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PREFACE

This study was undertaken knowing full well that there were
few documentary sources of information about the Mexican ethnic
group in Kansas. The writer appealed to wvarious agencies in the
State, but found that little information was available that might
shed light upon the subject. Consequently, numerous Mexican Amer-
icans were interviewed in order to gain information and historical
facts about the Mexican pecople themselves. This method of gaining
information might be questioned by some observers because of the
possible biased attitudes of the Mexican Americans and their edu-
cation, or lack of it. Yet, much of this data was screened and
substantiated, wherever possible., It should also be remembered
that in the pursuit of information about many minority or ethnic
groups, source material is extremely scarce, and therefore, all
possible avenues of inquiry must be explored.

No deliberate effort was made in this study to compare the
Mexican ethnic group with other nationaiity or ethnic groups. But
where appropriate in order to clarify, attempts were made to dif-
ferentiate between members of-this ethnic group in Kansas and those
in other geographical regions of the United Stateé.

I also wish to take this space to thank all those who have
been of assistance in the preparation and writing of this thesis.
The staff of the Kansas State Historical Society deserves special
thanks for its help in making newspaper collections and census data
available, and the Kansas State University Interlibrary Loan Depart-
ment merits praise in obtaining source material.

I extend ny appreciation to Dr. Homer Socolofsky and menbors

of my committee who provided guidance and advice which was helpful



during the course of this project. I also wish to express my
gratitude to the Mexican American community in Kansas, especially
those who welcomed me into their homes and were kind enough to
respond to my guestions.

Acknowledgement and appreciation are expressed to my family
who was understanding and thoughtful while this study was in

progress.
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INTRODUCTION
The aims of this thesis are twofold, Since the location of
Mexican settlements in Kansas has been determined by their occu-

pation, the first and major portion of this thesis (a general

survey) will deal with Mexicans in Kansas until about 1940, This

section will be in terms of the first generation immigrant olmost

o s T 1 W i e S 1

zclusively and point to its origins, distribution and occupations,
Until Yorld Yar IT lexicans were largely confined to railrxoad con-
struction and maintenance, meat-packing, salt and sugar beet pro-
duction.

The latter section of the thesis will present a study on the
Hexican ethnic group in Topeka, Kansas. Here an analysis will be
made of the economic and social climate which either retarded or
stimulated advancenert. To what extent social mobility has been
exhibited will be the prime emphasis of this section, and it will
include post World War II data.

The term lexican, as used in this paper, refers to persons with
Spanish surnames who come from Spanish-speaking parentage. As might
be expected, the term also means a person born in liexico and a child
or grandchild or later descendants of such an immigrant. In speak-
ing of the southwest the word Anglo is here employed to refer to
anyone who is not a Spanish-speaker or an Indian. Hispano or Spanish
American is used in describing those persons whose ancestors have
lived in the southwestern region for 300 or more years, The term
Mexican American is employed for the period of World War II and the
post-war period; when many became naturalized citizens, All these
terms are used without emotional connotations.

Most of the studies on the liexican ethnic group have been under-

taken in the ~American southwest and California whera the largest
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2
concentrations of this groun reside, The literature that deals with
the Hexican in the lidwest, and Kansas in particular, is extremely
limited., In terns of the arrival of other immicrant groups, the
lexxicons were the latest stock to arrive in Kansas.1 Only recently
has there been a revival of interest in the life of the llexican in
the United States. By virtue of its size, social position and
dynanic character this minorityv group merits detailed and compre-
hensive study., It is for this purpose that this study was under-
taken,

Topekea was the site selected for the social mobility regearch.
This community has lonc keen noted for its connection with the rail-

, an industry which wos instrumental in hkringing iexican labor
to the State of Kansas. The Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad
in particular was conspicuous in the development and growth of this
city. Track lines of the Santa Fe Railroad traverse this community,
and a large railroad shop is also a physiéal feature of this city.
Any study of the Mexican ethnic group must include its role in the
building and maintenance of the railroads in the Southwestern and
Midwestern sections of the United States.2

Though Mexican communities are established in other cities of
Kansas, it was felt that this city would be representative of other

cities in Kansas where railroad employment was widespread that have

a Hexican population, Again, the selection of Topeka was partially

1 ; . ; . -
“J. i'eale Cagrman, "Forelign Language Units in Ilensgs," Veol. 1L,

(unmublished manuscrint at the University of Kensas and the Kansas

Historical Society, Towneka, Kansas), n. 215; John D. Bright, ed.,

Kansas: The First Century, Vol. I, (Hew York, 1956), p. 3G6.

7 o) . %% i . s e o R P .
"f"’“'?"' iy T ‘r_‘ Tl es : e ey ( T eyl . i ) ,,»" e ‘1‘._.,..:.,:‘1,437.

comoany, 1844), pr, 223-2Z4,



3
chosen because of the limited available time and energy in collect-
ing data, the proximity, and most importantly, the fact that this
city received an influx of Hexican immigrants in the first two
cdecades of the twentieth century. Consecuently, this city developed
a sizable colony of lexicans who have remained fairly stable in
population to the present period.

As the Mexican ¢gained permanent residence in the Midwest he
was obliged to make comple:x adjustments to the economic and social
patterns of the American urban culture, The nature of this trans-
formation and the processes of adjustment are largely unstudied.

The growth and stability of the Mexican pepulation in the city of
Topeka seemed a promising setting for research of the lMexican
ethnic croup.

Unfortunately, few written records have been left or maintained
in the Hexican ethnic communities. Uritten testimony by lexicans is
rare, ovwing to the fact that the majority of lMexicans have heen and
continued to b+ until very recently, extensively illiterate,3 but
one source of ‘nformation about the economic and social condition
of the Mexican is the Decennial Census of the State of Kansas, This
Census, which was last taken in 1925, provides data on the entire
population of s community: occupation, place of birth, literacy,
pronerty holdings and other useful information., These facts surple-
mented by contemnorary newspapers, local parish and school records
make it possible to delineate the differences between the two cener-
ations studied. To supplement this data, specific information was

obtained from interviews with wvarious members of the Mexican American

“Josevh lavarro, "Fhe llexican-imerican and History," The
Journol of lerican~imerican History I (Fall, 1970), p. 44,
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communities, From this nrimarv material it was possikle to cstab-
lish the social and econonic rosition of the llerrican.

Particular attention has heen paid to social and occuvational
mobility of various immigrant croups in the United States., The
major sources of such mobility appear to be interrelated nrocesses
of industrialization, urbanization and migratioﬁ.é Though these
processes cannot be separated entirely, it is possible to demon-
strate how the llexican ethnic group was affected hy the industrial
and urban society of the United Stotes,

Since the Immigration Cuota Zcts of 1921 and the National
Origins Act of 1924 slowed the influ: of immigrants from EZuropean
countries, diplbmatic and economic circumstances allowed a free
flow of llexican labor. The bulk of the Mexican population thus
represents part of an immigration pattern formerly dominated by
Furopeans. Just as the demand for cheap unskilled labor had drawn
the Duropean peasants to the cities of the East and North, expansion
and specialization in both agriculture and industrv in the American
southwest attracted inerpensive and mobile lahor. The lexican peon
was the labor supply to £ill these necds. Internal Mexican vnoliti-
cal and econonic conditions served as expulsive forces conplimenting
the economic resulrements of the Southwest,

The Mexican first underwent a transition from a rural necasant
to 2 migrant laborer. ‘hen the Easterﬁ ond Midwestern cities
begen to exhoaust their cheap lalkor resources, they wvere forced to

(o 4.

of thé Southwest and Hexieo. Thus,

o
5]

draw upon the labor rescrv

the lerdcan becan the transition from a micrant labor Lo an urnan

CSevoour ., Linget and Reinhard Bendi:, Social Mobilityv in
Indmstrial Scociety (Derikeley, 1954), p. 204,




industrial worker.

The economic and social situation of the Mexican immigrant in
the first three decades of this century was gualitatively different
from that which existed before 1900. . Generally, the European
immigrant

entered the life of the United States at a status
equal to that of the older resident. So far as

law and the formal institutions of the nation were
concerned, the newcomers were one with those long
settled in the Wew World. The immigrants could not
impose theilr own ways upon society:; but neither
were they constrained to conform to those already
established. To a significant degree, .the newest
Americans had a wide realm of choice,

By the time the Mexican peon contacted the midwestern urban
area and found it expedient or desirable to remain there, the class
and economic structure had taken on more rigid social and economic
characteristics: fluidity and rapid expansion had been appreciably
slowed. The peon from rural Mexico was abruptly recast as an urban
laborer,

The Mexican worker had his genesis in a rural peasant culture
with scant contact with traditional stabilizing forces. He was in
but not of the American culture, Constantly in search of employ-
ment, and outside normal acculturation, the "American style of
life" remained largely unknown to him,

The HMexicans' traditional habits, customs and culture were
subject to modification over a period of time in the United States.
Their peasant background in lexico and migratory employment in the

American southwest meant that family, education, religion, economic,

housing and other cultural patterns would undergo a transformation

-
“Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted (Boston: Little, Brown and Co.,
1951), p. 5.
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over several generations. The social and cultural structures of
the liexican ethnic group has undergone modifications as may be
seen by a comparison of the migrant generation and their progeni-
tors,

There can be little doubt that the Mexican immigrant experi-
enced frustration, disappointment and criticism in his adjustment
to the industrial and urbanized society in the United States.
Unlike the European immigrant whom he often replaced in industrial
and agricultural employment, his adjustment had just begun. Cne
of the pioneering scholars in immigration history noted in the
1930's that the “"problem of the European immigrant" had disappeared
by the immigrants' constant adjustment to American society.6 The
enactment of the guota laws in 1924 and depression in the same
decade cut off the Atlantic immigration drastically, and conseguently,
these immigrants "ceased to be a problem."7 Replacing the European
immigrant was the Mexican whose efforts at accommodation and con-
cilation conjured up feelings of hostility for those with whom the
Mexican came in contact,

Many problems of adjustment for the first generation immigrants
were passed on to their offspring. Language, religion, customs and
family life could hardly be modified because their honme had been
moved two thousand miles northward., The gap between the genera-
tions widened as sons and daughters failed to conform to their
parents dictates. LEssentially the problem of the second generation

"was that of inhabiting the world of their parents and the world of

6 . . ;
Marcus L, Hansen, "The Problem of the Third Generation
Teedgrard, ® Euguekans Uishordeal Socioby Publienbiens (1832), =, 109,

7Ibid., p. 107,
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American cultures; on age-old problem much the same as encountered

by earlier non-nglish speaking immigrants.



CHAPTER I
HNISTORICAL DACKGROUND OF THE MEXICAN IIT THE UNITED STATE

Although itinerant Hexicans were. found in Kansas before 1900,
few Mexican families settled in the State until the twentieth
century. As late as 1900 imnmigrant lMexicans were seldom found

1

more than a hundred miles from the Mexican-American border, hbut
by 1908 the distribution of Mexicans was far more widespread.l At
the end of the first decade of this century unskilled Mexican
laborers could be found as far east as Chicago and as far north as
yoming and San Francisco.2 IThis widespread distribution which
resulted in an increase of the lexican population in Kansas fron
71 in 1900 to 8,429 in 1910.can be attributed not only to conditions
in Mexico but also to those in the United States.3

The differences in the economic development of two countries
which are closely related to one another by a lengthy common border
are necessary conditions for substantial population movements
between them. In the case of Mexico and the United States, although
such conditions were present for some time, major migration between
them did not take place until the twentieth century. There are
two reasons for this delay. TFirst, the Mexican society was not
conducive to large demographic movements until the railroad system

was developed to link Mexico with the world market, which was

Yictor s. Clark, "Mexican Labor in the United States,"
Bulletin of the Bureau of Laboxr, XVII, (1908), p. 466.

21hid,

Hanuel Tanie, Hanican Imbdgration to the United Sitotes (Hew
e dboest AR R ok LY

York: Arno Press, 1963), p. 24.
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accomplished about the end of the nineteenth century.4 Also, the
demands of the American economy, at various stages of development,
was satisfied by the historic pattern of Buropean immigration.

The developing demand for labor in the United States coincided
with the availibility of Mexican migrants who arrived in largest
numbers between 1900 and 1930. Thus, Mexican immigration into the
United States was fundamentally an economic phenomenon, "the auto-
matic result of increasing demand for labor in the one country and
available supply of laborers in the other.”5 Immigration was not
only attrﬁggg§myguﬁbe‘Unitgd ?tatgs but was likewise propelled by
conditions in Mexico. B

The most constant propelling force appears t; be the "chronic
economic misery of the lower classes that make up the bulk of the
population.”6 These classés were completely dominated by the
Spaniards for three centuries, and were then controlled by a greedy
clergy who imposed the Inguisition until it was abolished early in
the nineteenth century. The Inguisition placed in the hands of the
Catholic hierarchy a powerful weapon. This was a vital factor in
enabling the Church to amass vast wealth and secure all sorts of
special privileges.7 The net result of this exploitation, coupled
with a feudal economic system, produced mass debt peonage in Mexico.

Though peonage rested solely upon custom rather than legal sanction,

4prank Tannenbaum, The Mexican Agrarian Revolution (New York:
1928), p. 24.

SGamio, p. 30.

®1pid., p. 35.

"Arturo M. Tlias, The Mevican Peonle and the Church (ieu
York: n.d.1, p. 8.
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the peon was bound in debt to the large estates in Mexico until he
escaped this relationship by sacrifices -- such as the sale of
_ livestock or crops or by loans of money from a patron or relative.
It was the members of this class who most freguently left HMHexico
and immigrated to the United States,

These immigrants were predominately the déscendents of the
Indian tribes whose highly developed civilizations were so dis-
rupted by the Spanish invasion that they retained only vestiges of
their former culture, which was replaced by a peon culture largely
based on agriculture., Only a small proportion of the population
of lexico was of European origin and few of this group migrated.
The physical characteristics of the mestizo population, which rep-
resented sixty percent of the population of Mexico in 1921,8
resulted through intermarriage between the native Indian races in
Mexico and the Spanish population. The mestizos physical features
are primarily Indian. These features and dark color of their skin
point to a high degree of ethnic visibility when set down in the
United States,

Not only was the immigration selective in terms of the mestizo
class, but immigrants came in largest numbers from the Central
Plateau region of liexico. This region comprised the group of states
northwest of the Valley of Mexico. It was in the states of Jalisco,
Michoacén, Guenajuato, Zacatecas and Aguas calientes that the agri-
cultural situation was most unfavorable to the peon,9 even though

this area was the most fertile and densely populated region of

8 . : . . .
Paul S. Taylor, Mexican Labor in the United States: HMigration
Shrtindion | Deshelepy University of Caldformia, 1948},

9Gamio, p. 35.
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Hexico. Here the peon was submerged in indebtedness and lived a
life of misery that bordered on starvation, There was little wonder
why the lexican in this region looked northward for better and more
secure employment with more remunerative wages offered,

Wage differentials, especially common lakor, were so great
between the two countries, that many persons could make more money
by working three months in the United States than in a whole year
in Hexico. lage rates before the Revolution in 1910 were as low as
twenty-five cents a day with little hope of advancement.lo Inter-
woven with this purely economic advantage was family attraction,
most commonly observable in cases where a successful immigrant urged
other members of his family to journey north to share in the great
opportunities.

The expulsive forces in Mexico were more varied and less sig-
nificant. They include political disorders, religious disturbances,
grinding poverty and the tremendous obstacles the Mexicans encoun-
tered in attempting to advance themselves. These forces coincided
with periods of prosperity and high wages for labor in the United
States and, therefore, are difficult to measure. Most important
of these forces were the internal political disturbances.

The violence of the Mexican revolutionary movements provided
an additional incentive to migrate, As the railroads linked the
two countries, lexican immigrants found they preferfed the freedom
and opportunity in the'Uﬁiﬁéd”gféfés;Wﬂégﬁe;liéfiuénéed by American
workers, agitated for reforms to improve the economic and social
position of the peon in Mexico. When these desired reforms were

not forthcoming, a series of revolutions ensued, developing from

10155a., pp. 159-163.



12
north to south, from the direction of their United States source.ll
The Revolution that erupted in 1910 lasted for anprovlmately seven
yeargllz and during this time many peonle left MEKICO as they grew
tired of such widespread disorder and uncertainty. Furthermore,
times were hard in Mexico and employment was scarce, a situation
"that caused hundreds of thousands to cross over into the United
States to engage in seasonal labor or to establish themselves
permanently.“l3

Though the bulk of this movement was to the border states
adjdining Mexlico, many migrants moved northward into the eastern
and midwestern states to f£ill the demand for unskilled labor,
Facilitating this northward migration was the railroad which had
developed slowly in Hexico because of the revolutions prior to
1877 and the diplomatic rifts between Mexico and the United States.
The discovery of gold in California sent the tide of immigrants
elsewhere, further contributing to the late introduction of the
railroad to Mexico. However, once begun, the railways in Mexico
grew rapidly.

Needing unskilled labor for their construction and maintenance,
the lexican railways drew upon the agricultural population along
the lines. After this source of labor was exhausted, they drew
14

upon the workers of the more populous regions of Central Mexico.

This constant movement of labor northward inside of Mexico itself

e Howard ¥, Cline, Mexico: Revolution to Evolution, 1940-1960
(Wew York' 1963) D« 24.

lZMary Williams, The People and Politics of Latin America
(New York: 1945), p. 501.

Y
““Clark, p. 470,

1 hid.



I3
supplied the growing demands of the less developed states, and this
supply was ultimately absorbed by the still more exigent demand --
as expressed in wage rates -- of the border states of the United
States. CExamples of this movement are evident in the statements
of officials of the MNational Railroad of Mexico. In 1907 it was
noted that "about 1,500 laborers had been brought north to work on
the upper section of the road, but practically all of them had

15 there was

ultimately crossed over into Texas," Besides this,
doubtless some recruiting, direct or indirect, by the represent-
atives of American employment agencies and business concerns. The
contract labor and immigration laws of the United States were
designed to apﬁly to seaports and to overseas immigrants, therefore,
these provisions were not difficult to evade, because they were so
inapplicable to conditions on the lexican border.

It is difficult to ascertain precisely how many Mexicans came
to the United States in the period from 1900 to 1930 but it is
génerally agreed that the number was in excess of a million.16
Prior to 1900, the Mexican who immigrated.settled in the American
southwest, and nine-tenths of the post-1900 immigrants also settled
in this region. The rapid increase of Hexican immigrants in the
border states and as far away as Kansas, can be seen in the follow-

ing table.l7

1544,

Oucuilliams, p. 163.

~
1 U.S. Bureau of Census
1930: Tovlation Vel. IT, I

Fifteenth Census of the United States,

26
B e

L

’



14

TABLL 1

POPULATION OF HMZXICANS IN FIVE
SOUTIIMMESTERY STATES AND KANSAS

1500 1916 1920 1930
Arizona 14,171 29,987 61,580 114,173
California 8,086 33,694 88,881 368,013
Colorado 274 25002 11,037 57,676
Hew Mexico 6,640 11,918 20,272 59,340
Texas 71,062 125,016 251, 827 683,681
Kansas 71 8,429 13,770 22,500

“Hector Franco, "Mexicans in the State of Kansas," Unpublished
Master's thesis, (Wichita State University, 1950), p. 53.

On the national level, it is estimated that the Mexican pop-
ulation in the United States by 1930 was just uhder 1.5 million
when one includes the illegal immigration figures.l8 Arriving in
poverty, unable to speak English, and facing the anti-Mexican

19 . .
the Mexican was at a dis-

prejudice engendered decades before,
advantage and greatly in need of assistance upon his arrival in
the United States.

The attitude of Americans in the southwest toward the lexican
that arrived after 1900 had long been established. In retrospect
one sees the Anglo pushing westward into what was to become the

State of Texas as early as 1822, These Anglos who eventually

Aominated the southwest were unsympnathetic toward Mexican culture.

18Manuel Servin, "The Pre-ilorld ilar II Mexican-American: An
Interpretation,” California Historical Society Quarterly XXXXV,
(December, 1956}, p. 327.
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