation, and Race. 

(Russell Sage Foundation, New York, NY, USA, 2008). In this book of a thirty-year study of Mexican Americans, 

the authors argue that one of the key components for the lack of assimilation and economic movement for Mexican 

Americans is low education.   
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was Elena and Helen stayed down there.”250 The imposed separations from home and school, 

from Elena to Helen, from Spanish to English can have traumatic effects on children.  

 For the Mexicanas/Chicanas of the borderlands, this was not unusual.  My 

grandmother’s name evolved from Josefa, to Josefina, to Josephine during the course of her 

educational career in public school in Douglas, Arizona.  The further north she went, the more 

American her name became with her being called “Jo” in college.   

More importantly, this name change becomes a personality change as well.  On the 

inside, at home and with family, Bjӧrkquist is Elena.  Josefa always remained Josefa.251  On the 

outside, in the community and in the schools, Elena becomes Helen and Josefa ends up being 

Josephine.  When the inside and outside identities are no longer compatible, then a shift occurs.  

Anzaldúa claims that the Mexicana/Chicana, “…learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural 

personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode – nothing is thrust out, the good, the bad, and the 

ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned.”252 Adopting two names, two personas, two worlds 

were survival techniques that these women employed.   

For some of the participants in this study, an Anglicized name change was inevitable.  

Salud became Sally; Josefa became Jo; and Cleofus became Cleo.  There was one, however, 

whose total school identity changed.  Mary Sosa.  Her actual name is Maria Eva Sosa, but for 

whatever bureaucratic reasons that the Douglas School system employed, Maria Eva became 

                                                 
250 This quote comes from an interview that Hernandez Holm had with the author Elena Björkquist, whose novel 

Suffer Smoke has been banned from the Tucson Unified School District.  Björkquist’s experiences as a child in the 

Arizona public school system are fictitiously documented in this book.  In this interview, Hernandez Holm speaks to 

the author about the continued discrimination she has experienced by the Arizona Department of Education, first as 

a child and then as an author whose book has been banned. Although Björkquist did not live in Douglas, she did 

grow up in a mining and smelter community run by Phelps Dodge; her experiences mirror many of the experiences 

of the women in this study to include the power of naming.  Hernandez Holm, Andrea. “Writing from the Heart:  

Historia of a Banned Book.”  112-127. Arizona Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies.  2. Spring 2013. 
251 Lillian Durazo-Meeks, Digitally recorded interview, 27 November 1998, Mesa, Arizona. Durazo-Meeks 

mentioned that “my grandparents always called her Josefa.  She was never Josephine or even Josefina to them.” 
252 Anzaldúa, 79.   
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Mary, and she has remained Mary ever since, except for when she was at home.  At home, Mary 

was once again Eva.  Her parents always called her Eva and this name became a sacred secret.  It 

was not until we were looking through old photos that the story of her name came out.253   

Looking at a newspaper article written about a family reunion she attended in Kansas, I 

asked Mary why she was identified as Eva. 

Mary:  My name is Maria Eva.  My dad named me Eva and my godmother made it 

Maria Eva.  When I went to school, they just took my first name. 

Ceci:  And then they changed it from Maria to Mary? 

Mary:  Oh yes. Because Mary is in English and Maria is in Spanish. 

Ceci:  So your whole family has always known you as Eva? 

Mary:  They know me as Eva, my family.  And they call me Eva.  They never call me 

Maria.  That was just from school.  One time I was working at the hospital here and my 

family was here from Kansas and they called on the phone and they wanted to talk to 

Eva.  The girl that answered the phone said, “We don’t have an Eva here.”  When I heard 

that, I said, “Yes, you do.”  Then they found out that my middle name was Eva.  I sign 

Mary E. Sosa, for Eva. 

Ceci:  But you have always gone by Mary Sosa. 

Mary:  Yes, well, because that is in English.   

 

This brief section of the interview demonstrates the divided nature that some students of 

Mexican heritage may have experienced as they negotiated their way through school and home.  

Their home life, to include their names, may have seemed so divorced from their public lives.  

While preparing the exhibit mentioned in Chapter Two, I found myself in what I perceived as an 

ethical dilemma.  Knowing that her father had named her Eva, and that Maria was a name 

imposed upon her by her godmother, and that name was changed to Mary to facilitate the 

educational system, I found myself questioning what or how I should identify her. Should I place 

her name as Maria Eva Sosa?  Mary Sosa is what most of the people in Douglas have known her 

as, and ultimately what ended up on the display board.  Publically, she has been and continues to 

                                                 
253 I had the express opportunity of working with Mary Sosa in 1973-74 at the Phelps Dodge Hospital, the last year 

it remained open.  She has always been Mary Sosa to me, the other hospital employees, and the community at large, 

until that August afternoon in 2014.   
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be known as Mary Sosa. As the researcher, however, I did find myself questioning which name 

to use.  If I identified her as “Mary Sosa”, would I be perpetuating the naming imposition she has 

experienced all her life?  

One way in which the Mexicanas facilitated their agency was by employing what Freire 

calls “critically transitive consciousness [which] is characterized by depth in the interpretation of 

problems…by receptivity to the new for reasons beyond mere novelty and by the good sense not 

to reject the old just because it is old – by accepting what is valid in both old and new.”254  For 

the women in this study, critically transitive consciousness has allowed them to survive in a town 

that did not value their culture or heritage, but that needed them as productive employees and 

members of its community.  These women learned to keep what they needed, such as the 

language of their home, and adapt to what was expected. Ortega and Burgner learned to work 

around the cultural restrictions placed upon them by their traditional fathers, one in an openly 

radical manner, and the other in a more covert way, by attending school via correspondence.  

Quite possibly one of the most concerted efforts to stifle the Mexicana culture in the 

school was initiated by the state and local institution of education.  For the students of Mexican 

heritage, cultural role models were discouraged in their own schools.  As mentioned earlier in 

this chapter, the hiring practices for teachers dissuaded individuals of Mexican descent from 

applying or being hired.  The lack of Mexicana/o role models as teachers was highly evident.  

Additionally, Mexicanas/os were dissuaded from participating fully in the various social 

activities for youth in town. Maria Luisa Rubio consistently challenged the status quo.  She 

ensured that her children were not limited to the learning experiences that she endured while 

enrolled in the Douglas Public School District.  Her daughters related stories of being the only 

                                                 
254 Freire,15. 
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Mexicanas in Camp Girls, the only Mexicanas enrolled in swim class at the YWCA, the only 

Mexicanas who took tap dance.  Artemisa Rubio Maries recalls that “It wasn’t until much later 

that her daughter [the Camp Girl leader] told me that her mother had been amazed. I was the 

only Mexican and that she had been amazed that I could function.”255  In Douglas, there existed a 

cultural divide, largely facilitated by the school district, that separated children of Mexican 

descent and white children. This separation not only served to distance the two cultures, but also 

led to major misconceptions regarding individual student potential and capabilities, as illustrated 

by the comment told to Artemisa Rubio Maries.  Maria Luisa Rubio worked diligently to expose 

her children to the opportunities that were afforded to the white children in Douglas.  She 

crossed the invisible line several times to ensure that her children received equitable treatment.  

 Another example of Rubio’s determination can be found in the story of her daughter 

Raquel’s violin lessons.  According to Raquel: 

Raquel: When I went to Grammar School, it was an integrated school, but segregated 

classes.  The A’s and the B’s were for Anglos, and the C’s and D’s were for the 

Mexicanos.  The music teacher in the high school needed students in his high school 

orchestra and band and he convinced the school to let him go to the Grammar School and 

start teaching kids music so that when they got to high school he would have people feed 

his program.   

So he went to the Grammar School and they announced that they would have free violin 

classes and I wanted to take the violin class.  But the hour of the violin class was set so I, 

who was in the C class, would have spelling, but the Anglos had a study hall at that hour.  

So my mother went to see the principal of the school to have him change me to the other 

section so that I could take the violin classes.  Nobody did that.  So I remember being in 

the school and the way the corridors were, you would walk in the corridor to change from 

one class to the other, and the principal’s office had a glass partition so you could see into 

his office, his secretary’s office, right?  I can remember going there in the morning and 

my mother sitting there waiting to see Mr. Spencer.   

Maria Luisa:  The principal. 

Raquel:  The principal.  He made her wait.  I would get out of one class, I would go by, 

and there she was still, waiting to see him.  Finally, she saw him and he said no.  So that 

night, my mother said to me: “Don’t worry.  I know Mr. Carlson.”  Mr. Carlson was the 

superintendent and she said: “Mr. Carlson was a friend of your Tia.” 

                                                 
255 Maria Luisa Rubio and daughters Raquel Rubio Goldsmith and Artemisa Rubio Maries. Digitally recorded 

interview, 26 August 2014, Tucson, Arizona.  
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Artemisa:  Tia Isabel. 

Raquel:  Tia Isabel Estrada.  So she went to see Mr. Carlson the next day and they gave 

me permission, but they didn’t change me into the A Class.  They left me in the C class 

and I would miss spelling to go take the violin class.   

Ceci: So you were not allowed to be in the classes with the Anglos?  You would just be 

able to miss… 

Raquel:  I would miss a spelling class in order to take violin.  But she was the only 

mother who did those things.   

 

This story not only depicts the determination and dedication that Rubio had for her children’s 

education, waiting hours to be seen by the principal, but it also shows agency by the lengths she 

had to work to get equal access for music education for her daughter, Raquel.  The school was 

not structured to facilitate equal learning for all students, as evidenced by the schedule and the 

ways in which the administration was not willing to make exceptions.  Fortunately, Rubio 

refused to let the matter go and she actively pursued a resolution.   

Just as the Camp Fire leader underestimated Artemisa’s capabilities, so did the principal 

when he initially refused to allow Raquel into violin lessons.  Maria Luisa Rubio’s actions 

probably did more to teach her daughters about equity and independence than many of the 

lessons they may have learned in school.  Her modeling behavior provided them with the 

powerful role model that exerted agency and accomplishment. Quite simply, she taught her 

children by her actions.  When I asked Rubio why she pursued the issues, she stated: “I wanted 

them to have rights just like the other kids.”256   

Using her own personal academic experience, of being tracked into courses that would 

only prepare her for the work world, Rubio grew to be an advocate for her daughters, whose 

academic feats were not to be hindered by ethnic categorization. Raquel graduated from the 

prestigious Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México and Artemisa graduated from Bryn 

                                                 
256 Maria Luisa Rubio, Digitally recorded interview, 26 August 2014, Tucson, Arizona. 
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Mawr, one of the Seven Sisters Colleges. The lessons her daughters learned from her advocacy 

and determination have served them both well.257   

 Beatriz Durazo also demonstrated nontraditional cultural ideas when it came to her 

youngest daughter, Alicia.  When Durazo’s husband passed away in 1936, the family went from 

riches to rags overnight.  According to Durazo’s daughter, Alicia:  

She always had maids when my dad was alive, because you know, these people from 

Mexico, families that she knew that were poor, they would want to send…The ones I 

remember the most were two sisters, and the father asked my mother, this was after my 

dad died, asked my mother if they could come and stay with her for a while, just to come 

and do all the work for her.  They came and they did.  They did the washing, the drying, 

the sewing, the ironing, the cooking, everything.  On her instructions, of course. 

 

This all rapidly changed when Alfonso Durazo, a cattleman in Sonora, died.258  Beatriz, a woman 

of faith, recognized that she was not ever going to see this money or live as she had before.  

Without servants to help her, and with sons who had grown into young men, Beatriz and her 

family pulled together to make things work.  Alicia was a mere seven years old when she lost her 

father.   

 Living on her own in Douglas, unencumbered by the traditional ways of Sonora, Durazo 

chose to raise her daughter in a more liberal manner, to a certain extent.  When her sons asked 

why Durazo was not teaching Alicia how to cook, she said, “She is going to learn.  She is going 

to have to do this at one time. There is no sense in getting her worn out about it.”259  

Additionally, when Alicia wanted to go to business school in Tucson after graduation, her 

mother consented.  Of course, she made a few demands. Alicia must live with her older sister 

                                                 
257 Repeatedly throughout the interview, Rubio’s daughters repeated sayings like, “She was the only mother who did 

these things,” or “my mother convinced my father that we should be able to….” 
258 According to my mother, Beatriz Durazo’s daughter-in-law, when Alfonso Durazo died, all loans he had made to 

friends and family in Mexico were dissolved and Beatriz Durazo, who was living in the United States, was left 

without any legal recourse. Lillian Durazo, Digitally recorded interview, 27 November 1998, Mesa, Arizona. 
259 Alicia Durazo Navarrete.  Digitally recorded interview, July 2014, Jacksonville, North Carolina.  
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Mary and Mary’s family while she was going to school, and Durazo would accompany her.  

Packing her bags, she left her house to son Francisco and his wife and family while she relocated 

herself to Tucson to keep her eye on Alicia. Although she appeared to become a modern woman, 

Durazo could not let her youngest live in Tucson without being there to guide her.  As a matter 

of fact, she did not return back to Douglas to live in her home until Alicia was married and in her 

own home.  Regardless of her best efforts to transition into a modern woman, and her unfailing 

faith in God, a part of Durazo remained the hovering mother who protected her youngest 

daughter from the world.    

 Despite the actions of women like Rubio, Robinson, and Burgner advocating for children 

of Mexican descent in the school system, there still existed in Douglas a low expectation of these 

students.  This skewed view of individuals, particularly school age children, served to rationalize 

the high dropout rate the school districts in the borderlands experienced.   This issue was not 

limited to Douglas alone.  According to Sheridan, “[o]ne Tucsonense…recalls an Anglo 

principal visiting classrooms to tell the Mexican children that they never would amount to 

anything unless they forgot every word of their native tongue.”260 This type of insult on the 

family and the language of the home carries the potential to damage the psyche of any 

individual, but it can be especially harmful to young children, resulting in shame and lack of self-

worth. While not all Anglo teachers demonstrated this derisive behavior, the misguided teachers 

who thought that this tough love type of approach would work left an indelible scar on those 

Mexicanas who experienced it. Jordan’s son remembers his mother as being a strong advocate 

for her children, refusing to back down when an injustice occurred in the classroom.   

Don:  My parents, my mom especially, never thought twice.  She was right there, to the 

point where we would get embarrassed.   

                                                 
260 Sheridan, 219.   
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Lupe: No, pues si.  Me recuerdo con el pobre del otro, el Lon, (Don’s twin brother) que 

no le dejaban ir al bathroom because it was time for the bell to ring para salir.  Y me 

llegaba aqui todo sucio.  Ay, me daba tanto coraje because I had to stop everything, wash 

my hands, wash him, and change him again.  Y le fui y le dije…le estaba diciendo en 

frente de todas los maestros, y me dijo, “Let’s go outside.”  Y luego, lo que me dijo, “Tell 

him if he has to go, just get up and go.  I will know.  Not only him, both of them,” me 

dijo.  I did go and complain. 

 

Jordan smiled after she recalled this incident.  Similar to Rubio’s occurrence, Jordan exerted 

agency in support of her children’s educational experiences.  She had first-hand experience of 

the Douglas school system and she wanted to protect her children. 

Additionally, the practice of not hiring Mexican American teachers illustrates how the 

Douglas School District prevented Mexicanas from seeing themselves in the role of educator.  

Although this may not have been the primary reason for the school district’s choice, the resulting 

effect remains the same.  In a most unusual rebellion, Josefa/Josephine Vasquez not only became 

a teacher, but she married a white man.  Unfortunately, the experience of marriage did not end 

well for her.  However, in a rather innovative and empowering move, she used her experience 

with betrayal and discrimination to assist others.  She dedicated her evenings and weekends to 

helping other Mexicanas become economically independent by teaching citizenship classes.  Her 

daughters, in particular, learned the lesson from their mother that they were not to depend on any 

man for economic purposes, and that they should remain true to themselves, regardless of the 

popular social conventions. 

Another by-product of the discriminatory hiring policy was the growing gap between the 

students’ home life and her school life.  As illustrated by Mary Sosa and Elena Björkquist, these 

women experienced two lives - the school life and the home life.  The effect of this gap is not 

specific to the student, either.  As illustrated in the chapter, “Funds of Knowledge for Teaching 

in Latino Households,” educator Raquel Gonzales discusses her experience as an educator who 
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performed home visits: “I came away from the household visits changed in the way that I viewed 

the children.  I became aware of the whole child, who had a life outside the classroom, and that I 

had to be sensitive to that.  I feel that I was somewhat sensitive before the visits, but it doesn’t 

compare with my outlook following the visits.”261 This description of the impact of field research 

on the teacher underscores the importance of instructors having a sense of the children they 

teach.  For the Mexicana students of the borderlands in the early 20th century, school was 

distinctly separate from the home and home was distinctly different from school.  Not only were 

the children not allowed to bring their home culture to school, the schools preferred that only one 

culture be taught and allowed in the classroom. The two spheres of the students’ worlds were 

intentionally isolated and isolating.   

 Left in this isolating space, oftentimes situations occurred that confused the participants 

in this study.  One particularly painful experience in school occurred to Josephine de la Torre.  

Since her maiden name was Burgner, Josephine was forced to attend the school with the other 

white students, or students with Anglo surnames.  Although her mother taught at 7th Street 

School, which was in their neighborhood and for Mexicanos, Josephine and her sisters were 

forced to attend Clawson School, a school designated for those students with American 

surnames.  The experience that Josephine explains below still brings up a great deal of pain.   

The American children would have nothing to do with me, nor with Emma Jones who 

was very poor.  Her mother was a chambermaid at the Gadsden Hotel.  We were the two 

lepers in the class.  So, we had to draw names and I got a name and Mother did what she 

could and bought a little present for me to give.  [My gift] was a box about this big, 

wrapped beautifully, and everything.  I was so thrilled.  I thought, “Oh, when Mother sees 

this she is going to be so happy.”  I got to my desk and I opened it and it was a brick. A 

BRICK! That was what it was.  A brick was my Christmas gift and everybody burst out 

                                                 
261 “Funds of Knowledge for Teaching in Latino Households.” González, Moll, Tenery, et al. This chapter is from 

Funds of Knowledge: Theorizing Practices in Households, Communities, and Classrooms, Editors, Norma 

Gonzalez, Luis C. Moll, and Cathy Amanti, 101, New York: Routledge, 2005.2005, 89. In this chapter, the authors 

argues how home visits assist the instructor in understanding the whole child, and as a result, the teacher becomes 

better prepared in teaching the child.    
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laughing.  I was so miserable and Mary Hickox [the teacher] got up and came to put her 

arms around me and she said: “Please don’t cry.”   

I said: “I am not going to cry. I am not going to cry in front of all these people.”262   

 

This example from Josephine’s experience in the segregated schooling demonstrated how the 

discrimination was not limited to institutional policies.  The students in Josephine’s class learned 

a cruel lesson in social and class discrimination, practicing it themselves at a rather young age.  

Fortunately, Josephine also learned a powerful lesson.  Instead of playing into the hands of her 

tormentors, she turned the situation around publically.  Here she shares the memory of her 

response to the gift: 

So we had to leave and we left by alphabet.  Jim Adamson was in front of me.  I was a 

Burgner, so when it was my time to leave, I picked up my brick.  I wrapped it again.  I 

went and I stood in front of the class and I said, “I want to thank the person who gave me 

this lovely gift.  I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart because you gave me 

the loveliest brick.  This is going into the new building.  (They were building a church on 

15th Street.) I am going to see that it is placed at the foot of the Crucifix.  So you see, it 

really is a lovely gift.” 

And when I got out, I broke down.  I broke down.263 

 

After reliving this event, Josephine at ninety-two years of age, began to cry. She did note, 

however, that this experience toughened her exterior and much like Rubio, she ensured that her 

children’s academic experiences were considerably more positive.  Also, de la Torre notes that 

she owed a great deal to Mary Hickox Robinson.  Robinson was the first teacher who 

demonstrated empathy and understanding, something that de la Torre had not experienced in her 

young educational life.  The very act of Robinson coming up to de la Torre’s desk and putting 

her arms around the little girl not only provided comfort for de la Torre, but it also gave her the 

strength to address the class. This also illustrates Raquel Gonzalez’ point; Mary Hickox could be 

empathetic because she personally understood what it meant to be a Mexicana in a white system.  

                                                 
262 De la Torre, Josephine, Digitally recorded interview, 19 September 1999, Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico. 
263 Josephine Burgner de la Torre.  Digitally recorded interview, 5 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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Although her life situation was fairly similar to Josephine’s, a Mexicana mother and a white 

father, Mary Hickox’s life, there was a significant difference in that Mary’s father did not 

abandon the children and his wife.  As the daughter of a single mother, the burden placed on both 

Josephine and her mother were considerably heavier, particularly given the cultural and social 

repercussions of separation and divorce. Regardless of the difficulties, however, both mother and 

daughter used these hardships to help their families, themselves, and their community.  These 

lessons, although painful, certainly were not wasted. 

 

Access to Education 

 The ways in which the educational system of the borderlands of the twentieth century 

affected Mexicanas proves to stem from an organized approach to segregate these women.  

Because of cultural differences, early exits, and institutional discriminatory practices, many of 

the women in this study found themselves disenfranchised from their own formal education. 

Additionally, their situations were problematized by the demand for their help at home and the 

expected cultural roles into which they were born. What these women did have, however, was 

capital.   

When referencing capital, it is important to identify the various capitals that individuals 

in this study employ.  Yosso defines familial capital as, “knowledges nurtured among familia 

that carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural institution.” For instance, Castro’s 

professional work in her community, which was learned through apprenticeship with her mother, 

demonstrate this sense of familia.  Additionally, her deep connection with her community in the 

facilitation of the births, the open house where she fostered community discussions, and the 
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history she maintained by recording the births of her deliveries all demonstrate a form of capital 

that illustrate a sense of social wealth.264  

Another type of capital involves social capital. As Yosso asserts “[so]cial capital [are] 

networks of people and community resource.”  Burgner’s experience demonstrated this type of 

capital when she relied on family and friends to help her survive and provide for herself and her 

daughters.  Joe Carlson proved to be a strong supporter and advocate for her.  Additionally, she 

became a strong supporter and advocate for other women of Mexican heritage who needed help 

in becoming citizens and learning to live on their own. Vasquez also relied on social capital to 

find a home in the United States and employment.  While the volatile political circumstances in 

Sonora initiated her relocation to Douglas for survival, her social capital provided her with 

gainful employment  

Finally, Yosso adds that “linguistic capital ´´ which includes “intellectual and social skills 

attained through communication experiences in more than one language and/or style” is a 

valuable form of capital. 265 Lupe Jordan, Celia Salazar, and Mary Sosa illustrate how they were 

able to utilize the language of home and the language of school to succeed in life.  Rubio and de 

la Torre employed their linguistic capital in their transnational business ventures.  These capitals 

provided the women in this study the opportunity to employ what they learned in school to help 

them navigate their world.   As their skills grew, their various capitals developed, and their 

consciousness expanded; they worked to overcome oppressive educational experiences. 

                                                 
264 Both Governor Castro and his niece Lupe Muñoz referenced a book in which Castro hand recorded all the births 

she attended.  Unfortunately, neither of them were able to produce the book.  Muñoz admitted to having had it once 

in her possession, but felt she may have lost it in the last household move she made.  
265 Tara Yosso. “Whose Culture Has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural Wealth” In 

Race, Ethnicity, and Education. 8:1, doi: 10.1080/ 1361332052000341006. (78-80).  
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Although none of the women interviewed specifically admitted to utilizing 

conscienzacion, their actions illustrate it. According to the Freire Institute, “The process of 

developing a critical awareness of one’s social reality through reflection and action.  Action is 

fundamental because it is the process of changing the reality.”266 As these women navigated their 

lives in Douglas, experiencing first-hand the discriminatory practices in educational 

opportunities and the cultural expectations placed on females in a male dominated culture, they 

ensured that their daughters had a different experience.  Historian George Sánchez argues that  

during the early twentieth century, the Mexican family underwent a “transformation from a 

highly patriarchal, stable institution with a strict separation of the sexes to a more adaptive and 

insecure structure forced to conform to increased geographic mobility and economic 

dislocation.”267 The advocacy these women demonstrated for their children illustrates how they 

were affecting a shift in the dynamics of educational power structure and the expectations for 

individuals of Mexican descent in Douglas. 

  

Figure 7: Postcard picture of Josephine V. Burgner and class at Concho, AZ, circa 1917.  Postcard courtesy of Mrs. 

Ida Cajero. 

                                                 
266 “Conscientization.” The Freire Institute. http://www.freire.org/.  Accessed: 
267 George Sanchez. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-

1945. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 32.   

http://www.freire.org/
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Chapter Five: Nosotras Juntas: Social Networking in Douglas, Arizona 

 
 This chapter addresses the various ways in which the women in this study participated in 

their community.  Whether it was through the work force, spiritual or secular organizations, 

these women actively promoted their own well-being by challenging the status quo.  They also 

shifted the basic social paradigm in Douglas, Arizona through their actions. 

 

Breaking the Mold 

The history of women of Mexican heritage in the borderlands and in Mexico runs the 

spectrum from incredible to invisible, depending on the storyteller.  Michel-Rolph Trouillot, 

historian and Haitian scholar, states that “[s]ilences are inherent in history because any single 

event enters history with some of its constituting parts missing.  Something is always left out 

while something else is recorded”268   

Exerting agency, utilizing a voice, and promoting social innovation were skills that were 

often, if not always, frowned upon in the borderlands during the early twentieth century.  

Feminist poet Gloria Anzaldúa addresses this issue in her seminal text Borderlands La Frontera:  

The New Mestiza.  “La gente Chicana tiene tres madres. All three are mediators: Guadalupe, the 

virgin mother who has not abandoned us, la Chingada (Malinche), the raped mother whom we 

have abandoned, and La Llorona, the mother who seeks her lost children and is a combination of 

the other two.”269 Anzaldúa explains how the ambiguity surrounding these three women obscures 

the role of woman in Mexican society.  She claims that it has created the “virgen/puta (whore) 

dicohotomy” that is manifested in many women of Mexican heritage and that brings with it a 

                                                 
268 Trouillot, Michel-Rolph.  Silencing the Past:  Power and the Production of History.  (Boston:  Beacon Press, 

1995), 49.  
269 Anzaldúa, 30-31. 
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need for docility, shame, and suffering.  Anzaldúa also asserts that “[o]nly by remaining flexible 

is she able to stretch the psyche horizontally and vertically.  La meztiza constantly has to shift out 

of habitual formation, from convergent thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality 

to move toward a single goal (a Western mode), to divergent thinking.”270   For the Mexicanas of 

the borderlands during the early twentieth century, the ability to “shift out of habitual formation” 

demonstrated a profound sense of independence.   

The migrations of the Mexicanas who moved to the United States in the early twentieth 

century demonstrate an act of survival.  Camín and Meyer claim that life in Mexico during the 

first half of the twentieth century was fraught with difficulties, disease, and hunger.  Death due to 

the revolution, epidemics, and migration had reduced the population radically.  “The population 

had tallied at 15,160,000 inhabitants at the end of the Porfirian period in 1910; the November 

1921 census found a population of only 14,355,000 Mexicans.”271 Of the fifteen women in this 

study, six of them left Mexico during the time period described by Camín and Meyer.  Two left 

later, 1928 and 1930.  Seven of the women were born in Douglas, but their families who 

originated in Mexico left the country of their birth during the Porfiriato period.272 

However, the gates to the United States were not opened equally for men and women 

coming from Mexico. Women traveling as “solas or single mothers” were subjected to increased 

scrutiny by the Immigration and Naturalization Service.273  Leaving behind the poverty and 

violence of home, these women now found themselves faced with even more discriminatory 

                                                 
270 Ibid, 79. 
271 Camín and Meyer, 71. 
272 As discussed in Chapter Two, the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz was widely referred to as “the Porfiriato.” 
273 Ruiz, Vicki.  From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth Century America.  (New York:  Oxford 

University Press, 1998), 11. 
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obstacles.  Their efforts to rise above the myriad impediments that faced them demonstrate the 

resiliency of the women who succeeded in making it into the United States on their own. 

 

Earning Their Own Wages 

“Despite the constraints of their race, gender, and class, these women were never passive, 

powerless, one-dimensional workers.”274 

 

 Analogous to the migration of the African American women, due to their “race, gender, 

and class,” these Mexicanas were also perceived as “passive, powerless, one-dimensional 

workers.” Through strength, courage, and tenacity, many of these women succeeded in settling 

in the borderlands of the United States and establishing their homes and their families here.  

Chalita Castro, Cuca Vasquez, and Carmen Loftis are but a few of the women who chose to 

make Douglas their home in the early twentieth century.  In this borderland town, limited 

possibilities were available.  Vasquez easily found work as a domestic, Castro as a midwife, and 

Loftis with her husband as he entered the furniture business.  Already their lives were improving, 

having safely escaped the volatile country of their births, Mexico.  

Although Castro and Loftis moved to Douglas as married women, they both found 

themselves as widows, having to manage their homes and their lives without their husbands.  

Vasquez, on the other hand, arrived in the United States as a single woman.  She met her 

husband in Douglas and they married three years after her arrival.  During those three years, 

Vasquez was self-supporting and only when she married did she discontinue work outside of the    

home. Castro and Vasquez, conversely, found themselves the sole supporters of their homes after 

their husbands died.  While the circumstances are quite different, the reality is that for all three 

                                                 
274 Elizabeth Clark-Lewis, Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics in Washington, D.C. 1910-1940. 

(Washington, D.C.:  Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994), 6. 
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women, Douglas provided an avenue of existence, a means of financial support when they found 

themselves having to make their own living.   

 As a domestic, Vasquez utilized her social capital to procure a place to live with friends, 

and to earn money cleaning houses, something she was taught as a young girl by her mother. 

Castro employed her social and familial capital in learning the practice of partera from her 

mother.  When her husband died, her ability to deliver children and her wide knowledge of the 

medicinal purposes of the local plants helped her sustain her family, not only in earnings from 

delivering children, but also in providing food from the desert. According to her son Raúl, “She 

would send me to out to the toolies275 to pick up quelites, what else, etc, tunas, pitahayas, you 

know, whatever the desert offered.  She would cook, and feed people, and feed us.”276  The 

desert provided when money for groceries was unavailable. Knowing what plants to collect and 

how to prepare them saved the Castros from starvation.  Castro’s understanding of her 

surroundings served them all well.  The application of this knowledge into a subsistence 

experience benefited not only Castro’s family, but also her community as illustrated by her son’s 

comment. 

Using her skills of observation and assistance, Loftis learned a great deal about the 

furniture business from her husband.  When he passed away, she was able to take over the 

business reins and kept it running for almost three more decades.  Becoming a prominent 

business owner in Douglas by owning and running a furniture business was a long cry from the 

young girl whose mother kept moving them northward, searching for a more stable existence.277 

                                                 
275 Toolies is a slang term that means desert.  While it is not specific to Douglas, it is a well-known term used in 

Douglas by the children. 
276 Raúl Castro.  Digitally recorded interview, 31 March 2015, Nogales, Arizona. 
277 Carmen Loftis, “Oral History.” Cochise County Historical and Archeological Society. 7th October 1985. 

 



   

154 

 

These women all exhibited the ability to adapt to their situations.  Adaptation, however, does not 

mean they just maintained their existence. These three women demonstrated how they could not 

only adapt, but they could also improve upon their positions to provide a better life for 

themselves and for their families.  Vasquez was able to stay home and raise her children, a 

luxury she was not able to experience as a young girl when her mother died.  According to to her 

daughter: 

Until she married my father.  She never worked after that.  She was pretty much at home. 

She hardly went anywhere.  I remember one time I asked my mother why she didn’t go 

out.  She didn’t go anywhere, because she didn’t.  She said to me, “Well, I used to.”  One 

time my daddy took her to the movies and she said, “I spent the whole time in the lobby 

because (she had my brother with her) I could not stay.  He was acting up.  I vowed from 

that moment on that I was not going to go anywhere because I couldn’t handle it.”  The 

rest of us came and that meant more of us.  She just felt she had to be home with us.278 

 

Perhaps because she knew what it was like not to have a mother, Vasquez dedicated her life to 

being at home for her children.   

Castro and Loftis were able to purchase homes and live within the community of their 

choice, participating as active members.  Castro kept an open house for friends to come and 

discuss political and personal issues.  According to her daughter-in-law and son: 

Pat:  On a Sunday morning or a Saturday morning, I am not sure which it was, it was 

open house at the Castros because all of those fellows and their wives and their kids and 

then everybody from Sonora was there for breakfast.  I never saw so many people come 

into one house on a Sunday or Saturday morning, trickling in, one after another, and 90% 

of them were from across the line, the whole Castro tribe.  It was open house.  It was a 

constant….She was just as calm and poised. 

Raúl:  Mother was a very popular lady, very popular in the Douglas area – Pirtleville, 

Douglas, etc.279 

 

Friends and relatives from both sides of the international border would congregate at Castro’s 

home. Her home served as a natural gathering place. Loftis pursued her passion for painting and 

                                                 
278 Sister Marie Luisa Vasquez, Digitally recorded interview, 27 July 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
279 Raúl Castro, Digitally recorded interview, 31st March 2014, Nogales, Arizona. 
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was one of original members of the Douglas Arts Association in 1954. Not only was she the only 

member of Mexican heritage, but she was also one of the few members who was not married to a 

Phelps Dodge employee. As a local businesswoman, Loftis balanced both her passion for art and 

her business until she retired in 1967, at which time she was able to dedicate attention to her art 

full time.280  

There were also entrepreneurs who sought ways to make their livelihood utilizing the 

skills they perfected in necessity.  One such example is Josephine de la Torre.  While still in 

school, de la Torre used to sign up for as many home economic classes as possible.  She took 

sewing and cooking.  These courses served her well.  When she left school, de la Torre created 

her own cottage industry. 

Josephine: [Mother] had a real rough time getting the divorce.  We had to get the money 

together for her.   

Ceci:  Is that why you dropped out of school? 

Josephine:  Yes.  In fact, I got little odd jobs at Kress’s and JC Penney’s, but I started 

sewing at home and I was sewing for the teachers.  The first thing I would sign up for in 

high school was for cooking and sewing and so I started doing that, charging two dollars 

for a dress at that time.  That was a lot of money!  After Mother died we found a bill from 

the water department.  She had written on the back of it.  She had to do some shopping 

and she had shoes for me - $2.00, then she had the grocery list and the total was $5.00!281   

 

As illustrated with this excerpt, de la Torre, along with many others who grew up during the 

Great Depression, learned the value of money. Later, when her own children were in school, de 

la Torre started a drapery business; it was initially located in Agua Prieta, and then she moved it 

to Douglas.  Working and living on both sides of the international border, de la Torre found a 

way to combine her love of sewing with a money making venture.  For three years, from 1966 to 

1969, she made tailored drapes for private homes and businesses in Douglas and Agua Prieta. 

                                                 
280 Cindy Hayostek, “Observing the Douglas Arts Association’s 60th Anniversary.” Borderland Chronicles, No. 25. 

Douglas, AZ, 2014, 8-9; Loftis, Carmen. Oral History. Cochise County Historical and Archeological Society. 7th 

October 1985. Transcribed by Cindy Hayostek, 1st May 1992. 
281 Josephine de la Torre.  Digitally recorded interview, 5 June 2015, Douglas, Arizona. 
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Her largest drapery order was for the newly established City Hall in Douglas in 282 Her ability to 

apply her vocational skills to a viable profession not only demonstrates her business acumen, but 

also her drive.    

In a similar fashion, Totita Ortega utilized her talent for sewing to earn money for the 

household.  Her children refer to Ortega as a “traditional Mexicana” who preferred to work from 

home.   

Maria:  No, that was it.  But she never ever said “Oh no, you can’t do that.”  I would tell 

her, “I want to do this.”  I wanted to be a doctor back then.  “OK, so where are we going 

to go to school?”  There was never any…and it is something that was instilled in all of us 

from both my parents.  And I think from her, especially knowing as conservative as my 

grandfather was with her, she did do.  I don’t think she ever necessarily went against him, 

but she would show him that she was going to be okay.  You know.  I remember her 

saying when she worked at McClellans that she would go and she would come right 

home and that was the agreement.  There was no lollygagging, there was no going out, 

there was no nothing.  There was just to work and home.  Even when she left work.  I 

asked her, “Mom, why did you leave Sears?” because that was a good job and she said, 

“Well, because I was getting married and mi’jita you didn’t work if you were married.”  

Once you got married… 

Charlotte:  Your career was over, literally.  She was, I think, one of the original women 

libbers, but she wasn’t with a sign.  She was living it.  She was actually living it and she 

didn’t need the sign to tell people what.283 

 

The impact Ortega’s actions have had on her daughters is quite evident.  She modeled the 

possibilities for a woman of her traditional upbringing.  Most of these traditional roles ended 

with her, however.  Not one to prescribe a future for her daughters she encouraged their 

continuing education and professional choices.  However, she remained traditional while they 

lived in her home.   

Maria:  Her father was very strict.  There were roles to play and she had to fit that role.  

This was when she was fairly young, before the… 

Charlotte:  Emancipation?  (laughing) 

Maria:  Yeah.  She would tell us stories about how she was not allowed to do things.  In 

fact, we had never seen her in a pair of pants.  There is a picture in her (goes to the book 

                                                 
282 Ibid. 
283 Maria Ayala and Charlotte Ortega, Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
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of photos laid out in front of Charlotte), oh this one.  She is sitting next to her dad and it 

looks like she is on a picnic and she is in pants.   

Charlotte:  That was the only time she could wear pants. 

Maria:  And we were like, wow, we had never seen that.  Even when we were kids, I 

remember that she was always in a dress because there were certain, you know.  Of 

course, she would have a fit when we wanted to go out in shorts.  There were no shorts at 

our house, ever.   

Ceci:  But you wore slacks. 

Charlotte:  I wore pants all the time.  But I could not wear shorts.  It wasn’t until I forced 

the issue when I left home. 

Maria:  Yes, we wore pants.  Right.  Pretty much all of us, when we left home we started 

wearing shorts.  We were those kinds of women.  (laughing) 

Charlotte:  We were liberated.  (laughing)284 

 

This simple exchange between the Ortega sisters and myself illustrates how Ortega may have 

been socially progressive in one regard by encouraging her daughters to go to school to become 

what they wanted, but she also steadfastly retained a cultural perspective of what she felt was 

acceptable dress in public. Growing up in a traditional Mexican home, Ortega deferred to her 

father, whose “strict” expectations on the family roles resemble machismo. According to 

anthropologists Kenneth Davis and Fernando Ortiz:  

As a stereotype, machismo has had a negative connotation, especially in the American 

popular culture, meaning, aggressive hypermasculinity, an obsession with status, power, 

and control at any cost, rigid self-sufficiency, misogynistic and domineering attitudes 

typically ascribed to authoritative husbands, patriarchal fathers, paternalistic landlords, 

and abusive womanizers. A traditional Hispanic saying embodying some of these 

attitudes is La mujer en la casa, el hombre en la calle (Woman in the home, man in the 

street), suggesting a strict differentiation of roles assigned by gender.285 

 

Whether Ortega’s father strictness was related to a form of machismo is unknown.  What is 

known, however, is that while Ortega certainly retained and maintained this attitude in her own 

house. Her daughters, who are a generation removed from this home culture, did not. To a 

contemporary mind, this ban on shorts in public may appear to be antiquated; in actuality, 

                                                 
284 Ibid. 
285 Kenneth G. Davis, and Fernando A. Ortiz. 2009. "Machismo". In American Religious Cultures: Hispanic 

American Religious Cultures, edited by Miguel A. De La Torre.(339-341). Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO. 

http://ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/login?url=http://literati.credoreference.com/content/entry/abcharc/machismo/0 
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Ortega’s value on modesty in women’s dress is more of a personal belief shaped by cultural and 

traditional values. It speaks more closely to what she considered appropriate dress for a female.  

Her daughters, on the other hand, laugh as they mention that they were “those kinds of women,” 

and were “liberated” as they broke away from the traditional attire as they exerted their freedom 

by wearing shorts.  This cultural influence demonstrates the strong traditional and cultural bonds 

that bound Ortega. 

She found a good balance between her retaining her traditional mores and economically 

supporting her husband and family by working in her home.  She made fancy evening gowns for 

the elite of Douglas.  De la Torre remembers hiring Ortega to make clothes for her children.  

This informal networking served the women in this town well.   

Another productive networker was Maria Luisa Rubio.  As mentioned in Chapters Three 

and Four, Rubio loved selling the World Book Encyclopedia door to door.  Her enthusiasm for 

her product, her unrelenting energy, and her passion for working with people proved to be the 

perfect combination for a productive career with the World Book Corporation.  

These women tapped into the secret to fruitful business practices – they loved what they 

were doing and no one could tell them not to do it.  Rubio shyly admitted that her husband was 

not too happy about her door to door sales, but that he “took me places when I needed.”286 In a 

town and time when women were supposed to be home caring for the house and children, these 

women found ways to circumvent the restraints of social dictates.  They earned their own money, 

working doing what they loved to do. 

 

 

                                                 
286 Maria Luisa Rubio. Digitally recorded interview, 26 August 2014, Tucson, Arizona. 
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Religion 

 Another distinguishing characteristic that many of these women shared was their 

dedication to their faith.  The Catholic Church, in particular, afforded women a place where they 

could be social activists.  According to Latin American historian Adrian A. Bantjes: 

The feminization of religion was a church-driven process that, moving outward from 

urban centers, penetrated rural areas, and lay associations such as the Hijas de María, the 

Asociacíon de la Vela Perpetua, the Asociacíon del Apostolado de la Oracíon, and the 

Asociacíon Guadalupana.  Members met regularly, wore special medals and ribbons, 

made collective vows, and participated in cults and fiestas.”287  

 

As I was interviewing the women or their family members for this research, the Asociacíon de la 

Vela Perpetua was a name that kept cropping up.288  Women in this study that were identified as 

la Vela Perpetua members in the interviews include:  Beatriz Durazo, Cuca Vasquez, Mary Sosa, 

Totita Ortega, Pete ípas, and Cleo Stanford.  Ralph Dórame knew his mother was a member “of 

some prayer group,” but he is unsure whether or not it la Vela Perpetua.  

For Durazo, la Vela served as a place where she could actively participate and profess the 

faith she loved so dearly.  As her daughter notes, “She had this friend, Carlota was her name, she 

was in the Vela Perpetua too and they used to go visiting people they didn’t know.”289 As 

Navarrete recounts this story, she is laughing, remembering her mother’s zealousness and her 

brothers’ fear. An unapologetic Catholic, Durazo felt duty bound to ensure that couples living 

together were doing so in the blessed graces of her God. She knocked on doors, asked people if 

they were married in the church, and then invited them to do so if they weren’t.  Fortunately, 

Durazo and her zealous partner Carlota did not encounter any mishaps while on their mission 

                                                 
287 Adrian A. Bantjes. “Saints, Sinners, and State Formation: Local Religion 

 and Cultural Revolution in Mexico.” The Eagle and the Virgen: Nation and Cultural Revolution in Mexico, 1920-

1940. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 148. 
288 Most of the respondents referenced the Asociacíon de la Vela Perpetua simply as la Vela, or Vela Perpetua.  This 

is how it will be referred to in their discussions. 
289 Alicia Durazo Navarrete. Digitally recorded interview, 12 July 2014, Jacksonville, South Carolina. 
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work.  Eventually they abandoned their efforts to legitimize the marriage-less couples, and 

shifted their focus to those who were already invested in the church.  Despite her apparent lack 

of victory at converting couples to Catholicism, Durazo remained grateful that she lived in a 

country where she could freely evangelize.  It is unclear whether the parish priests were aware of 

her enthusiastic approach to spreading the Word.   

 For Ortega and Vasquez, traditional stay-at-home women, la Vela Perpetua provided 

them with a female community where they could share prayers, problems, and solutions. When 

speaking with Vasquez’s daughter, she describes her mother’s religiosity: 

Ceci: Did she have any outside activities? Did she work with the church? 

 

Sister:  She didn’t, although she did go to church.  I am trying to think if she belonged to 

any organization in the church.  La Vela Perpetua.  She was very prayerful.  She had very 

strong faith.  During the day, she would take time out from her work, like in the middle 

of the day, and she would go to her bedroom and she would pray.  She would say her 

prayers. One time she told me of the all the people she prayed for, when she prayed, you 

know.  I was already a Sister when she told me all the people she prayed for, and of 

course, we [her children] were number one. She would say novenas and then she would 

send us, when she began the novena, she would send us with a dime to go light a candle 

in the church and then when she would finish the novena, we would go back and light 

another candle.290 

 

Suffering with ulcerative varicose veins, Vasquez rarely left her home later in her life.  However, 

the Vela Perpetua, weekly Mass, and her Novena prayers were ways in which she remained 

connected to her community.   

Similarly, Totita Ortega found her niche in the church.  Bringing her accounting skills to 

bear, Ortega conceived the idea of a church bazaar.  Convincing the parish priest Father Ruiz that 

this would be a wonderful idea, that small bazaar has now turned into a yearly event, providing 

necessary funding for church repairs, but most importantly for connecting the community.  As 

noted in the local newspaper, the current event coordinator Lourdes Gamez claims that Fiesta 

                                                 
290 Sr.  Marie Luisa Vasquez, Digitally recorded interview, 27 July 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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Del Sol is, “not about the money, it’s about being a community and having fun with the 

family.”291 This type of community service through the church was not only an acceptable means 

of participation in her community, but it was a powerful way to affect change.  The money raised 

by the bazaar and the Vela supported various charities in Douglas, to include the Food Bank.  

Ortega’s daughter Maria recalls the annual tamale sale where Ortega would enlist the help of her 

friends: “They did this big tamale sale every year.  They would make a couple of hundred dozen 

tamales every year and we would laugh because it was the Vela ladies who would do it.  Most of 

those Vela ladies were in their 80s so you know, it was Mom and whoever she could get to go 

and help.” 292 As illustrated by this example, the participants of the Vela Perpetua were 

committed to improving their community through their actions.  Whether it was preaching door 

to door, praying for those in need, working the church bazaar, or making tamales, they worked 

together to make a difference in Douglas. 

 There was a variety of other ways that these women participated in their religious 

community.  Maria Luisa Rubio and Mary Sosa were members of their church choirs.  Others 

participated in the Legion of Mary, which replaced the Vela Perpetua when the members finally 

grew too old to keep it going. Regardless of the level of participation, many of these women 

relied heavily on their faith to provide them with the sense of community they needed.   

 

Organizing 

  Examples of Mexicanas/Chicanas from the borderlands who exerted their personal 

agency to effect change in their own lives and in their communities can be found in Vicki Ruiz’s 

                                                 
291 Katherine Decker. “Immaculate Conception Presents Fiesta del Sol.” Douglas Dispatch. 8 October 2015. 

http://www.douglasdispatch.com/features/immaculate-conception-presents-fiesta-del-sol/article_50fbc370-6de9-

11e5-9838-7720205e4b6a.html. 
292 Maria Ortega Ayala. Digitally recorded interview, 19 June 2014, Sierra Vista, Arizona. 
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book From Out of the Shadows.293 In this text, Ruiz introduces the reader to “Tejana socialist 

labor leader and political activist Sara Estela Ramírez,” whose poetry calls to action other 

women to channel their strength and beauty to change the world in 1910.  Ramírez, who died 

prior to witnessing the fruits of her labor, was instrumental in establishing El Primer Congreso 

Mexicanista, which was held in 1911. According to Ruiz, the “Congreso was the first civil rights 

assembly among Spanish-speaking people in the United States.”294  Inspired by the Congreso, the 

women who participated even created their own women’s organization:  Liga Femenil 

Mexicanista.  Similarly, some of the women in this dissertation paved the way for other 

Mexicanas to follow as they utilized la facultad in asserting their agency in more public venues. 

Clearly the seeds of activism had been sown by the women of the Congreso and those 

who followed in their wake.  Not only were these women participating in a more public 

leadership role, they were also practicing a different type of leadership.  Employing the divergent 

thinking Anzaldúa describes, Rosie Castro, Tejana activist, explains: “We have practiced a 

different kind of leadership, a leadership that empowers others, not a hierarchical kind of 

leadership.”295 These women recognized and valued community-centered activism.  They 

realized that the best form of leadership is one of shared responsibility and shared vision.  Their 

innovative thinking and problem solving served to provide Mexicanas/Chicanas a powerful 

model for developing a political voice and a pathway to active participation at a local, regional, 

and national level.   

                                                 
293 Vicki Ruiz.  From Out of the Shadows, (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1998), 99. As illustrated by the 

title, the study by Ruiz employs a similar dynamic as this dissertation.  Ruiz broke barriers of invisibility by bringing 

the women in her book “from out of the shadows” as she illuminated their experiences by publishing them in this 

book. 
294 Ibid., 99. 
295 Rosie Castro, quoted in Vicki Ruiz, From Out of the Shadows Mexican Women in Twentieth Century America.  

100. 
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 In Arizona, Mexicana/os were creating their own networks of support. The Alianza 

Hispano Americana originated in Tucson in 1894 as a mutual aid society.  For Mexicanos, the 

mutual aid society provided services to its workers and their family members.  As demonstrated 

by the name, the aid and protection were mutually provided.  Therefore, the members of the 

society were the ones who distributed the aid, both physically and monetarily, in funds collected 

via dues.  According to anthropologist Olivia Arrieta, the aim of the Alianza was threefold and 

demonstrated in their motto “Protección, Moralidad, e Instrucción”: “The meaning of each of 

these principles, described in the Crónicas  of the Alianza by Tomás Serrano Cabo 

(1929),...[p]rotección was seen as the primary principle and foundation of the organizations, 

whose significance went beyond insurance benefits to include visits to the sick, help for the 

needy, and attendance at member’s funerals.” 296  

As Tucson was changing, the elite Mexicanos recognized the need for solidarity to retain 

their positions in the community.  The Alianza was one of the first organizations established in 

Douglas that assisted Mexicana/os.  According to Arrieta, Douglas opened its lodge in 1902.297 

While the organizational structure of most mutualista organizations was predominantly male, the 

inclusion of women and families was significant.  These organizations featured family picnics, 

parties, and other gatherings that served to solidify the cultural and family relations of the 

Mexicanos in the community. 

                                                 
296 Olivia Arrieta. “The Alianza Hispano Americana in Arizona and New Mexico: The Development and 

Maintenance of a Multifunctional Ethnic Organization.”  Renato Rosaldo Lecture Series Monograph. 7, 1989-90. 

Mexican American Studies and Research Center, University of Arizona, 57. For more information on mutual 

societies, see: Mutual Aid for Survival: The Case of the Mexican American. (Malabar, Florida: Robert E. Krieger 

Publishing Company, 1983); and “Mexican American Community Political Organization. Aztlan. Spring, 1970. 

1:53-78.  
297 Ibid, 61. 
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 The same experience applied to the Sociedad Mutualista de Obreros Mexicanos (Mutual 

Aid Society of Mexican Workers) that was founded in 1923 in Douglas, Arizona.298 This 

organization also served as insurance protection for its members, ensuring at least funeral 

benefits for many of the members. It still exists although the membership is fewer than one 

hundred members now.  The Sociedad Mutualista de Obreros Mexicanos proved to be precursor 

for Mexicana female activism in Douglas during the post-World War II period.  The men had a 

network that ensured the care of the family.  For the women, who had assumed many of the male 

work roles during the war, they realized a need for a similar support system. Some of the women 

who became the leaders of the women’s organization, The Club Selene, grew up attending 

family functions at the Obreros.  They watched their father’s, uncles, and other family members 

as they interacted with this organization.  According to Ginny Jordan, local Douglas historian 

and curator of the Obreros Hall: 

After the war, these women that played baseball together …and had gone to elementary 

school… all of a sudden the guys start coming [home] and there is a big push to go back 

in the home, right?  Women start getting married, start having children, and [Stanford] 

then starts this Club Selene and the purpose of the Club Selene was to give each other a 

lot of support.  Some women didn’t speak English.  They would go to the school 

together, advocate for each other.  They would do fund raisers like the March of Dimes 

and all of that.  They would have cooking classes.  They would teach cooking.  A lot of 

the snowbirds back then would come to the Club Selene. 

Cleo had a lot of programs in there.  There were cultural programs.  She really promoted 

the culture. She did a lot of that.  Out of there, in the meantime, my mom is getting 

involved in politics and voter registration.  Cleo is doing all of this, and they are starting 

to get that political bug, you know, supporting candidates and that kind of thing.  As the 

women got more independent, they were like a comadre group too, you know, where you 

have a problem, you have a comadre to talk to.  I used to tell my mom: “You guys were 

feminists before the word was a feminist term.  You guys helped each other.  You 

supported each other.  You promoted each other. ..There were a lot of them.  There was 

Sally Dórame.  There were a whole lot of women in this group that did this.  They were 

involved with education; you name [it], they were involved in it.299 

 

                                                 
298 Heyman, 197. 
299 Ginny Jordan. In a personal discussion with the author, 10 June 2014.   
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Returning back to the household after having been in the work world was not an easy transition.  

Creating the Club Selene as an action group that supported its members socially and politically 

was a new idea for the women of Mexican heritage in Douglas.300  It is important to note that this 

organization differed from the Alianza and the Mutualista as it did not provide any life insurance 

or other economic support for its members.  They did support each other through baby showers, 

wedding showers, and Christmas parties for the children of the community, however. 

Another way in which the women in this study practiced their personal agency was 

through the election process.  For over seventy-five years, Lupe Jordan has served as a powerful 

advocate for the democratic process of this country which she loves.  Encouraging new arrivals 

to the country to apply for citizenship, registering others to vote, and working on campaigns has 

been her calling.  When I asked Jordan why she is so devoted to registering voters, she replied, “I 

just have it in my heart that I have to do it and I do it.”301 It is impossible to know just how many 

people Jordan has registered to vote, but many of the state and local politicians know who she is 

and what she can accomplish.  She honed her skills in politics serving as her husband’s campaign 

manager for his seat on the City Council.  From Gabrielle Giffords to Alma Vildosola, Lupe 

Jordan carefully vets each of the candidates before she places their signs up in her front yard.  

During any election, passersby can drive by Jordan’s home and see who and what she is 

supporting.  She has become a one-woman political machine.   

 Even when fighting lung cancer, she could not turn down any one who needed her help.  

Her daughter Ginny recalls, 

                                                 
300 While creating a social club for Mexicanas in Douglas, married and single, was a revolutionary idea for the 

founders of the Club Selene, it was not new to Mexicanas elsewhere in the United States.  For more information on 

social groups for Mexicanas see:  Pardo, Mary. "Mexican American Women Grassroots Community Activists: 

"Mothers of East Los Angeles"" Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 11, no. 1 (1990): 1-7, and Vicki Ruiz’s 

From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth Century America. (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1998). 
301 Lupe Jordan.  Digitally recorded interview, 11 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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She is always spiffy.  And then when she got lung cancer, it was just like she didn’t want 

to do anything.  She was down, everything.  There was this day that all of a sudden she 

comes into the room over here and she is back to being spiffy, all combed, and clipboard 

in her hand and everything.  We asked, “Where are you going?”   

“Oh, so and so needs to register to vote.”  After she walked out the door, it was like: 

“She’s back!”302 

 

Despite her illness, Jordan put the needs of future voters above her own physical pain. At the 

time of this writing, Jordan is now 91 and still working hard; she can still be counted on to help 

anyone who needs help registering to vote.  

 Another politically minded individual was Cleo Stanford.  The Club Selene was not her 

only avenue of interest.  In the late 1940’s or early ‘50s, Stanford felt the need to run for council 

office.  She was the first woman in Douglas history ever to do so.  According to her son, Keith, 

she ran for city council either right before he was born in 1951 or shortly afterward.  He was not 

aware of political ambitions until he had already graduated from college.  In her matter of fact 

manner, Stanford told her son, “Yeah, I ran for Council. I didn’t stand a chance, but I ran.”303 For 

her, winning was not as important as running.  She knew that if change was to happen, she must 

take the actions necessary.  These actions included working in the St. Vincent de Paul Food 

Bank, where she recruited Mary Sosa to work along with her.  Stanford was deeply invested in 

Douglas and in 1987, she received the prestigious Jefferson Award, which was created by 

Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Sam Beard, and Senator Robert Taft Jr. in 1972 for the purpose of 

honoring “unsung heroes” of public service.304 Stanford’s dedication to her community, and her 

tireless efforts to improve Douglas for all of its citizens was clearly recognized by the awarding 

of this prestigious honor.   

 

                                                 
302 Ginny Jordan. Digitally recorded interview, 11 June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
303 Keith Stanford.  Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014, Benson, Arizona. 
304 Jefferson Awards Foundation. “About Us.” Jefferson Awards Foundation. Accessed:  10 March 2015. 
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Achieving Social Cohesion 

 The Great Depression was a period of great economic difficulties.  People worked hard 

and sought cheap ways to entertain themselves.  One of the ways two women in this study helped 

to bring joy and entertainment to the people of Douglas was by playing softball.  Lupe Jordan 

and Celia Salazar were members of the Douglas Jitterbugs.  Jordan was the pitcher and Salazar 

played third base.  Along with the other gals of the team, these women provided hours of 

entertainment for people in Douglas.  Although they were really poor, these women did not need 

money or a fancy stadium in which to play. They both enjoyed playing the sport, and they 

enjoyed playing to an audience, wherever they could play.  According to Salazar: “We used to 

bring in people to come.  Even we used to play against Tucson.  We used to practice at Sarah 

Marley School, but the games were on a vacant lot up on 2nd Street.  There was no stadium or 

anything, just a great big vacant space, about two or three lots, and we would play there.305 

The crowds could sometimes be tough, particularly the crowd from Pirtleville, the 

Jitterbugs’ arch rivals.  They were known to throw rocks at the players, particularly if the 

Jitterbugs were winning. This team also provided the people of Douglas with a sense of 

community.  Jordan remembers traveling to Fort Huachuca, Bisbee, Wilcox, and Benson to play 

ball.  In those tough times, however, the Jitterbugs had to depend on rides from whatever 

vehicles were available.  Jordan remembers that “we got a whipping one day because we stayed 

so long coming home.  We used to take pillows and blankets because the trucks were big, you 

know.  There was no other transportation.”306 When I prodded her for more information about 

the truck, Jordan claimed it was big, like a cattle truck. The team connected folks from all over 

                                                 
305 Celia Salazar.  Digitally recorded interview, June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
306 Lupe Jordan. Digitally recorded interview, June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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town, cheering for their home team.  These women found a way to connect what they love with 

who they love by playing ball and providing entertainment for their friends and family.   

 The softball sandlot was not the only place for entertainment in Douglas.  All across the 

United States, the 1930s and 1940s were years of cinema escape.  The hardships of the Great 

Depression and the impending perils of WWII invaded the minds and homes of most Americans.  

The movie industry realized that people needed escape and it was ready to fill that need. People 

were heading to the movies in droves. Sitting in a cool darkened theater, watching the antics of 

the actors and actresses in the celluloid fantasy land, they could forget the troubles that awaited 

them outside in the world. It was also a wonderful way to learn about other cultures by watching 

these movies.  

 This was particularly true for these women of Mexican heritage in Douglas.  It was 

through these films and other popular culture that they learned about all that was being denied 

them.  Horkheimer and Adorno argue that this is not a positive move culturally.  They assert that 

the cinema promoted a false sense of choice that included maintaining the status quo, replicating 

the current power structure, and perpetuating a system that is flawed.  While these are all valid 

concerns, what was different for the women of the Club Selene, however, was not that they 

created a replica of the system for themselves.  What was different is that these women took 

what they wanted from the existing structure and conscientiously created a cultural and civic 

organization that served their purposes.  Utilizing what they knew and valued and combining it 

with what they envisioned for themselves, the women of the Club Selene created an engaged, 

active collective. For these women, the Club Selene was not only a place to meet friends, but it 

was also a place to learn and grow.   
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Prior to the opening of this club, there were few formal spaces for women of Mexican 

heritage.  Even at the local high school, students of Mexican heritage were not allowed free 

access on the grounds. During the early 40s, students at Douglas High School would often spend 

their lunch hour jitterbugging in the school gym.  However, not all students were allowed to 

participate.  When Hedgie and Lupe Jordan showed up to dance, they were denied entry into the 

gym because they were Mexicans.307  Even at school, even by their peers, students of Mexican 

heritage faced discrimination.  This discriminatory behavior extended well into the community, 

and for the women of Mexican heritage who were civic minded and wanted to affect change in 

their community, their options were severely limited.  This is precisely why the Club Selene was 

not just a social group, it was a necessity. 

Cleo Jordan Stanford, a born leader, often served as the club’s spokeswoman.  She shared 

her passion and her strengths in a solicitous, friendly manner.  Her sister Petra “Pete” Jordan 

Campas assured that all was in order.  Although a quiet, unassuming woman, Campas provided 

the necessary backbone to the Club Selene. A meticulous individual, Campas made sure that the 

ideas were implemented.   Sally Dórame was the third founder of the new Club Selene.  She 

brought to this organization her skills as a homemaker, seamstress, and cook.  These women 

recognized the need in Douglas for women of Mexican heritage to have a place where they could 

meet and socialize, where they could learn together how to negotiate this town they now called 

home, and where they could broaden their personal experiences.  Initially, the meetings took 

place in the members’ homes, alternating every week.  In 1948, the club joined forces with the 

Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) meeting in the facility every Thursday night. 

                                                 
307 Celia Salazar.  Digitally recorded interview, June 2014, Douglas, Arizona. It is unclear whether other students 

denied Hedgie and Lupe Jordan access to the gym for the lunch dance, or whether it was a teacher or school 

administrator. 
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This association with the YWCA demonstrated a dramatic shift in the way women of Mexican 

heritage were received in the community. Their insistence on participating on the board serving 

as voting members ensured a voice and public presence in the organization and in the community 

that had previously been denied them. 

When the YWCA opened its doors to the public on October 9th of 1916, it provided a 

variety of lessons and social opportunities to the ladies and young girls in Douglas.  The first 

month, the YWCA had a total membership of 535.  Some of these members were Mexican girls, 

as evidenced by the first month’s notes that claimed, “The Employment Bureau of the Club is 

filling a great need in our City…fourteen calls for domestic help resulted in four being filled 

satisfactorily. The Club is finding it difficult to secure girls, either American or Mexican for 

domestic work.”308 Socially the YWCA also hosted a party for the “Mexican girls” that month.  

When the Club Selene joined up with the YWCA, the club ensured that their members were not 

treated as an ancillary group.  They served on the board of the YWCA, and by its eleventh 

anniversary, the club had supported the Easter, Red Cross, Polio, and Heart Drives.  The 

members volunteered at the Douglas Health Clinic sewing for the Cochise County Hospital and 

helping with x-rays.  They even chaperoned USO dances at Fort Huachuca.309 Every month, the 

YWCA received publicity in the Douglas Dispatch as the Club Selene was an industrious club 

with its members hosting blood drives, dances, Christmas parties for children, cooking lessons, 

and fund raising events that served the community.  The club members even earned enough 

money to purchase an iron lung for the local hospital. The donation of hospital equipment, the 

                                                 
308 Young Womens Christian Association Scrapbook. Book 1. Courtesy of Lawanna Diffey. Douglas Historical 

Society/Douglas-Williams House Museum. 23 January 2016.  
309 “Club Selene Points to Long Record of Douglas Service.” Book 2. Douglas Dispatch. 22 April, 1958. Courtesy 

of Young Womens Christian Association Scrapbook.  Courtesy of Lawanna Diffy.  Douglas Historical 

Society/Douglas-Williams House Museum. 23 January 2016. 
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blood drives, and the food drives all demonstrated the club members’ investment in the physical 

health of their community. 

Through the development of the Club Selene, the members created a pathway for 

political action and personal growth.  Initially, it would appear that these women in the Club 

Selene were merely choosing to be the same as the other women’s clubs which refused them 

access.  However, there was a distinct difference in what was occurring at the Club Selene and 

the other women’s organizations in Douglas, Arizona 1947-1974, during the length of time the 

club existed. Some of the activities that occurred in the Club Selene were, in fact, quite similar to 

what the all-white women’s clubs in Douglas were doing.310  The big difference, however, 

centered on how and why these activities were implemented, what might be called activist today.  

The members of the Club Selene were determined to be civic-minded and productive members 

of Douglas, Arizona.  In an inventive move, the club members chose to maintain their ethno 

nationalism by providing language classes both in English and Spanish.  Recognizing that 

language is pivotal to identity, it was their hope that their members maintain a fluency in both 

languages.  These women recognized and honored the understanding that the language of the 

home was equally as important as the language of the state. For the Club Selene members, 

language was identity.311  They worked hard to retain cultural foods, language, dress, and 

customs along with learning all about the civic duties of their adopted home and promoting 

projects that benefited their community.  For those who were born and raised in Douglas, these 

women of Mexican heritage were then provided an opportunity to learn about the traditions and 

                                                 
310 Patricia Zavella discusses the difficulties in analyzing assimilation for Mexicans in the United States “since, 

unlike other migrants who came in ‘waves’ within limited time frames, long-term migration from Mexico has led to 

multiple first generations.” I’m Neither Here nor There. (4). For the women in Club Selene, this was also true as 

some women were newly arrived from Mexico, while others were second generation Douglasites.   
311 Raymond Williams discusses “the emphasis of language as activity…and the emphasis of the history on the 

history of the language.” Marxism and Literature (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1977), 21. 
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customs of the land of their ancestors.  Club Selene members honored both cultures and worked 

to find a way for all their members to adjust accordingly.   

 In her poem, “To live in the Borderlands means you,” Anzaldúa writes: “To survive the 

Borderlands/you must live sin fronteras/be a crossroads.”312 The women of the Club Selene 

demonstrated this ability to live “sin fronteras” by melting away the externally constructed 

barriers through their own activism that included promoting Mexican heritage, advocating 

citizenship, and promoting voting through language and literacy.  The classes were open to all 

who wished to improve their language capability.  For the members of the Club Selene, the goal 

for taking these classes was to help promote fluency and confidence.  They raised money to 

support health in their community, assisted in vaccinating children at the schools, and they even 

held cooking classes teaching women to make their own flour tortillas and various other recipes.  

Much like Anzaldúa’s poem states: “To live in the Borderlands means to/put chile in the 

borscht.” These women encouraged each other to keep their own identities while incorporating 

parts of the dominant Douglas culture they wanted.   

Stanford did not let other’s perceptions define her.  On the topic of discrimination, 

Stanford’s son Keith remembered a particular conversation with his mother: “I looked at her and 

I asked her a question like: ‘Well, you are Mexican.  They direct this [discrimination] at me; they 

direct this at you.  What do you do about it?’  She answered: ‘Well, I refuse to participate.’”313  

For Cleo Jordan Stanford, refusing to participate in discriminatory practices was not enough.  

She sought out ways to help others build themselves and their community up.     

Campas, although quite a bit more subdued than Stanford, was just as dedicated to social 

issues and as forthright as her sister.  Dropping out of school in the 11th grade, Pete immediately 

                                                 
312 Gloria Anzaldúa.  “To live in the Borderlands means you.”  Borderlands La Frontera: The New Meztiza, 194. 
313 Keith Stanford.  Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014, Benson, Arizona. 



   

173 

 

went into the work force.  She served as the steadfast, strong foundation for the women who 

came to the Club Selene.  These sisters exemplified the characteristics of strong women who 

were accomplished in both the personal and public spheres.  Together, they provided excellent 

role models for those who joined.   

 The third founding member, Sally Dórame, a native of Michoacán, Mexico who 

completed eighth grade, brought to the organization her skills as a homemaker and cook.  She 

gave cooking and sewing lessons at the Club Selene, helping other women learn how to become 

self-sufficient.  According to her son, Dórame eagerly and generously shared her knowledge of 

home economics with the women at the Club Selene.314  Assisting others as they learned to live 

on a budget, negotiate city and state taxes, and provide for their families on the Phelps Dodge 

salary was not only a challenge, but a rewarding experience.  Dórame relished in the opportunity 

to assist other women effectively care for their families, their homes, and themselves.   

 This trio of strong women helped to shape the future for many women of Mexican 

heritage who joined the Club Selene.  Working together, and demonstrating the leadership and 

dedication necessary, these women demonstrated what it meant to be an active member of a 

community collective.  Their energy, ideas, and vision helped to bridge the divide for those 

women who sought to learn about their new home, while also providing an avenue of learning 

for those who never knew the land of their heritage. By bringing their personal experiences along 

with their homegrown knowledge, these women effectively changed the course for many women 

of Mexican heritage in Douglas, Arizona.   

 Dórame did not limit her activism to just the Club Selene.  She was involved in The 

Woodmen of the World organization, a fraternal organization founded in 1890.  The main 

                                                 
314 Frank Dórame.  Digitally recorded interview, 20 August 2014, Douglas, Arizona. 
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purpose of this non-profit association was to provide insurance coverage for its members; it did 

not include women as members until 1957.315 Dórame became a member shortly after women 

were admitted.  She served in a variety of capacities during her tenure with this organization. 

 While the Club Selene provided a variety of services to the community, Durazo provided 

a soup table at her home during the Depression, feeding the homeless men who traveled to 

Douglas on the trains.  As told by her daughter, Alicia Navarrete: 

Alicia:  Oh that was during the time when there were a lot of hoboes and we used to live 

pretty far from the train, but somehow they would always find their way.  They would 

come directly to Mother’s house and she always had a pot of soup going, a big pot of 

soup, all the time.  I couldn’t understand that, but that was why.  Because when they 

came there she fed them.  

Ceci:  That must have been in the 30s then, during the Depression.   

Alicia:  Had to be during the 30s, yeah, during the Depression.  And they knew exactly 

where to go.   

Ceci: So did she leave bowls out there or did they knock on the door? 

Alicia:  They knocked on the door and she told them where to sit and brought them food.  

She wouldn’t let me come out.  I remember that. 

Ceci:  And did not let them in. 

Alicia: And she didn’t let them in, either.   

Renée:  But if they needed clothing, she would take the boys stuff. 

Alicia:  Well, that was during the night one time when one man came knocking and 

wanted clothes.  It was in the winter.  She went and brought him clothes from my 

brothers.316 

 

Durazo, who had five of her six sons serving overseas, also wrapped bandages during WWII.  

Other civic volunteers included Mary Hickox Robinson, Mary Sosa, and Cleo Stanford who 

volunteered at the St. Vincent de Paul Food Bank for many years, providing a needed service for 

Douglas’ hungry.  Rubio collected clothes for the poor in Agua Prieta, a practice she learned 

from her aunt, and that she taught to her children.  These unsung efforts demonstrate the 

                                                 
315 Dale Forsythe. “Woodmen of the World.” usgennet.org/usa/ar/country/greene/historywood/htm. Accessed:  21 

February 2016. 
316 Alicia Durazo Navarrete, Digitally recorded interview, 12 July 2014. 
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compassion and commitment these women had to making their communities stronger and more 

equitable. 

While life in the borderlands, particularly during the early 20th century, proved difficult 

and even hostile for Mexicanas/Chicanas, many women stood up to the challenge.  A resounding 

theme that runs through the stories of the Mexicanas/Chicanas presented in this chapter is one of 

survival and agency.     
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Chapter Six:  Public History 

The ability to relate to a society’s past is essential to understanding our present.  But what 

happens to those whose histories have been buried, erased, or ignored? What psychological 

insights are afforded to the various societies whose histories are not represented in the master 

historical narratives of a place or time? Historian G.J. Renier asserts in History: Its Purpose and 

Method, that “[h]istory is the story of human beings…[t]he deeper our human understanding, the 

better our history; the broader our historical knowledge, the richer our psychological insight.”317 

One way in which histories are being recovered is through public history. 

Public history in the United States can be traced as far back as the nineteenth century.  

Historian Michael Kammen states: 

[The] institutional genesis of public history can be found in the antiquarian impulses and 

chauvinistic imperatives of nineteenth-century collectors, historical museums, state 

historical societies, organizations like the East India Marine Society of Salem, 

Massachusetts, and neo-governmental institutions like the military academies and the 

Naval War College….In these instances, public history – or proto-public history, perhaps 

– fostered state, regional and national pride while enhancing a unified vision of national 

identity in terms of moral mission and Anglo-Saxon racial superiority.318  

 

As illustrated, “proto-public history” served to “foster” a sense of “state, regional, and national 

pride,” while also enhancing a “moral mission and Anglo-Saxon racial superiority.” For those 

who relate to these identifiers, the impact of proto-public history supported and enhanced their 

understanding of identity. Why, then, is public history significant to this work?  Public history 

provides a means of distributing history outside traditional venues. 

 A significant shift in the field occurred during the second half of the twentieth century, 

evolving into what we now know as public history.  Kammen argues the change in public history 

                                                 
317 G. J. Renier. History: Its Purpose and Method. (Routledge Library Editions:  Historiography. New York: 

Routledge, 1950), 32. 
318 Michael Kammen. “Public History and National Identity in the United States.” American Studies, Vol. 44, 4, 

(1999), JSTOR, 459-475, (462-463). 
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occurred simultaneously with “the nature of national identity in the United States.”319  One of the 

watershed moments in public history has been identified as 1965, when the Immigration Act of 

1965 precipitated demographic changes in the nation. According to sociologists David S. 

FitzGerald and David Cook-Martín, “The 1965 immigration law quickly transformed the ethnic 

portrait of the United States. The European and Canadian share of legal immigrants fell from 60 

percent in the 1950s to 22 percent in the 1970s. By contrast, the Asian share of legal immigration 

rose from 6 percent in the 1950s to 35 percent by the 1980s and 40 percent in 2013.”320 This 

change in the ethnic makeup of the United States transformed the way Americans viewed 

themselves and their place in the country.   

Additionally, Chicano Studies programs were established.  According to historian 

Antonia Castañeda, the seventies and eighties were a time of considerable transformation for 

women of color in academia.  In her article “Que Se Pudieran Defender,” Castañeda presents a 

chronology of the activist changes that were occurring in the history departments of universities 

in California. She recounts her own experiences at Stanford in the 70’s as she challenged her 

adviser who insisted that Chicano history was not “an academic discipline.” 321Similarly, Emma 

Pérez experienced adversity at UCLA when her adviser stated that Pérez’s interest in “the 

Partido Liberal Mexicano, the Mexican Revolution, and the 1917 feminist Congress of Yucatán 

did not contribute to twentieth-century U.S. women’s, gender, or feminist history.”322 In the 

1980s, while at University of California, Berkeley, Deena González “disabused her adviser’s 

                                                 
319 Kammen, 460. 
320 David S. FitzGerald and David Cook-Martín. “The Geopolitical Origins of the U.S. Immigration Act of 1965.” 
Migration Policy Institute. 5 February 2015. In this article, the authors discuss the changes that occurred when 

President Lyndon Johnson signed into law the U.S. Immigration Act of 1965. 
321 Antonia I. Castañeda. ""Que Se Pudieran Defender (So You Could Defend Yourselves)": Chicanas, Regional 

History, and National Discourses." Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 22, no. 3 (2001): 118. 
322 Ibid, 116. 
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implicit construction of her as an immigrant and of nineteenth-century Chicana/o history as 

immigration history at their first meeting.”323 These women were breaking new ground in the 

field of history, researching and writing histories of women who had not been represented 

previously.   

Concurrently, universities across the country began to respond by creating public history 

curriculum.  According to the National Council of Public History, “The public history 

‘movement’ emerged in the United States and Canada in the 1970s, gaining visibility and 

influence through the establishment of public and applied history programs at universities.  The 

founding of the National Council on Public History dates to this period, as does its scholarly 

journal, The Public Historian.”324 As evidenced by Castañeda, Pérez, and González’s 

scholarship, there was not only a demand for the work to be done, but also a need for the public 

to have it.   

An escalation in the interest of public history manifested throughout the United States 

during the last decade of the twentieth century. Kammen explains how “[t]he 1990s became a 

decade of retrospective nostalgia – perhaps there is no other kind – but the nostalgia of those 

who have traditionally been on the margins does not often coincide with the sentiments of those 

whose lineage is primarily located in the mainstream.”325 Public history helped serve to the fill 

the void of communities who did not have chapters in the recorded histories of the nation in 

which they lived. As public historians began working in the various communities, histories were 

presented that included the populations whose histories had been hidden. 

                                                 
323 Castañeda, 118. 
324 “Where Did Public History Come From?” National Council of Public History. www.ncph.org., 2016. 
325 Kammen, 460-61. 

http://ncph.org/publications-resources/the-public-historian/
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Academia responded to the public need for more representation by creating Public 

History Programs.  Currently, the National Council of Public History reports 146 graduate public 

history programs in the United States.326 According to historian Philip Scarpino, “The primary 

difference between public and academic history is in the area of communication--in the 

audiences that we attempt to reach and in the products that we use to convey our scholarship to 

those audiences.”327 A primary result then is what historian Michael Frisch refers to as a “shared 

authority.”328 Public historians work closely in the communities in which their research resides.  

Interviews, oral histories, and presentations require skillful collaboration.  Historians Rachel 

Bernstein and Paul Mattingly identify three objectives that New York University’s Public 

History Program claims: 

(1) Its intensive and continuous collaboration with its varied publics has produced 

students with special sensitivities to authorship, to the contingency of evidence, and 

to the multiple ideologies in any historical interpretation; 

(2) Its production of public venues for scholarship itself transforms (not just preserves 

and disseminates) historical knowledge for both scholarly discourse and for relevant 

publics; and  

(3) Its engagement with different publics in historical debates and learning from their 

multiple perspectives reaffirm a scholarly process that is often lost in broader 

discussion of historiography.329 

 

Public history then employs a two-pronged approach, both scholarly discourse and public 

interaction, that serves to strengthen both the communities that are researched and the institutions 

that are doing the research.  Historian David Glassberg asserts that “[P]ublic historians routinely 

                                                 
326 “Guide to Public History Programs.” www.ncph.org., 2016. 
327 Philip V. Scarpino. "Some Thoughts on Defining, Evaluating, and Rewarding Public Scholarship." The Public 

Historian Vol. 15, No. 2 (Spring 1993): 55-61. 
328 Michael H. Frisch. A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Suny 

Series in Oral and Public History). Albany: State University of New York, 1990. 
329 Rachel Bernstein and Paul H. Mattingly. “The Pedagogy of Public History.” Journal of American Ethnic History, 

18, 1 (Fall, 1998), pp 77-92.  www.jstor.org/stable/27502374. 81. 

http://www.ncph.org/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27502374
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practice in multiple communities of discourse about the past...In presenting history to the public, 

they soon discover that the public is presenting history back to them as well.”330 

 As will be illustrated in this dissertation, reliance on the public, close collaboration with 

public institutions, and the dissemination of the information obtained provide for a stronger 

academic and civic product.  In order to create a space for various communities to be identified 

and become part of the historical narrative of any place or community, nontraditional evidence 

and presentation formats need to be employed.  Public history is one way in which previously 

hidden, erased, or ignored histories can become visible. As illustrated in a course description for 

Public History: “Public history is also history that belongs to the public.”331  

The following narrative presents, in a “non-traditional” manner the rendering of the 

historic event where the women and their lived experiences in this study were presented 

publically. 

Public Presentation 

September 20, 2014 has finally arrived.  The sun is shining and there is no hint of clouds or 

storms to be seen, unlike the previous few days when the monsoon weather appeared to be 

lingering forever.  Instead, electricity hums through the air; the excitement building up to today 

is now threatening to erupt out the top of my head and I struggle to focus on what remains to be 

done before the museum exhibit opening this afternoon.   

A dream visualized is about to become a dream realized.  In a few short hours, history will be 

in the making.  At 3 p.m. the official opening of the “Leaving a Legacy:  Women of Mexican 

                                                 
330 David Glassberg. “Public History and the Study of Memory.” The Public Historian, 18, 2 (Spring 1996), 7-23, 

www.jstor.org/stable/3377910. 23. 
331 History 659 “Public History.” The Department of History: Public History Courses. University of Massachusetts, 

Amherst. 2011.  
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Heritage in Douglas, Arizona during the 1920s, 30s, and 40s” begins.  This show, hosted in the 

Douglas-Williams House Museum, will be the first show to feature women of Mexican heritage 

in any formal manner in this border town.  The Douglas-Williams House Museum serves as the 

historical center for this once bustling city.  Built in 1909 by James S. Douglas, the son of the 

town’s namesake and founder, the 4,500 square foot home cost the copper magnate “$14,000, 

about $1.5 million today.”332 Now with the paint peeling and the siding cracking, the house’s 

exterior speaks of a time long gone, an era of prosperity vanished.   

The inside of the museum serves as a testament to the past as the museum rooms are filled 

with exhibits honoring the great events, citizens, and institutions of Douglas. Downstairs the 

living room, sitting room, dining room, and kitchen exhibit furnishings from the Douglas and 

Williams families.  There are substantial books, memorabilia, and artifacts that show what life 

was like in Douglas during its heyday.  Class photos, World War II photos, and various displays 

hang in swinging displays mounted on stands or directly on the walls.  The photos in transparent 

sleeves change dependent on the exhibit being presented.  However, the furnishings and the 

paintings are rarely disturbed.   

Heading up the stairs to the second floor, visitors always stop to pet and wonder at the stuffed 

mountain lion that stands guard there.  A full sized cat, this specimen controls the stairway, 

guarding the upstairs and keeping vigilance over the front door.  Visitors from out of state are 

reminded that this must be the Wild West.   

Upstairs, a bedroom is converted into an exhibit on the public school system of the area. 

There are pictures of classrooms, Joe Carlson, Elsie Toles, and other famous educators of and 

                                                 
332 The information about the Douglas-Williams House Museum is taken from the Douglas Historical Society’s 

website.  “Douglas-Williams House.” Douglas Historical Society. 
http://www.douglasazhistoricalsociety.net/douglas-williams-house.html. Accessed: 19 March 2016. 
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from Douglas. Even the Faras sisters, educators in Pirtleville, are featured here. Another room is 

dedicated to the smelter, the city’s source of livelihood for many decades.  A large panoramic 

photo of the smelter and its surroundings cover one wall.  Books, photos, and numerous artifacts 

of the PD and Calumet smelters are on display.  A third room houses the substantial camera 

collection of Martha Stolp, Douglas business woman and photographer of the Marti-Des Studio, 

who captured the lives of many Douglas residents in family portraits. There is also a bedroom 

upstairs dedicated to the Elías family of Sonora whose legacy stretches all the way from Sonora 

to Mexico City in the south and to Tucson in the north. The silence throughout the house reminds 

me that the ghosts of Douglas’ constructed past live on in relative quiet and contentment here in 

this museum.   

The exhibit of the women is in place.  Starting today, and for the next six weeks, the exhibit 

will reside in the dining room of the museum.  The stands are set up in a weaving pattern so that 

all three panels on the stands can be read without interference.  As a visitor winds her way 

through the exhibit, there is a dance like quality to the movement. Changing partners, learning 

about the women, the flow promotes a gentle, enlightening experience.  There are display cases 

containing various evidences of the women’s involvement and their lives.  Totita Ortega’s 

display contains her aprons, rolling pin, sewing accessories, and religious iconography – all 

representing her daily life.  In another display, there are letters from various political figures 

addressed to Lupe Jordan, Cleo Stanford’s Jefferson Award, and Certificates of Appreciation and 

Excellence for Celia Salazar.   

The cake has arrived, the food is being set up outside, and the chairs are all lined up.  The 

rain is gone, but in its place a heavy humid air envelops the museum. As the Douglas-Williams 
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House property fills with people, the silence is broken and the museum comes alive with laughter 

and excitement.  

 

Recognizing the Past and Applying it to the Present 

For a little over two years, I have been working on and imagining this day.  It all started 

when I learned from a friend that the University of Arizona was initiating a PhD program in 

Mexican American Studies.  This news set my mind thinking and my heart pounding.  For 

several years I have been collecting the stories of my mother’s family in Douglas, Arizona.  

Admission into this program would provide me the express opportunity to uncover what I have 

lived and understood, not only about the women in my family, but other women in my 

hometown. The individuals highlighted in the “Women of Mexican heritage in Douglas, Arizona 

during the 1920s-40s” exhibit experienced a far different Douglas than the one in which I was 

raised, in large part because the barriers and hardships they experienced resulted in innovative 

thinking and action that provided avenues of access for future generations - access that had been 

denied them.  

What I was not consciously prepared for, however, was the impact that this traveling 

museum exhibit would have on me, the responders of the study, and the audience who came to 

see it.  It is close to 3 p.m. and as if on cue, the crowd hushes.  All heads turn as a vehicle pulls 

up into the driveway.  Show time!    
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Figure 8: Honorees arriving to the event. 20 September 2015. Photo courtesy of De Lewis. 

The event began with four of the five respondents arriving in a limousine.  The fifth woman, 

Maria Luisa Rubio, was in Tucson and unable to attend. The other four women, Mary Sosa, Lupe 

Jordan, Josephine de la Torre, and Celia Salazar, all arrived in a limousine hired to pick them up 

at their homes and deliver them to the celebration. As the women exited the limousine, they were 

met by middle school female volunteers who escorted them up the porch where they sat as guests 

of honor.  As they walked up the sidewalk, the audience stood and applauded the women. The air 

filled with clapping, shouts, and love that became palpable, wrapping these women with love and 

admiration.  

The event began with a short introduction of the women and explanation of the purpose for 

the gathering. This was followed by two poems written and performed by Douglas High School 

Spoken Word Poets, Eva Sierra and Maria Galaz.  First they performed a collaborative poem, 

titled after the celebration: 
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Figure 9: Maria Galaz (l) and Eva Sierra (r) performing their poetry. Photo courtesy of De Lewis. 

 

Leaving a Legacy 

Women of the 30s, 40s, and 50s, 

Housewives, apron on, making tortillas. 

Submissive woman who lives to please her man. 

AAAAH! 

Douglas, Arizona has produced 

Women who have broken these norms 

Women who are anything but submissive, 

And certainly did not live to please no man. 

Today we feature, 

No – honor, 

A selection of women who have contributed to our community 

And paved the way for any woman this town has since produced. 

Women who are soldiers in a revolution of oppression, possession, and being overlooked, 

Reminding us that the female body is not an encasement, but rather, an empowerment. 

A refreshing reminder that being a woman does not make you an object of sex, 

Does not make you a machine that produces food, 

Does make you a voice, 

Does make you a mother, 

A probation officer, 

A campaign manager, 

A partera.   

Being a woman does empower you to be a business woman, 

a volunteer, an artist, a teacher. 

Y que nadien que haga creer que siendo mujer te hace inferior. 
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Next, Sierra performed a poem she has titled: 

“A 5-Part Thank You to Mexican Moms.” 

1. Food 

Thank you, mom, for the tacos.  For the tightly rolled burritos. Por el arroz y los frijoles porque 

hasta las comidas más sencillas te salen sabrosas.  For las docenas de tamales wrapped together 

with your gentle hands like a gift of nutrition.  Por la salsita fresca con cada comida.  For making 

sure I never go hungry. 

 

2. Language 

Gracias por el lenguaje español. For the silly dichos because they’re so ridiculously random but 

so damn relatable.  Knowing Spanish opens international doors and books and movies and 

poems and … 

 

3. Music 

I appreciate waking up to (or being woken up by) las canciones alegres.  Las canciones de 

tristeza y de felicidad.  I’ve never found a song that so accurately describes my feelings before 

coming across Marco Antonio Solis. I love how your body kind of just naturally sways to the 

beat of a cumbia.  How you get so angry but so damn happy when la Reina Jenni Rivera plays in 

the car. 

 

4. Sacrificio 

I wish I more often thanked you for the sacrifices you’ve made.  The extra hours you’ve worked 

to put clothes on our bodies.  Marrying a man you didn’t love so that we would have a home 

with both mother and father.  Leaving behind family, friends, and your home country so that we 

may grow up having more opportunities than you did. 

 

5. Love 

There’s nothing quite as sincere as a mother’s love.  Nada que se puede compara al cariño que 

demuestras, ama.  I feel bad for kids who never had a “sana, sana, colita de rana” heal a wound.  

Feel bad for kids who were never given manzanilla to cure at least 6 different things.  There’s 

nothing quite like the bond that is mother and child – madre y hijo. No warrior in any story has 

worked harder than a mother.  And I thank you now, mom, for whipping me into shape. For 

exposing me to my culture.  For loving me unconditionally. 

 

These two poems impacted the audience. Having the young voices performing in honor of the 

women who came before them underscored the importance of the women and the borders they 

have broken and also demonstrated a generational connection. Sierra and Galaz turned the 

microphone over to the musicians. The duo known as Earth Picks wrote a song specifically for 
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this occasion.  Using the transcript of my interview with Governor Castro, Jeff Sturges and Liz 

Lopez wrote a ballad that honored the life of Castro.333   

 
Figure 10:  Author (standing) with Honorees:  Josephine de la Torre (far left), Lupe Jordan (in front of author), Celia 

Salazar (second from right), Mary Sosa (far right). 

 

Following the entertainment, I invited only the guests of honor inside and provided them 

with a moment to see the exhibit themselves. They entered the museum through the front door.  

When it was first built and well into the 40s, people of Mexican heritage were only allowed in 

the service entrance.  Once the Williams family purchased the house, that changed, but this 

action on this day signified that women of Mexican heritage were here to be honored. 

Additionally, as the audience streamed into the building to view the display and visit with the 

honorees, the museum came to life. Many people mentioned that this was their first visit inside 

the museum.  

 Ortega’s great granddaughter was reunited with her father’s family.  The Castros showed 

up in numbers, celebrating their grandmother, great grandmother, and great great grandmother.  

Durazo’s family chuckled seeing themselves on her display, a family photo taken in the early 

                                                 
333 The song by Sturges and Lopez is titled “Chalita” and has been performed several times in various venues across 

the state.  In this manner, Castro’s story has reached a variety of audiences. 
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‘60s.  Salazar’s great granddaughters took photos of her display, capturing their great 

grandmother’s citizenship photo.  Laughter erupted everywhere as the museum turned into a 

reunion.    De la Torre was surrounded by her children, grandchildren, nieces, and nephews. It 

has been a very long time since this property experienced the liveliness and laughter that echoed 

throughout on this warm Saturday afternoon.   

 The following pages contain images of the museum exhibit.  The women are presented in 

alphabetical order:  
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Figure 11: Museum Board:  Josefa Vasquez Burgner. 
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Figure 12:  Museum Board: Rosario “Chalita” Castro.  
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Figure 13: Museum Board: Petra “Pete” Campas. 
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Figure 14:  Museum Board:  Josephine Burgner de la Torre. 
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Figure 15: Museum Board: Sally Dórame. 



   

194 

 

 
Figure 16: Museum Board: Beatriz K. Durazo. 
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Figure 17: Museum Board: Lupe Garcia Jordan. 
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Figure 18: Museum Board: Carmen Loftis. 
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Figure 19: Museum Board: Carlota Ruiz Ortega. 
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Figure 20: Museum Board: Mary Hickox Robinson. 
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Figure 21: Museum Board: Maria Luisa Rubio. 
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Figure 22: Museum Board: Celia Salazar. 
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Figure 23: Museum Board: Mary Sosa. 
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Figure 24: Museum Board: Cleo Jordan Stanford. 



   

203 

 

 
Figure 25: Museum Board: Maria del Refugio Bernal Vasquez.  
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Leaving a Legacy 

 September 20th is a day that I will long remember.  What I will also remember is how 

Douglas has not really significantly changed.  Despite an article published in the local weekly 

paper and the ad the museum director submitted announcing the event, there was no coverage by 

the local press.  The only mention in the local paper post event was when I submitted a letter to 

the editor thanking all those who made the event possible. The absence of any press coverage for 

the event brought back the realization that even today in Douglas, Arizona, where the current 

population is approximately 16,000, and 83% of the residents identify as Latino334, for some, 

women of Mexican heritage remain invisible. This absence underscored the importance not only 

of the event, but also of the traveling exhibit.    

In the ensuing seven months, the exhibit was displayed in nine other locations.  The 

exhibit received favorable comments at all the sites and I realized the power it promoted. 

Connections were made, questions were asked, and the traveling museum broke its own borders, 

traveling over 600 miles.  While all the sites were unique and exciting in their own manner, one 

left me breathless.   

On Friday afternoon, March 6th, 2015, the traveling exhibit was on display in Old Main, 

the oldest structure on the University of Arizona’s campus, and the current home of the 

administration of the university.  Up on the second floor, the displays were once again set up and 

as is appropriate for the venue, a wonderful lecture began.  Two faculty members from the 

Mexican American Studies Program supported this exhibit by speaking.  Professor Lydia Otero 

presented on “Reflections of Public History.” Otero discussed the myriad ways in which the 

histories of groups of people are being systematically and purposefully being buried and/or 

                                                 
334 “Quick Facts: Douglas city: Arizona.” United States Census Bureau. U.S. Department of Commerce. 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/0420050. Accessed:  4 June 2016. 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/0420050
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erased.  She also asked the audience to consider why this exhibit had to be a traveling exhibit.  

Where are the museums and spaces that recognize women of Mexican heritage in Arizona? 

Raquel Rubio-Goldsmith, University of Arizona lecturer, scholar, and local legend, spoke 

on “Reflections of Life in Douglas.”  Having been born and raised in Douglas, Rubio Goldsmith 

provided a perspective of life in Douglas from the 40s and 50s.  Her experiences, while quite 

similar to many of the respondents in terms of education and opportunity, also illustrate the 

changes that occurred.  Although they were subtle changes, they demonstrated the movement in 

a positive direction. 

Following the lectures, the audience stayed to visit with the one respondent from the 

study that was able to appear.  Lupe Jordan, sitting in her wheelchair, visited with various 

students from the Mexican American Studies Department who attended the lecture. She 

answered questions, discussed her passion for elections, the love for her husband and softball, 

and generally basked in the attention and recognition she was receiving. This was a beautiful 

afternoon, filled with enlightening lectures, engaging company, and smiling faces.   

Of significance, although none of the fifteen women presented in this study had the 

luxury or opportunity to attend this university, many of their children and grandchildren did.  Six 

of Josephine de la Torre’s seven children attended and one of her grandchildren.  Castro’s son 

Raúl graduated from the Law College, Totita Ortega’s son Mike attended UA and is now serving 

as Tucson’s City Manager.  Maria Luisa Rubio’s daughter Raquel is a lecturer and valued 

member of the Mexican American Studies Department.  Josephine Burgner’s granddaughter 

Lupe was the first of her grandchildren to graduate with a terminal degree, from the University 

of Arizona’s Pharmacy College.  

 As I embarked on this dissertation research, I knew that the exhibit would be a powerful 
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component of the process.  What I had not expected, however, was the impact that this exhibit 

and the subsequent lectures and conversations that resulted from the displays would produce. 

One woman, who viewed the exhibit in Douglas, sent me a copy of her birth certificate. In the 

bottom right hand corner, Castro’s signature is boldly displayed. The note accompanying the 

birth certificate explained how the woman was so happy to know who delivered her.  An 

encounter in Benson resulted in a woman asking me why she had never heard of these ladies 

before, or for that matter, any ladies of Mexican heritage in Cochise County.  Women in Nogales 

asked if someone could do an exhibit on the women in their community.  These comments 

reinforced in my mind the importance of this research.  There is a visceral need to connect with 

the past.   

 The advances made for women of Mexican heritage in Douglas did not happen by sheer 

chance.  Their active participation in this community helped to pave the way for others to follow.  

Currently, Douglas has six councilmembers, and two are women of Mexican descent – Margaret 

Morales and Patricia Morales Lopez.335  They join in the tradition that was begun so long ago 

when Stanford ran for the office, knowing in her heart that she would never win.  When she 

broke that initial barrier, it became easier for others to follow.   

Borrowing from Blackwell’s “retrofitted memory,”336 I have placed the older history of 

Douglas, Arizona alongside with the counter-memory of the actions of women who 

demonstrated that they could break through walls to create their own space in Douglas.  Through 

                                                 
335 “Mayor and Council.” City of Douglas. City of Douglas.  2009. http://www.douglasaz.org/mayor-and-council. 

Accessed: 21 March 2016. 
336 Maylei Blackwell, noted Chicana feminist, defines retrofitted memory as follows: “Retrofitted memory is a form 

of counter memory that uses fragments of older histories that have been disjunctured by colonial practices of 

organizing historical knowledge or by masculinist renderings of history that disappear women’s political 

involvement in order to create space for women in historical traditions that erase them.  It draws from other Chicano 

cultural practices, such as the rasquache aesthetic, or customizing of cars, that use older parts (or what is spit out as 

junk in global capitalist forms of production and waste) to refine existing bodies or frameworks” (2), in ¡Chicana 

Power!: Contested Histories of Feminism in the Chicano Movement.  Austin:  University of Texas Press, 2011. 

http://www.douglasaz.org/mayor-and-council
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their employment of la facultad in the areas of business, religion, and social activities, the 

women in this study worked hard not only to make themselves visible, but also to make their 

community stronger.  Whether it was by playing softball, supporting their church, or opening a 

business in Douglas, these women actively “refus[ed] to participate,” in the oppressive nature of 

the company town. 337  While for some of them economic dependency on Phelps Dodge was a 

fact of life, they recognized their ability to work around the system that was set up to make them 

less than equal.  The women in this study utilized what they had, to create what they could 

envision.  While only a few of the original members of the study are still alive, their memory 

lives on in this dissertation.  These are women who resisted the narrative that was being written 

for them by the Phelps Dodge Corporation and border politics.  They not only succeeded in 

creating their own support system, they learned to navigate the emotional and economic waters 

of life on the border.   

 It is only through their stories, and the gathering of evidence that these historical 

narratives will be preserved, however.  Currently there is no place in Douglas that honors or 

acknowledges the efforts of women of Mexican heritage.  This dissertation serves as a repository 

that can be built upon.  This can only be a beginning. Their actions, contributions, and 

connections demonstrate the significance of their roles in this community and deserve to be as 

valued as the memory of Phelps Dodge or the public school system.   

 Due to their influence, I was able to pursue this research.  Furthermore, the stories of 

these women have connected family members, community members, and institutions.  By 

placing this work into the history of Mexicanas in the borderlands and in the United States, their 

lives and work will continue to inspire.   

                                                 
337 Keith Stanford, Digitally recorded interview, 22 August 2014. 
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While the family members and the women themselves often considered their actions 

quotidian at best, I argue that it was through their perseverance, vision, and actions that they 

were able to make significant changes in the lives of Mexican American women in Douglas.  

They challenged the status quo, actively participated, and effectively shifted the role of 

Mexicanas in Douglas.   They refused to remain in situations that limited their contributions, 

whether it was in their church participation, their civic experiences, or their business actions.  
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Sosa, Mary.  In discussion with the author, 23 August 2014. 

 

Spikes, Lucia Vasquez. In discussion with the author, 5 April 2014. 
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