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Abstract

Latin Americans have been a part of the geography and history of Oklahoma since the
sixteenth century. Over the past two centuries, Latinos have trekked to Oklahoma to
escape odious conditions in their mother countries. Hispanic immigrants came and
continue to migrate to the United States. Oklahoma’s employment opportunities made
this state an attractive homeland for many Latinos and continue to draw new immigrants.
Hispanics helped construct much of Oklahoma’s infrastructure, albeit the Great
Depression led many immigrants to return to their mother countries or search for refuge
elsewhere. Since World War 11, the Latino population has increased significantly in
Oklahoma, just as it has in many other U.S. states. The sheer number of Latinos,
concomitant with the support of various Latino agencies in Oklahoma, has facilitated the
process of Latinization in many Oklahoma towns and cities. This study examines three of
those places: Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon. Each city has its own story of the way
Latinization occurred. The findings suggest that Latinization is not simply a spontaneous
result of the presence of so many Hispanics in these areas but is rather a palpable result of
the combination of their perseverance through hard times, their innate yearning to
establish a sense of place, and the invaluable support from Latino assistance

organizations.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

For over 450 years, Latinos® have been a part of Oklahoma’s history. The Spanish
initially claimed Oklahoma, particularly the Oklahoma Panhandle. The conquistadores
were the earliest known group of Europeans to enter what is present-day Oklahoma.? The
first exploration was by Francisco V&squez Coronado and his army in 1541 on their trek
to conquer the Seven Cities of Cibola or Quivira.? During his mission, he journeyed over
the northwest plains through the area known today as the Oklahoma Panhandle and
crossed again on his route back to New Spain, present-day New Mexico.* Around the
same time of Coronado’s brief expedition, another Spanish conquistador, Hernando de
Soto, possibly traversed the southeastern portion of Oklahoma and encountered the
various Indian tribes in the region.> Don Juan de Ofiate headed the last notable Spanish
voyage through Oklahoma in 1601.% He and his crew walked along the San Buenaventura
(Canadian) River and hiked through the Antelope Hills in the westernmost part of the
state, beguiled by the splendor of the Great Plains.” From 1541 to 1700, Oklahoma was
Spain’s northern frontier in the New World but was not as important to them as New
Mexico.? Oklahoma, therefore, was little more than an isolated peripheral frontier for the
Spaniards.®

Since Spain lacked interest in and control over the area, France began exploring
Spanish territory and created the new prefecture of Louisiana that included all of current-
day Oklahoma.'® Because of economic reasons, the French wanted to make use of the
navigable Arkansas River tributary system, especially near its amalgamation with the

Mississippi River. They claimed Oklahoma from 1700 to 1763. After France lost to



England in the French and Indian War (1754-63), the French renounced their land claims
west of the Mississippi.** Consequently, Louisiana Territory returned to undisputed
Spanish control.*?

Spain ruled Oklahoma for another thirty-seven years. In 1800, King Charles IV of
Spain and Napoleon Bonaparte of France created an accord returning Louisiana to
France.™ In 1803, France sold Louisiana to the United States (U.S.). After exploration of
the Louisiana Purchase area, the U.S. negotiated the Adams-Onis Treaty (the
Transcontinental Treaty) in 1819.* This treaty placed the Oklahoma Panhandle back
under Spanish control. In 1821, however, Spain recognized Mexico as a sovereign nation
and included the Panhandle in Mexico’s domain. Thus, from 1821 to 1836, the Panhandle
was part of the Mexican frontier. The secession of Texas in 1836 led to the end of
Mexican control in Oklahoma. Mexico ignobly refused to acknowledge Texas’
independence or its annexation to the U.S. from 1836 to 1848.% It was not until after the
Mexican American War (1846-1848) that Mexico conceded the land with the signing of
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848."° The impact of Mexicans and
other Latin Americans in Oklahoma, however, endured. That perpetuating perseverance
and the emergence of energetic, excited-to-be-American-and-Latin-American leaders
have facilitated a process of Latinization—the impress of Latino cultural attributes on
various aspects of society—upon the country and upon landscapes in many U.S. cities.
Significance

Unfortunately, the people of this unique culture have been unable to, have had
little interest in, or have not been encouraged to record their history in Oklahoma. Tulsa,

with the second largest Hispanic population in the state, has been the subject of more



studies than any other Oklahoma city. The statewide mushrooming Latino population,
however, deserves more in-depth study, particularly since the Latino imprint on many of
Oklahoma’s cultural landscapes has become ubiquitous over the last twenty years.

This thesis will combine work in the fields of historical geography, cultural
history, and cultural geography to add to the historic and geographic literature of this
ethnic group. In particular, I will examine Latinization in three Oklahoma cities—
Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon. Historical geography is imperative to this study.
One must trace the Hispanic population influx and settlement locations and patterns in
Oklahoma and study the changes over time and place in order to assess how these locales
adjusted to the growing Hispanic population. Additionally, the researcher must sift
through archives and other historical documents that record these changes to fully grasp
the Oklahoma Latino movement over time. Cultural history is just as important because it
provides insight into the common traditions these individuals brought with them from
their original homelands to Oklahoma. Cultural history also involves studying important
leaders because they influence, guide, and unite others. Cultural geography is also a
significant part of this thesis because a considerable portion of this manuscript explores
the ongoing Latinization of the cultural landscape. Bright colors, Spanish-language
billboards, and other specific historical attributes of Latino heritage are linchpins of the
Latinized cultural landscape.

This thesis identifies the ways the Latino culture, over the last few decades, has
become embedded in Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon. | describe and interpret the
associated Hispanic landscape changes, including the opening of Latino-specific stores,

restaurants, and health clinics; the development of Spanish-language newspapers,



television shows, and radio stations; and the obvious characteristics of Latino culture,
such as vivid hues and flags, now prominent in these cities. Oklahoma City and Tulsa are
pertinent case studies because they have the largest Hispanic populations in the state, and
the aforementioned Latinization changes are conspicuous. Guymon’s mushrooming
Latino population, owing to the openings of a large corporate pork processing plant and
nearby corporate hog farms, made this an interesting case study because of its isolated
location and the relatively later onset of the Latinization that is occurring there. This
thesis, therefore, not only adds to the broader literature on Latinos in the U.S. and on the
Latinization of U.S. urban landscapes but also to the geography and history of Oklahoma.
Methods and Sources

Because the Latino population in Oklahoma is understudied, many questions
remain unanswered. For a geographer and historian, the dearth of secondary literature on
this topic makes it appealing for further study. For a geographer, the best way to study the
landscape is through firsthand interpretation, historical photographs, and oral interviews.
In order to construct this thesis, | spent many days in Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon
assessing and interpreting the landscape. In each area, | drove, walked, and questioned
passersby in order to assemble a better understanding of why Latino places are located
where they are and how they are connected to the larger urban area. To reach a deeper
understanding of the culture itself, I attended the local Hispanic/Latino festivals in each
of the cities discussed in this thesis. | visited Hispanic-owned businesses and ate in
Hispanic-run restaurants; informally, 1 asked basic questions about the length of time in

business and about the makeup of the clientele.



For a historian, the best way to study a topic is to investigate archival collections.
The Oral History Collection on Latinos at the Oklahoma Historical Society (OHS)
Research Library contained oral histories of some past and present Hispanic residents.
Additionally, the collections of photographs there are voluminous and make for an
extremely useful source for interpreting the changing landscape—particularly for
Oklahoma City. I visited the city libraries in Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon. Both
Oklahoma City and Tulsa have helpful vertical files, but the same information in
Guymon’s Public Library is available at OHS. The Western History Collection at the
University of Oklahoma in Norman had limited information regarding Latinos in the
state. Besides a few photographs, most of the information here concerning Hispanics
centered on a crime in the 1930s that involved two Mexican students. Another pertinent
archive for researching Latinos in Oklahoma is the Carmelite Archives at Marylake
Monastery, in East End, Arkansas. Personally conducted formal oral interviews, the U.S.
censuses, newspapers, and supportive secondary literature complete the list of sources
used for this study.
Chapter Summaries

This thesis is comprised of six chapters. The second chapter is the literature
review and contains five subdivisions. Information about Latino immigration and
settlement leads into Oklahoma-specific data. The third segment focuses on defining
Latinization. The subsequent two sections cover the Latino landscape impress in greater
depth.

Chapters Three, Four, and Five explain the Latinization in Oklahoma City, Tulsa,

and Guymon respectively. Each chapter contains five parts: an introduction, facts about



the Latinos in that particular city or area, discussion of the historical Latinization (or
historical development in the case of the city of Guymon), descriptions of the
Latinization of the cultural landscapes, and a conclusion. The introduction gives a broad
overview of the city’s history and ends with a thesis statement about the ways Latinos are
integrating in that area. The next section imparts census figures and articulates the initial
and ongoing reasons why Hispanics moved to the area. The historical Latinization
sections of Chapters Three and Four discuss the overlooked impact and history of Latinos
in Oklahoma City and Tulsa, focusing on settlement patterns, churches, and the first
Hispanic imprints and success stories. This section in the chapter on Guymon necessarily
covers the development of the new industry that brought about the city’s recent
Latinization. The succeeding sections explicate the current Latino impact in each city,
and the conclusions convey ongoing and future trends for the cities.

The final chapter links the thesis to the literature about Latinization cited in
Chapter Two. In addition, I discuss the similarities of the case studies and re-emphasize
the significant cultural changes. The conclusion ends with the Oklahoma Latinization
model, notes about the future trends of Latinization in Oklahoma, and the likelihood of

the continuation of Latinization.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
Latino Immigration and Settlement

For more than two centuries, Latin Americans have trekked to the U.S. to escape
odious treatment from various conquerors and rulers, to find work in order to provide for
their families, and to live the American dream. During the early 1800s, an inrush of
migrants came from Mexico. Vaqueros, or Mexican cowboys, drove cattle from the
southern Texas plains into New Mexico, Oklahoma, Kansas, Missouri, and Nebraska.
Their migration lasted only until the advent of the railroad system when freight cars
began to transport cattle, but many of their ranching methods are still in use.? When
railroad construction began, a large ingress of seasonal laborers came from Mexico and
followed these mobile jobs.® Contract laborers alighted near train depots across the U.S.,
including the main lines of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe (Santa Fe); the St. Louis
and San Francisco (Frisco); the Chicago, Rock Island, and Pacific (Chicago Rock Island);
and the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas (Katy).*

Many of the immigrants who came to Oklahoma or went farther north in search of
jobs, in the late 1800s and early 1900s, were from the more interior regions of Mexico.’
They had to “leapfrog” over the borderland Mexicans who were closer to the U.S and had
already taken most of the jobs in cities and on farms in Texas.® Some immigrants brought
their families and settled permanently within the U.S. Many migrants, however, came
solo and stayed in the states only for the work season, sending the majority of their
earnings back home to support their families.” Hispanics who entered the U.S. were

typically willing to take any job—whether arduous, dangerous, or temporary—in order to
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offer their families a better life.® Generally, the employment opportunities in the U.S.
labor market in the 1800s, like most of the railroad jobs, required unskilled labor;
ranching, mining, and seasonal agricultural work were jobs that were readily available at
the time.’

In addition to attracting immigrants, the development of the railroad system in the
U.S. fueled rapid industrialization and urbanization.'® After the completion of the
transcontinental railroad in 1869, much work remained; and the new railway network
made it even easier for more workers to enter the states, particularly during the 1900s in
the U.S. Southwest.** Subsequent to the economic boom of the early 1900s, the
depression of the late 1920s that lasted until the late 1930s affected not only Americans
in general but migrant workers as well—specifically Hispanics.*? Thus, the Great
Depression (1929-39) brought about a massive decline in the Latino population
throughout the U.S.*

After World War 11 (1939-45), however, suburbanization took root across the
U.S. Columbia University Professor Kenneth T. Jackson studied the country’s inimitably
American suburbanization process and concluded that, because land and cars were
inexpensive and easily obtainable, citizens could afford to live and play in neighborhoods
away from where they worked.'* Furthermore, the U.S. government, according to
Jackson, “put the foot to the floorboard in the drive toward suburban sprawl!” when, in the
1930s, the Federal Housing Administration created policies that made it easier for
middle-class citizens to purchase homes, thus causing home building to increase
significantly for many years thereafter.® By 1974, the total number of people living in

the suburbs equaled more than the total number of inhabitants living in rural and urban
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spaces combined.*® As one writer summarized, suburbs had “reshaped the face of
America since World War 11 and profoundly affected the country’s life and
institutions.”*” Suburbanization was an important reason why the next wave of Latino
immigrants could find work. Specifically, planners and developers required cheap labor
to construct suburban neighborhoods and shopping malls; and the upward-growing cities
required workers to erect more skyscrapers—particularly in major economic centers like
Chicago, Kansas City, Los Angeles, New York, and Phoenix.*®

Auspiciously for the U.S., continuing corruption within Latin American countries
resulted in more mass migration movements from the 1950s to the present day.'® For
example, tensions between the U.S. and Cuba in 1960 over Fidel Castro’s regime led to a
movement of anti-Castro Cuban immigrants to the U.S. and created a further spike in the
Latino population.?’ Many Cubans settled in Florida, New Jersey, and New York while
some found their way to Oklahoma.?

Numbers are obviously important for documenting Latino history and geography
in the U.S. In 1983, Douglas Massey and Kathleen Schnabel stated that the U.S. is one of
the only industrialized countries with no statistical system explicitly designed to collect
information on the number of and characteristics of immigrants.? The federal agency in
charge of this issue, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (I1.N.S.), is in place to
enforce immigration laws and not to collect and publish figures.?® Furthermore, all U.S.
censuses conducted until 1980 were somewhat erroneous because Latin Americans
simply did not have a specific race category on the census paperwork.** Some early
censuses, however, requested the specific country of origin. Consequently, the data these

authors gathered fills a void in the census data.
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Yearly Latino immigration to the U.S. rose from 59,000 for the year of 1960 to
193,000 in 1978.% During the span of those eighteen years, 2.4 million Latinos
immigrated to the U.S., with around fourteen percent of the total from Mexico, seven
percent from Cuba, and eleven percent from Central and South America.?® Not
surprisingly, Latino immigration rates fluctuated during those years. For instance, in
1964, the U.S. terminated the Bracero program, a plan that brought Mexican farm
laborers to the American Southwest; its demise led to a significant decrease in
immigration.?” From 1976 to 1978, the number of immigrants from Mexico increased 283
percent—from 33,000 to 92,000—because of economic strife in the country and
economic opportunity in the U.S.2% Moreover, immigration from Central and South
American countries rose fifty-six percent from 1970 to 1978, when it reached a peak of
71,000 immigrants, because of the political instability in those countries.?®

Several noticeable trends emerged from Latino immigration to the U.S. during the
1960s and 1970s. First, between one-third and one-half of all Latino immigrants came
from Mexico.*® Next, by the latter part of the 1970s, Central and South American
countries increased their contributions of migrants settling in the U.S., including
Oklahoma.*! Third, eighty percent of the Latino population in the country lived in six
states: California, Texas, New York, Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois.** Fourth,
incoming Latinos were usually workforce-aged males and childrearing-aged females.*
Last, the migrants from Mexico were more likely to work blue collar, unskilled, and farm
labor jobs while Cubans, Central Americans, and South Americans were more apt to
become white-collar workers in service and craft industries, skilled construction workers,

managers, clerical workers, and professional workers.>* These trends imply a significant
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change started within these two decades and suggest an increasing movement of Latinos
toward urban environments.*® Massey and Schnabel conclude by noting that growth in
Latino immigration generally continued into the 1980s.*® Indeed, favorable employment
opportunities in the U.S., poor conditions in Latino homelands, and the 1986 passage of
the Immigration Reform and Control Act, which by 1991 allowed almost two million
illegal Hispanics to attain citizenship, contributed to a mushrooming of the Latino
population since 1980.%"

U.S. Census data clearly showed that during the 1990s further shifts in nationality
of the citizenry occurred.® The trend of a growing immigrant population continued. In
2000, one in ten Americans was foreign-born, with the biggest growth occurring in the
Hispanic population that included Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and “others.”*® In
2000, 35.3 million Latinos lived in the U.S.; sixty percent of them, 20.6 million, were
Mexican—an increase of fifty-three percent over the ten year period.*® Almost 3.5
million were Puerto Rican, an increase of twenty-five percent; and 1.2 million were
Cuban, an increase of nineteen percent.** The group of Hispanics who claimed to be of
another origin, such as from Central or South America, rose to ten million, an increase of
almost 100 percent.*?

Juan Figueroa, president of the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund,
said, “The Latinization of the country is not just happening in New York, Miami, or LA.
Its greatest impact is in the heartland in places like Reading, PA, Lorain, Ohio, and
Lowell, Mass.”*® From 1990 to 1998, the Hispanic population doubled in four states—
Arkansas, Georgia, Nevada, and North Carolina—because of their growing economies.**

At least half of U.S. Hispanics lived in California, where thirty-two percent of the
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population was Hispanic, and Texas.* Forty-two percent of New Mexicans were
Hispanic.*® Another notable feature of the Hispanic population in the year 2000 was their
youth.*’ For the U.S. population overall, twenty-six percent were under the age of
eighteen; but the percentage for the Hispanic population was thirty-five percent.”® By
2007, the average age of Latinos was 27.6, whereas the overall median age of the
populace was 36.6.*° That year, Hispanics made up 15.1 percent of the nation’s peoples at
45.5 million, and they continue to be the largest minority group in the U.S.>® These
changes will continue to have both political and social implications for the country.™
Throughout history, Latino immigrants have sought and they continue to seek a
future that “ought to be brighter than their past” and that search clearly continues into the
first part of the twenty-first century.®® Latinos, however, are more than just numbers in a
census. Information about their past has been scarce, but that is changing. In 1977, Julian
Samora and Patricia Vandel Simon decried the fact that Latinos have trivial or non-
existent roles in history textbooks, specifically texts used in U.S. history courses.”® In
1980, Julian Nava, author of Mexican Americans: A Brief Look at their History, added to
Samora’s and Simon’s voices by addressing pertinent issues among the most-overlooked
minority group in the U.S.>* They were often overlooked even though Hispanics provided
many hours of manual labor to build the infrastructure of the U.S.> Seeking answers to
the questions “Who is the real American?” and “Quo vadis America?,” Nava found that
Latinos have stronger historical ties to the North American landscape than most of the
people occupying it today.*® In the mid-1980s, the authors of Hispanics in the United
States: A New Social Agenda emphasized that the U.S. began as a “nation of immigrants

and thus a nation of ethnic groups.”’ This collection of eleven essays informs the reader
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about social issues Latinos face in the U.S., such as religion, language, education,
employment, and health care, so that those concerned are able to “ask the right questions”
in order to develop apposite answers for cultural and social awareness.®

Between 1990 and 2000, the Latino population in the U.S. rose by fifty-eight
percent.”® This influx added to the community already established during the 1980s.%°
Marcelo M. Suérez-Orozco and Mariela M. Péez reaffirmed Latinos as both the “oldest”
Americans and the “newest” Americans and asserted that the changes in U.S. relations
with Latin America enabled the “processes of ‘racialization”” as Hispanics came into the
country and complicated the “powerful *black-white’ binary logic that has driven U.S.
racial relations.”®* The authors declared that Latinos had moved away from the pattern of
“circular migration”—the notion that migrants would eventually return to their original
homeland—toward permanent residency.

An important factor in the permanent residency of immigrants is assimilation. In
the 1950s, John Burma discussed assimilation in Spanish-Speaking Groups in the United
States. Burma described the conditions that early Latino immigrants faced while trying to
assimilate in America.®® Burma observed that Latinos were unique compared to other
migrant peoples.®* Additionally, he found that no other group has combined to form as
large a familiar hub of culture—barrios, galas, and Hispanic-specific businesses—and a
linguistic concord as the Latinos.® In the 1990s, Linda Chavez argued that Latinos lived
in a time that was comparable to the era before the 1960s civil rights movement changed
the lives of African-Americans.®® The process of assimilation into mainstream American
society that had worked for so many immigrants from the outset of the colonization of

this country failed to work for the blacks. Likewise, she professed, it would not work for
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the Latinos. Chavez, however, avowed that native-born Latinos and Latino immigrants
must adapt and learn from history in order to immerse themselves fully in the social,
political, and economic life of this country.®’ Being a vital part of the workforce has been
their gateway onto the path of assimilation. In the 1990s, James Cockcroft reiterated that
Latin American groups brought their working hands and aptitude to the U.S. and that they
are the ones who provided the moral fiber that created the nation that Americans live in
today.®® As Latinos move down the pathway today, however, they are integrating, mixing
with American culture while keeping their own.

In Hispanics/Latinos in the United States: Ethnicity, Race, and Rights, the authors
projected that by 2050 Latinos will be more numerous than all other non-white ethnic
groups in the U.S combined.® The ubiety and the corresponding Hispanic imprint on
American society are here to stay. Although Latinos are not a homogenous group—
meaning Latinos differ in “origin, race, language, religion, political affiliation, customs,
social altitudes, physical appearance, economic status, education, class, and taste, among
other things,” non-Latinos generally view them as such.”® Indeed, because of the sheer
numbers of Latinos, amalgamation among the various sub-groups is happening more
slowly. Nevertheless, successful Latino assimilation is no longer a one-sided process; it is
a two-sided process of integration. The American populace will gradually realize Latino
standards, views, and rights; the ongoing Latinization is the bridge to understanding and
acceptance. While the process of integration continues among the Latino sub-groups and
into the general U.S. population, Latinization is rapidly changing portions of the
landscape in many U.S. cities, including several in Oklahoma.

Latinos in Oklahoma
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Even though Hispanics played a vital role in building Oklahoma, literature about
their experiences is in short supply. > Michael Smith, in his monograph The Mexicans in
Oklahoma, traced Mexican migration to Oklahoma from territorial days to the mid-1970s
and asserted that they were an “invisible minority” in the state.”” Smith found very few
records revealing that Hispanics lived in Oklahoma before 1900.”® He supplemented his
text with information on “historical antecedents to Mexican migration” and connected it
with their settlement patterns in Oklahoma.”* Additionally, he enhanced the study with
information obtained from the decennial censuses to 1970. The reports of Latinos
residing in the state indicated the types of jobs they held and the general areas they
resided.” Smith filled the remaining gaps with oral histories he conducted with local
Hispanic residents or with people involved in the Latino community. The oral interviews
elaborated on the cultural practices and social norms of Latinos in Oklahoma.

Smith found that the cultural adjustments Hispanics made in their new Oklahoma
homeland were indeed difficult. Early migrants struggled with the language barrier and
other impediments like the lack of education.”® He gathered that, even though the
majority of Mexicans found Oklahoma to be a decent place to reside and work, some
“expressed the sentiment that Oklahoma was not a desirable place for Mexicans” in the
“immigrant corridos” or ballads they regularly crooned as they longed for their mother
country.”’ One possible reason, Smith noted, was that, unlike San Antonio, Chicago, or
Kansas City, Oklahoma cities “had no large colonias.”’® Yet, wherever Latinos settled in
Oklahoma, Smith found that they “placed great emphasis” on deference for other

Hispanics and family life.”
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Hispanics struggled during the Great Depression in Oklahoma; many Latinos
returned to their countries of origin or moved to larger cities like Chicago with the hope
of finding employment, while others persevered and remained in Oklahoma.?® Those who
did stay, Smith wrote, found work with the Works Progress Administration, filled jobs
required to support World War 11, or enlisted in the U.S. military to serve their new
country in a different way.® Those who enlisted were mostly second generation
Latinos.2? When they returned from war, they “had largely integrated and gained
acceptance with the broader culture.”® Smith argued that third generation Hispanics in
Oklahoma, by the 1970s, “had undergone nearly complete assimilation;” and first
generation Hispanics, their grandparents, rued the loss of the use of the Spanish language
and the fact that family members often moved away from the family unit.*

Smith added to his initial study with The Mexican American Experience in
Oklahoma (1981). While reiterating much of the same information from the
aforementioned monograph, this manuscript focuses more on the cultural history of
Mexicans in Oklahoma. Smith avowed in this piece that “the cultural pride” of
Oklahoma’s first Hispanic generation, the regular arrival of new-to-Oklahoma Latinos,
and the “enhanced consciousness of the 1960s and 1970s” allowed Oklahoma’s Hispanic
community to “maintain a strong ethnic tradition.”®* By the 1970s, the Latinos in
Oklahoma lived in the larger urban cities of Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Lawton and
began imprinting their culture and social traditions throughout these areas.

Furthering his observation of the Mexican experience in Oklahoma, in 2009
Smith published “Latinos in Oklahoma: A History of Four and a Half Centuries” in the

Chronicles of Oklahoma. As the title indicates, Smith broadened his focus to include all
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Hispanics that have migrated to Oklahoma. He found that Puerto Ricans historically
represent the second largest Hispanic ethnic group in the state and that most have settled
near Oklahoma’s major military bases in Altus, Lawton, Midwest City, and Enid.®®
During the 1960s and 1980s, some Cuban refugees resettled in Oklahoma—most of them
in either Tulsa or Oklahoma City.®” Likewise, political conflict in Central and South
America during the twentieth century led many of those ethnic groups to immigrate and
relocate.®® Some of those migrants chose to settle in Oklahoma; however, data on them is,
according to Smith, “largely limited to spotty census data and anecdotal history.”®® Smith
found that the 2000 census contained the best practical information about Latinos in
Oklahoma but that it still lacked specific statistics about the numbers of migrants from
each Spanish-speaking Latin American nation.®® However, two things Smith concluded
remain certain—Latinos in Oklahoma maintain their cultural identity with pride and it is
obvious they are no longer the “invisible minority” within Oklahoma.®*

Three documents specific to Tulsa, Oklahoma, have brought attention to Hispanic
issues and helped preserve their heritage in the state: Tulsa Hispanic Study 2001,
jLatinos Presentes!, and a master’s thesis titled “The Latinos of Tulsa.” The Tulsa
Hispanic Study was a research project of the Community Service Council of Greater
Tulsa that surveyed 490 Hispanic families. A committee of sixty-five volunteers studied
the survey results, discussed the results of surveys with the various organizations that
served Hispanic families in Tulsa, and met with area employers in an attempt to discover
and “understand the strengths, contributions, needs, and challenges within the Hispanic

population” in Tulsa.*?
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Work on jLatinos Presentes! began during Oklahoma’s Centennial celebration in
2007 and celebrates the history of Hispanics in Tulsa.*® Michael Smith delivered a speech
on the history of Latinos in the state to kick off the history project and a copy of that
address is the first chapter of the book. The remainder of the manuscript consists of
personal life stories submitted by Tulsa residents. In his address, Smith advocated the
importance of documenting history in this way—of recording the personal recollections
of people before it is too late.

Around the same time (2007), Samuel Dent began working on a master’s thesis in
geography, “The Latinos of Tulsa: Their Place in Space and Patterns of Migration.”
Basing his thesis primarily on public sample surveys, Dent argued that Tulsa “does not
fit” the destination profile for immigrants because its “economic growth,” he claimed,
went “unnoticed by the rest of the nation,” thus making Tulsa an unfavorable place for
Latinos to locate.’* Although this argument is somewhat hard to accept since Tulsa had a
variety of ranching, railroad, mining, and oil production and refining employment
opportunities during the early and mid-1900s, the thesis does offer some pertinent
information.® Dent studied two Latinized “ethnic islands” in Tulsa, the Kendall Whittier
District and the Twenty-First Street and Garnett District, and found that Latino business
districts began forming in Tulsa very early in the twenty-first century.*® He asked his
sample population where they migrated from, combined that information with census
data, and concluded that most residents were from Mexico.?” Furthermore, the majority
arrived during the twenty-first century and came directly from Mexico to Tulsa.”® More
in-depth studies on Latinos in other areas of Oklahoma would be extremely interesting,

and Dent’s thesis provides a solid starting ground.
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Latinization

Because the Latino population in the U.S. has become so large, the focus of
research has changed. Geographers and historians are no longer writing about the past but
also about the present and the future. The current Latino influence on the human and
cultural landscape in rural and in urban areas is creating Latinization.* Latinization refers
to the impress of typically Latino cultural attributes on various aspects of a non-Latino
society. Mike Davis, in Magical Urbanism (2000), sought to provide a fundamental
understanding of Latinization in U.S. cities. Davis researched some of the most currently
significant trends in the U.S.: Latino demographic growth, Latino impact on the design of
major American cities, Latino yearning for social and political change, and the new
Latino claim to the American image. This text pays particular attention to already heavily
Latinized areas of the U.S., including New York, Los Angeles, Houston, San Diego,
Phoenix, Chicago, and San Antonio. Even though he focused on large U.S. cities, Davis
gave a pertinent perspective on specific changes Latinos have made in the Anglo
landscape. Davis found that these metropolises, particularly New York and Los Angeles,
had very noticeable Latinized landscape changes because they had such large economies
and diverse populations.'® In these locations, he added, Latinos are “bringing redemptive
energies to the neglected, worn-out cores and inner suburbs;” but he noted that
Latinization is “most vivid” in cities in the U.S. Southwest.*™

The Columbia History of Latinos in the United States since 1960, published in
2004, added to Davis’ work. This text is comprised of a collection of essays that proffer a
historical synopsis of Latinization over four decades. This book explores recent histories

of major national and provincial Latino subpopulations, such as those in Chicago, Los
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Angeles, Miami, and New York, and their modern movements into Arkansas, the
Carolinas, Georgia, and Oklahoma. It also reflects on what historical trends might mean
for the future of both the U. S. and the other lands of the Western Hemisphere. % In the
same vein, the editors of Borderless Borders: U.S. Latinos, Latin Americans, and the
Paradox of Interdependence (1998) claimed that America is Latinizing. Collectively,
they found that “Latinos are now positioned to bring about change in the Americas from
within the United States... prompting hemispheric governments to cultivate new forms of
relationships with emigrant communities.”*%® Furthermore, they argued that Latinization
is happening demographically, politically, in the work force, and in everyday life.
The Latino Landscape Impress

Formed by the cultural and social attributes of a particular people, cultural
landscapes are the result of the accretion of man’s built environment on the natural
environment. In his classic text, The Cultural Geography of the United States (1992),
Wilbur Zelinsky argued that America’s cultural landscapes are not dull or homogeneous
features; they are unique creations fused from diverse cultural traditions.*** Thus,
landscapes provide distinctive clues about ethnic societies. Peirce F. Lewis declared that
“all human landscape has cultural meaning” and that humans do not modify landscapes
unless there is a greater influence driving that change.'®> Commonly, according to Lewis,
push factors that transform the cultural landscape reveal broader historic trends. For
instance, Latinization reflects the past few decades of major Hispanic population growth.
The majority of historians, however, overlook the importance of the cultural landscape.

As Donald Meinig stated in his essay “The Beholding Eye” in The Interpretation

of Ordinary Landscapes (1979), “in its most inclusive form,” a landscape can propel
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one’s curiosities into the archives and “deep into natural history and geology.”*®

Restated, via archival research and landscape interpretation, landscapes serve as “layers
of history.”**” Indeed, the concept of “landscape as history” can provide a researcher with
powerful indicators of how cultural groups settled, of their movement patterns, and of
how they have modified spaces to make them their places.'®®

Cultural geographer Daniel D. Arreola has written about many aspects of
landscape history and dynamics, greatly adding to the literature of Latinization. In his
1984 publication, “Mexican American Exterior Murals,” he argued that murals are social
symbols that more often than not identify the history of a particular culture group.*®
Similarly, in “Mexican-American Housescapes,” Arreola averred that exterior house
paint colors in many U.S. barrios or colonias reflect Latin America’s Spanish colonial
era.™™ In an in-depth look at Mexican border cities, Arreola, along with geographer
James Curtis, used archival collections concomitantly with landscape interpretation to
determine whether Mexican landscape identity had disappeared because of the U.S.
involvement along the border. They found that, even though many attributes of U.S.
landscape identity are visible on Mexican border city landscapes—maquiladoras (large
factories), strip malls, and big box stores such as Wal-Mart—Mexican border cities still
exhibit Mexican landscape identities. Additionally, they argued that Mexican border
cities are more than just economic centers; they are “equally cultural creations and need
to be understood as such.”**

In 2002, Arreola authored Tejano South Texas: A Mexican American Cultural
Province, a case study of place, region, and location in southern Texas. By investigating

the historical and cultural geography and cultural representation of south Texas, Arreola
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traced the ways Mexican Americans shaped cultural landscapes from spaces into places
in three small obviously-Mexican Texas towns and two larger south Texas urban centers.
He found that south Texas had not been viewed as a separate region of Texas and that its
“historical identity lacked clarity.”*'? Therefore, after archival research and landscape
interpretation, Arreola argued that south Texas was distinctly different from the rest of
the state precisely because it has “a legacy of many generations of Mexican American
attachment to place.”**?

In 2004, Arreola edited Hispanic Spaces, Latino Places. The text is a seminal
work describing many facets of Latinization in the U.S. and its impress on a variety of
landscapes. Arreola’s intent was to “represent the fourth-largest concentration of
Spanish-heritage people in the world,” evaluate the diverse areas Latinos migrate to
across America (not just New York, Los Angeles, and Miami but places like Phoenix,
Kansas City, and Hereford, Texas), and investigate social and cultural themes from a
geographic perspective.** He noted that geographic studies of ethnic groups—especially
amongst the Latino populations—is sparse compared to other social sciences. Thus, this
collection of essays is a significant work that draws attention to the ways this major
ethnic group is transforming America so quickly and so noticeably.

The Latino Landscape Impress in Oklahoma

In The Meaning of the Built Environment (1982), Amos Rapoport found that
cultural landscapes consist of fixed feature elements, elements that are expensive or
difficult to readily alter, and semi-fixed feature elements, elements that may be changed
relatively easily and/or inexpensively.**> Albert Benedict and Robert B. Kent (2004)

investigated that concept and found that “when a number of individuals of the same
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ethnic background in a particular geographical area collectively use a set of shared semi-
fixed feature elements, these combine to create a distinctive cultural landscape.”**® Thus,
when Latinos reach a comfort zone that allows them to begin to make changes of a semi-
fixed nature on the elements of their environment, the Latinization of the landscape
begins. For instance, the distinctive style of an old Pizza Hut restaurant is unmistakable
even when painted brown and featuring a sign identifying it as a business office. In the
same way, an Oklahoma strip mall is easily recognizable as such. However, Spanish
language signs on the stores, Hispanic employees in the stores, Latino products on the
shelves, Spanish language background music, Spanish-speaking customers, and pifiatas
and maracas as decorations identify it as a Latino place. Additionally, while distinctive
Latino groups will be able to categorize the specific ethnicity—Mexicans will recognize
Mexican elements and Puerto Ricans will recognize Puerto Rican elements—untrained
and non-Hispanic eyes will distinguish the cultural elements simply as Latino.

Clearly, Latinization is a process and the basic reason why it happens is obvious.
As Joel Kotkin wrote in the Tulsa World (1997), “People still seek a sense of unigueness,
of home and history wherever they live. The new patterns of settlement and technology
may have changed the nature of place, but they have not eliminated our need for it.”**’
Benedict and Kent noted that other reasons, such as making political statements, may be
the motivation for some semi-fixed cultural landscape feature changes; but they argued a
Latinized landscape supports Latino identity and thus reinforces and enhances the
comfort zone “regardless of its exact intent.”**?

Oklahoma Hispanics generally do not have Spanish missions like California

Hispanics; they do not have plazas like New Mexico Hispanics have. Tulsa Hispanics do
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have a fixed feature element in St. Francis Xavier Catholic Church and Oklahoma City
Hispanics relate to the Spanish architectural features of the First Hispanic Baptist Church
and of Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church. All three of these features are centers of
Latino settlements in their respective cities. The majority of Latinized features in
Oklahoma, however, are semi-fixed feature elements—aspects that can be changed
facilely, such as facade colors, yard décor, and signage.**

Oklahoma carnicerias, Latino retail stores vending groceries, meat, and other
popular and often-purchased items, are generally excellent examples of Hispanic
businesses operating in buildings with non-Hispanic architecture.'?® Carniceria owners
use “names, symbols, décor, and store layouts” to “invoke nostalgic images of Mexico,”
proclaiming their Latinicity as they seek to attract customers.*?* Carnicerias are often
anchors for other businesses because of their character as meeting places and, as Alex
Oberle stated, “transnational conduits where Latino immigrants can purchase
international phone cards, wire money to Latin America, and seek transportation to
Mexico or other nations.”*?* Many carniceria owners allow patrons to post
advertisements and other information pertinent to their fellow Latinos and their
families.!?®

Other visible features commonly perceived to denote Latinicity are “authentic”
restaurants, religious iconography, colorful walls, wall murals, saguaro cacti, flags and
the use of colors from flags, Spanish language signs, menus, and newspapers, and street
vendors.*?* While some more-upscale neighborhoods restrict the use of some of these

types of expressions of Latinicity, many Oklahoma Hispanics live in neighborhoods
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where they are free to express themselves and their culture.”™ Many of these features are

readily observable in the Oklahoma cities of Oklahoma City, Tulsa, and Guymon.
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Chapter 3
The “Future is Ours:”
The Latinization of Oklahoma City

Introduction

On April 22, 1889, thousands of homesteaders participated in the Unassigned
Land Run in Oklahoma Territory. They came by foot, train, and wagon to stake their
claims. A stopgap city, Oklahoma City, formed overnight and in a few years matured to
become the state capital in 1910. Its location is a crossroads where various culture groups
assembled. Some of these people settled permanently while others continued moving.
The development of commerce at this urban hub, including at first the construction of
four railroad lines and later three interstates, attracted immigrants from throughout the
world, including those from Latin America.

Latinos were one of the early culture groups to begin settling Oklahoma,
specifically in Oklahoma City (Figure 1). They continue to maintain a strong presence in
the city. From the 1890s to the 1980s, the number, especially of Mexicans, in Oklahoma
City remained fairly steady; but in recent years their numbers increased significantly.
Hispanic migrants came from the nineteen Latin American Spanish-speaking countries,
especially Mexico and the Commonwealth Puerto Rico. An after-effect of Latino
settlement is the modification of the urban landscape as they establish their own
traditions in Oklahoma City. This alteration of the landscape not only shapes a place for
them but also signifies an inveterate cultural change that indicates they have settled
permanently. The combination of their resolute perseverance in the city and the
contributions of several dynamic Latin American leaders facilitated the process of

Latinization that continues in Oklahoma City.
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Latinos in Oklahoma City

In 1910, 379 of Oklahoma City’s 64,205 residents were of Mexican descent; the
majority of those Hispanics worked for railroads—the Santa Fe, the Frisco, the Katy, and
the Chicago Rock Island.! By 1920, the state’s Latino population doubled, and Oklahoma
City’s population, totaling 91,295 by then, reflected that pattern at 788.2 The escalation of
Latino population during the early part of the century even led the Mexican government
to open a consulate in Oklahoma City to administer labor issues and to regulate the
number of Mexican immigrants to avoid having a labor surplus in Oklahoma City and
throughout the state.®> Growth continued until the 1930s. When the Great Depression
(1929-1939) and the Dust Bowl of the 1930s devastated Oklahoma’s economy, Latinos,
just like many Anglos in the state, searched for refuge elsewhere.*

In 1930, as an early sign of hard times, the decennial census showed only a small
increase of Hispanics. The largest concentration was within Oklahoma City’s 185,389
inhabitants where the Latino population rose to 988.°> Throughout the Great Depression,
many Latinos in Oklahoma City continued to work on section gangs for the railroad or in
the various meatpacking facilities in Packingtown.® Some Latinos adversely affected by
the economy lived in community camps created by city officials to aid destitute civilians
hit hardest by the economic downturn (Figure 2).” The 1940 decennial census showed
that the state’s Latino population had decreased.? Oklahoma City’s Latinos declined to
around 342 of its 204,424 residents, reflecting the same two-thirds drop the rest of the

U.S. experienced.® When the Hispanic migration increased overall in the U.S in the late
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1950s and into the 1960s and continued with a notable acceleration in the 1970s, a
parallel pattern of growth occurred in Oklahoma and in Oklahoma City.*°

Latinos sought to settle in Oklahoma in the 1900s for the same two reasons they
went to other parts of the U.S. at the time: to take advantage of the economic
opportunities and to escape negative situations in their mother countries.'* Many chose to
work on railroad gangs, in coalmines, in cotton fields, and on farms and ranches
throughout the state, willing to perform work that few Americans wanted to do.'? Most
Latinos in Oklahoma City initially resided near their places of work. The Riverside
District, located north of the North Canadian River, was one major Latino
neighborhood.*® Another heavily Hispanic-populated district was Packingtown. George
Ochoa, owner of the restaurant Las Carnitas, recalled that by 1955 a large Latino
community lived from Southwest Second Street to Southwest Fifteenth Street with very
few Latinos elsewhere.* They settled in these two sections of Oklahoma City initially
because of employment opportunities, and they stayed in those areas for various
reasons—aparticularly because of the social networks and the propinquity to Little Flower
Church.®

Hispanics left their impress on the Riverside District over the last century because
of their shared workplaces and their common use of the Spanish language.*® During the
early 1900s, most Riverside settlers relocated from the small coal mining towns of
southeastern Oklahoma or railroad towns in the southwestern section of the state.!” Some
migrants came directly from Latin America throughout the 1900s, generally en route to
other destinations such as Kansas, Missouri, Illinois, and Indiana. However, immigrants

that stopped in Oklahoma usually found that jobs were procurable in a region where



39

immigration officers were, according to an editor for The Oklahoman in 1975, “not too
active.”*® Some of the newcomers who reached Oklahoma City learned about the
Riverside District by word of mouth from friends or relatives; others simply looked for
those unwanted jobs and then easily found the Latino community.*® The homes in this
neighborhood were, and still are, cheap (Figure 3).%° In the 1960s, when immigration
rates began to rise significantly, the majority of the homes in this vicinity sold for about
$15,000 each.?* According to the Oklahoma County Assessor website, a typical house in
the same neighborhood sold for $20,500 in 2008.%

From the early 1900s to the 1980s, the community stayed relatively confined
because the immigrants knew being north of the railroad tracks after dark was
dangerous.?® Likewise, few other Oklahoma Citians ventured around this part of town,
enhancing the region’s segregation.?* In fact, even the City of Oklahoma City ignored the
Riverside region until the Urban Renewal Authority decided it wanted to bulldoze much
of the neighborhood and redevelop it in the 1960s.® This action scared many of the
Hispanics out of the Riverside District and into locations further north, south, and west,
resulting in a smattering of Latinos across Oklahoma City (Figure 4).”® Moreover, few
non-Hispanic residents knew about the rapidly increasing Hispanic population that
resided in two heavily populated locations of their hometown. For example, when
Oklahoma City Mayor Patience Latting (1971-83) came into office, she did not even
know about a Mexican community in Oklahoma City until a group of Mexican
Americans complained to her about not being able to participate in the Saturday evening

dances at the Civic Center Music Hall.?’
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Over time, another large Latino community formed in Packingtown, better known
today as the Historic Stockyards City. In the 1910s, Packingtown was a new locale
dependent on employment opportunities. During the early to mid-1900s, this area housed
numerous meat-processing plants, including an Armour Packinghouse, several leather
shops, and an important U.S. cattle-trading feedlot, which proffered a plethora of jobs
and attracted a diverse clientele (Figure 5).2% Today the area still has a few leather shops,
the stockyards, the famous Cattlemen’s Steakhouse, which opened in 1910 as
Cattlemen’s Café, but no packing plants.?® Packingtown was in close proximity to the
Riverside District and catered to both immigrants and the “American Spanish.”*

Another example of an early to mid-1900s Latino neighborhood in Oklahoma
City was Walnut Grove, located near the Bricktown warehouse district on the north and
south banks of the Oklahoma River and just to the east of the Riverside District.**
Although better known for its large African-American population, the location was also
home to a number of Latinos.* Walnut Grove was in close proximity to a variety of mills
and warehouses and to the railroad tracks. During the 1920s and 1930s, the region was an
important part of the Oklahoma City Oilfield.*® In general, Latinos who settled in
southwest Oklahoma City stayed there until they reached a secure level of income.?* Over
the last few decades, the Walnut Grove vicinity and the other southern Oklahoma City
neighborhoods have been subject to gentrification due to the rerouting of the North
Canadian River (Oklahoma River), the realignment of Interstate 40, and the
implementation of the Core to Shore plan by the City of Oklahoma City.*

The second reason why Latinos wanted to stay in these neighborhoods was the

founding of Little Flower Church, first known as Our Lady of Mount Carmel and St.
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Thérése, just west of the Riverside District and south of downtown Oklahoma City
(Figure 6).%° After their expulsion from Mexico after Pancho Villa’s persecutions, three
priests from the Order of Discalced Carmelites arrived in Oklahoma in 1914.% The
Catholic Diocese in Oklahoma City sent them first to Hartshorne near McAlester, but
they returned to Oklahoma City in 1921 when Bishop Theophile Meerschaert decided to
build a Catholic church to accommodate the large number of Latinos residing in
Oklahoma City.*® Before construction, some Latinos attended Mass in the basement of
the old St. Joseph Cathedral in downtown Oklahoma City because they were not allowed
to partake in the services at the main altar because of their race.* In 1927, engineers
finished constructing the church.“’ Not long after the canonization of St. Thérése of
Lisieux, the Little Flower of Jesus, officials dedicated one of the altars in the new
building to her.** In 1932, the church officially became the Shrine of the Little Flower.*?
Packingtown had a small Catholic parish, Our Lady of Guadalupe, and the First
Mexican Baptist Church, known today as Primera Iglesia Bautista Hispana (First
Hispanic Baptist Church), was also a successful parish there (Figures 7,8).** Little Flower
Church, however, quickly became the hub or “mama parish” for most of the Latino
community (Figure 9).** Its priests held Spanish-language services, readily giving a sense
of place to the Latino community.*® The church established a school for Latino children,
provided relief for migrant families until their breadwinners found work, started a health
clinic for Hispanic residents, and generally helped new arrivals settle into their new
community (Figure 10).® The parish also aided Latinos during the Great Depression and
afterwards by making certain they had something to eat and a place to stay.*’ In the 1950s,

Little Flower Church welcomed another influx of immigrants and continued to be a
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pivotal landmark for the Latino settlement in Oklahoma City.“® Since the lives of so
many families were “steeped” in the church, Little Flower Church personnel strived to
make sure that Latinos received an education to help them overcome their trepidation as
they faced current and future hardships.*® No other institution provided such support until
the late 1970s; therefore, Little Flower Church continued to minister to destitute Latinos
with little assistance from other community organizations.® Thus, from the 1950s on, the
Latino population continued growing, settling into this southern region of Oklahoma City
but expanding outward, by the late 1970s, into the once-burgeoning vicinage of Capitol
Hill.

Established on the day of the Unassigned Land Run in 1889, Capitol Hill was a
community in what is today south Oklahoma City.>* Many of the first homes on the hill,
according to The Capitol Hill Beacon, were little more than a “hole in the ground with a
tent pitched over the top.” In 1905, the populace had grown enough to incorporate itself
as an independent municipality.®® Two years later, on November 16, 1907—the day
Oklahoma became the forty-sixth state—the city became part of Oklahoma City. Even
though Capitol Hill lost its distinct status, this “city within a city” continued to thrive.**
Furthermore, Capitol Hill maintained a reputation of being a “workingman’s home” and
the “City’s Bible Belt,” “right close up to the buckle.” The site appealed to Anglo
Packingtown workers. Several families lived there in the small white cottages and
shotgun houses built from 1905 to 1915.> The discovery of the Oklahoma City Qilfield
in the late 1920s and the later addition of Tinker Air Force base in Midwest City (about
six miles east of Capitol Hill) in 1942 during World War 11 (1939-45) brought many

more dwellers and businesses to this convenient location.®’
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The main thoroughfare in Capitol Hill was Commerce Street (Southwest Twenty-
Fifth Street) which ran east-to-west from Central Avenue to Walker (Figure 11). From
the 1950s until the 1970s, Capitol Hill flourished, housing stores like J.C. Penney, John A.
Brown, and Langston’s and services including banks, hospitals, religious institutions,
schools, and restaurants.®® This locality was also an entertainment venue, home to Knob
Hill Theatre (now called Oklahoma Opry), and Circle Theatre, both of which featured
live theatre performances and motion pictures.”® The construction of a large mall and
interstate bypass route, however, changed the course of Capitol Hill’s development.

In the late 1960s, Oklahoma City planners and officials concurred that building an
interstate bypass in south Oklahoma City, known as the West Bypass or 1-240, would
open up a large sector of the city to “rapid traffic and access.”®® In February 1972, owners
broke ground for a new 1.3 million square feet, air-conditioned shopping complex named
Crossroads Mall, contiguous to the barely-begun bypass.®* Planners envisaged that 2,800
new jobs would result from the brand new urban center and that the West Bypass would
be capable of conveying 60,000 people daily, impelling people further south out of
Capitol Hill and into southern suburban locations.®? By the late 1970s, therefore, many
Anglos flocked to south Oklahoma City, causing significant expansion there.®® In an
attempt to learn how they might recover some of the economic losses, the Capitol Hill
neighborhood organization authorized two University of Oklahoma students to conduct a

64
l.

survey; the results, however, proved unhelpful.”™ Both students agreed the district was

definitely deteriorating.®® One cited the cause as rapid population growth to the south
while the other student determined the “area is regarded as so ‘stable’ it has a ‘stagnant’

image.”®
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Residents and businessmen of Capitol Hill acknowledged that the 1970s were
years of retrogression.®” From 1970 to 1980, nine percent of the population left the
neighborhood.®® One home owner simply said, “The children of the people who
established here long ago moved to SW 36, and their children moved farther” after the
bypass and shopping mall encouraged flight to the suburbs.®® In 1975, the Urban Renewal
Authority, seeking to revitalize the surrounding district, selected a square mile around the
heart of Capitol Hill—Commerce Street—for an $8.2 million community development
block grant from the federal government.’”® Unfortunately, the project failed to curb the
exodus to the newly built southern suburbs.”* According to an editor for The Oklahoman,
by the early 1980s, Capitol Hill was notorious for its “deteriorating housing, an
abundance of low-income residents [Latinos], sagging businesses, and crime.”’? None of
these disincentives, however, slowed the movement of Latinos to this locale. Abandoned
by the big retailers who either moved to the new mall or were put out of business
altogether during the late 1970s and early 1980s, Capitol Hill was a blighted
neighborhood until the late 1980s when its Latino residents reinvigorated the vicinity.”
Historical Latinization of Oklahoma City

Latinization, enhanced and facilitated over time by various Latino citizens and
organizations, is clearly visible in Riverside, Packingtown, Capitol Hill, and other areas
of Oklahoma City. Because Latinos in the state recorded little of their history, most
Oklahomans knew little about them until the Latino urban imprint in cities like Oklahoma
City became visible.”* Indeed, in the 1900s, Latinos were one of the only ethnic groups
throughout the state that complained little about discrimination.” During the 1950s,

1960s, and early 1970s, the civil rights movement, led by African-Americans,
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preoccupied Anglos in Oklahoma City and elsewhere in the country. As a result, many
Anglos failed to notice the rapidly increasing Latino population.’ Instead of marching at
the Oklahoma Capitol or forming a distinct sub-culture, Latinos quietly attempted to
assimilate and adapt to American culture.”” A writer of an article in The Oklahoman in
1967 declared that Latinos occupied an “almost forgotten third place among minority
groups” and had “been left behind along with their needs.”’® Oklahoma Citians of
Hispanic heritage, however, did not forget their traditions.” Thus, Latinos did leave their
history behind—not in the form of text but in a visible way upon the Oklahoma landscape.
Over time, Latinization became more noticeable to outsiders and the successful
accomplishments of many Latino citizens drew attention to that fact.

The first heavily reported and advertised entrepreneurial success of Latinos in
Oklahoma City occurred during the 1950s when the Luis Alvarado family opened four El
Charrito Mexican restaurants, using family recipes and preparing food the way “real
Mexicans know how.”®® The restaurant not only offered traditional-style Mexican food
and the rapidly emerging Tex-Mex cuisine but also often featured performances by
Spanish dancers in an attempt to promote that tradition.®* Their newspaper promotions
showed evidence of their increasing success and acceptance in the city. In 1955, the ad
for the restaurant was small and said simply, “Want a Lunch That Is Different? Why Not
Try Mexican Food!”® By February 1956, the advertisement was much larger and touted
“Famous Mexican and American Foods amid the Romance of Old Mexico.”® The
owners also helped fellow Latinos who were in trouble. For example, a man supposedly
transporting Gilberto Alviso to Indiana abandoned him in Oklahoma City.®* Furthermore,

the driver took everything Alviso brought with him from Reynosa, Mexico.?*> Unable to
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speak English, he slept in the bus station for ten days until someone told him about El
Charrito where he might find employment.®® Later, Alviso went on to open his own
bistro, La Roca.?’

In 1968, the Alvarado family united with the Cueller brothers, who owned El
Chico restaurants (opened originally in Dallas, Texas, in 1940), to make “one El of a
family” by forming the biggest Mexican restaurant chain in the country.®® They operated
eateries under the name EI Chico, which continue to serve Mexican cuisine to
Americans.® The successes of EI Charrito and La Roca paved the way for other Latino-
based businesses, many of them in the food industry.*® Specialized import stores and
other establishments specific to the Latino culture, such as panaderias (bakeries),
carnicerias (meat markets), mercados (grocery stores), tortillarias (tortilla outlets),
taquerias (taco stands), etc., began opening in the late 1960s and early 1970s and were
even more prevalent by the 1980s and 1990s.™

By 1975, a journalist for The Oklahoman indicated that Oklahoma City’s Mexican
American population was in the “throes of a social boom that is changing its long-
standing image of primarily a core of impoverished aliens holding low-paying jobs” to
one of success and stability.®* In some cases, the children of the first generation of
Latinos had gone to school, learned English, acquired better jobs, and moved into “more
affluent areas.”®® In 1975, Mexican Americans owned eighty-four businesses in
Oklahoma City and their customers were both Anglo and Latino.** David Castillo, the
current Executive Director of the Greater Oklahoma City Hispanic Chamber of

Commerce, is a good example of that metamorphosis.
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Born in Nebraska in 1960 to migrant farm workers from Mexico, Castillo was six
months old when his family moved to the Riverside District in Oklahoma City. When he
was a child, Castillo remembered that Oklahoma City had very little variety in its
restaurants and businesses that purveyed goods and services to the Latino community. He
recalled that few Hispanics attempted to preserve their customs due to the bigoted rules
enforced in the schools and at public spaces like restaurants. For instance, when Castillo
was in school, his teachers sometimes punished students who spoke Spanish. By the age
of eleven, he had lost all of his Spanish vocabulary and did not begin practicing Spanish
again until he was fifteen. When Castillo was a teenager in the mid-1970s, he and three
friends, an African-American and two Anglos, went to downtown Oklahoma City for
lunch; the restaurant refused service to the four young men because one was black and
one was Mexican. The ethnic discrimination, however, did not thwart Castillo from
venturing into the Oklahoma City business community a few years later.*®

In 1982, Castillo and his in-laws, also of Mexican descent, opened what was the
second Mexican import store in Oklahoma City, Crillos de Mexico (Traditional Mexico),
across the street from Little Flower Church. Before his store opened, Latinos in
Oklahoma City could not find fresh tortillas, pan dulce (sweet bread), or many other
common Mexican products, even in the existing Mexican import store.”® Long time
Oklahoma City resident Sheryle Marlow agreed that Mexican products were hard to find
in the city and added that one was more likely to find “Chinese and other Oriental knick-
knacks in the first Mexican import store” rather than distinctly Mexican products.”” In
order to acquire the fresh breads to sell on their own shelves, Castillo’s in-laws had to

drive to Fort Worth, Texas, every Thursday to pick up the pan dulce and some tortillas.”



48

On every other Friday, they drove to Laredo, Texas, to buy music cassettes, candies, and
other hard-to-find Mexican baubles to sell in Oklahoma City.*°

The location of the Mexican import store in the Riverside District and its nearness
to Capitol Hill smoothed the progress toward success for Castillo and his family. In
addition, Castillo joined with other Hispanics to form, publish, and distribute the first
Spanish-language newspaper in Oklahoma, La Prinsa, a periodical released every month
for a year. After that, however, the editor left, taking all of the equipment with him.
Additionally, Castillo had one of the first, if not the first, Spanish radio shows. Lo Mejor
de Maestro (The Best Music Master) aired on Saturday mornings for an hour and, after a
year of successfully selling advertisements, expanded to three to four hours on Saturday
morning and afternoon. The assiduous Castillo also ran a limousine service that catered to
quinceafieras (birthday galas for fifteen-year-old Latinas) and dances before he took on
the role of Executive Director of the Greater Oklahoma City Hispanic Chamber of
Commerce.*® The successes enjoyed by the owners of El Charrito/El Chico and the
amazing accomplishments of David Castillo and his family are clearly indicative of the
rich and changing history of Latinos in Oklahoma City from 1950 to 1980. During this
time, Latinos began to collaborate and work collectively in various organizations that
would create more personal success stories and modify the social and urban landscape in
Oklahoma City.
Latinization of the Cultural Landscape

Since Latinos were relatively silent about their situation, their needs in the way of
civic, economic, and educational aid and support generally went unnoticed.'®* Indeed, the

difficult process of integrating into the American lifestyle left many émigrés, both legal
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and illegal, impoverished and with few resources besides the assistance from Little
Flower Church and its Catholic Action Club.'® In 1967, the advice of a Mexican resident
in Oklahoma City was that “the best way to get ahead is learn as much and accept as
much of the different culture as possible.”'* However, not everyone agreed with that
assessment. That same year Reverend Orra G. Compton of the Oklahoma City
Community Relations Commission avowed, “There is no organized attempt to help the
Latin Americans in Oklahoma City and no group knows much about their “ill-defined’
problems. %

By the mid 1970s, after countless meetings with various Oklahoma City
community organizations, concerned citizens began forming agencies that would
specifically aid Hispanics. One of the first was the Riverside Neighborhood Association,
established in response to the Urban Renewal Authority’s planned destruction of their
community.'®® Once this alliance developed, a sense of identity began to spread across
the Latino population; the collaboration of the participants in the Riverside Neighborhood
Association sparked interest in other Latinos to begin their own support coalitions.'® For
example, two major groups evolved in Oklahoma City in the late 1970s—the Mexican
American Cultural Center (later named the Oklahoma Hispanic Cultural Center) and the
Oklahoma Hispanic Heritage Association—while a branch of a national assemblage, the
United Latin Association, organized in the city as well.%’

The Mexican American Cultural Center focused on making Hispanics in
Oklahoma City more aware of their own specific needs, especially in the areas of
108 In

education, learning English, and understanding the American system of business.

1979, the Mexican American Cultural Center allowed the Oklahoma Immigration
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Counseling Project to establish an office in their facility to serve the populace and to
provide not only money but also technical advice and assistance.*® They met with
Hispanic visitors from as far away as the Panhandle.''° During the 1980s, the Oklahoma
Hispanic Cultural Center, as it became known, supported the publication of a four-page
monthly tabloid La Voz (The Voice) that was “sporadically” published.*** By 1983, the
editors claimed to reach over 100,000 Hispanics throughout Oklahoma, giving them
“news and information not available elsewhere.”*?

According to newspaper articles, the Oklahoma Hispanic Heritage Association
focused more on Latino identity and culture.**® The group planned various events,
including fiestas, carnivals, and parades; set up cultural display booths at places like
Crossroads Mall, especially during National Hispanic Heritage Week; and hosted
folkloric dances, mariachis (Mexican musical groups), and celebrations on September 16

(Mexican Independence Day).***

Other smaller organizations formed throughout the
1980s, such as the Annual Mexican Fiesta Organization, Pan American Golf for Men and
Women, and a group of the Hispanic Churches of Oklahoma City.'** By 1982, Capitol
Hill’s neighborhood association reorganized, establishing a voice for the Latino
population living there.**® While groups like these helped Hispanics in many ways, their
children’s education suffered ever since they began migrating to Oklahoma.**’

A serious lack of interest in education persisted among many Latino families
owing to their cultural norms.**® One reason they brought with them from their
homelands was that families simply could not afford to allow their teenagers to attend

school; they needed the income the young people could provide.'*® A second motive was

that Latinos were not accustomed to valuing education as a way to improve their lives.
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The first efforts toward improving education came when Little Flower Church officials
built a schoolhouse to accommodate the Spanish-speaking community.*?° Few state-
funded schools met the needs of the Latino populace until the 1950s.'** By the late 1960s
and early 1970s, however, public schools in south Oklahoma City began seeing new
faces as more Latinos began seeking public education.?* Clearly, more help was vital.

The problem was indeed serious: a Latino with little schooling would not be able
to find a desirable job and uneducated Hispanics who were “lucky enough to get a job
work[ed] for $3 an hour.”** A similar situation occurred for Latino entrepreneurs who
were in danger of losing their businesses altogether.*** One man stated that merchants in
Capitol Hill attempted to obtain assistance for their “businesses from government
agencies” and called it a “frustrating experience” with little results.*®® With the number of
dropouts and those unemployed rising daily, someone had to step up to help.*? In the late
1970s, the Mexican American Cultural Center and the Oklahoma Hispanic Heritage
Association began working together to promote education for families.*?” These
organizations realized that the state’s yearly budgets for education did not include enough
funds to hire the number of Spanish-speaking teachers needed to accommodate all of the
Latino children.*® The need became even greater when, in 1982, a U.S. Supreme Court
order forced Oklahoma public schools to allow all Latinos, whether legal or illegal, to
enroll in the school district where they lived, whether or not their parents could prove
residency.'?

Several other groups have organized to assist with the education, adjustment, and
integration of Latinos in Oklahoma City and the rest of Oklahoma. These include the

Latino Development Agency, Legal Aid of Western Oklahoma, the League of United
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Latin American Citizens, the American G.l. Forum, the Oklahoma Association of
Hispanic Professionals, the Latin American Council for Human Rights, the Salvation
Army, the Catholic Hispanic Affairs Commission, Catholic Charities, and the Governor's
Hispanic Council.™*® These associations offer educational services, employment direction,
medical assistance, social and legal guidance, immigration and naturalization information,
programs for youths, and consulting services for entrepreneurs.**! In addition, they help
fund bilingual signs, pamphlets, and other items Latinos may need to make the transition
to the American lifestyle.'*

While Latinos continued to witness improvement in their situations in Oklahoma
City during the late 1970s and early 1980s, despite statewide economic problems caused
by the downturn in the oil business, Latinization on the city’s cultural landscape has
increased since the late 1980s along with the numbers of Hispanics.™** In 1980, the
Hispanic segment of Oklahoma City’s total population of 403,213 numbered 7,265.*** By
1990, the Hispanic count nearly tripled to 22,003 of the 444,719 total residents; and, in
2000, it swelled to 51,368 of the overall populace of 506,132.1% By 2006, the U.S.
Census Bureau reported 79,617 Latinos lived in the city; and, in 2008, that estimate rose
to 82,395.*® The importance of organization and guidance also increased accordingly,
and Latinos responded over the ensuing years.

Leaders have come forward to serve as important advocates for the Latinos in the
city. In 1991, long-established Oklahoma City resident John Martinez helped organize
activities for National Hispanic Month and aided other Hispanic leaders in obtaining a
gymnasium for Latino youths, hoping to combat gang activity.'*” That same year, Patricia

Fennell, a native of Ecuador and also a longtime Oklahoma City resident, established the
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Latino Community Development Agency (LCDA) with a mission “to enhance the life of
the Latino community through education, leadership, services, and advocacy” (Figure
12).1% Over the years, Fennell assisted a number of Latino students, entrepreneurs, and
families in getting a head start on a new life.**® In addition, she has been a primary voice
for Latinos on many issues in the Riverside District, Capitol Hill, and other locations of
Oklahoma City, working to preserve Latino identity in important ways.**°

Oklahoma City metro universities have also been reaching out to the surrounding
Latino population. The University of Oklahoma joined the “Hot List” of the top 700 best
colleges for Hispanics to attend in 1997.'*! The University of Central Oklahoma started a
Miss Hispanic UCO Pageant in 1999.'* Oklahoma City Community College (OCCC)
and the Hispanic Organization to Promote Education worked together to increase the
Hispanic student population there from two percent in 1990, to five percent in 2001, and
to eight percent of the total student population in 2009.*® The education outreach by
Latino organizations and Oklahoma’s educational institutions has without a doubt
improved the situations of many Hispanic residents.

Hispanic businesses, undoubtedly the most noticeable Latinized cultural
landscape feature, continue to develop and prosper with help from local organizations. In
2000, an organization formed to support local Hispanic businesses and to assist with
maintaining their uniqueness. Inspired by the Dallas Hispanic Chamber, Oklahoma City
residents Cerval “Ray” Doonkeen, Yvonne Gonzales, and other prominent Hispanic
business people opened the Greater Oklahoma City Hispanic Chamber of Commerce to
serve and “create a vibrant economic environment” for the mushrooming Latino business

population in Oklahoma City.*** This Hispanic chamber was their second effort to
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organize in the city within a five-year period, and founders made sure the second time
was successful.**> The chamber aids Latino entrepreneurs by making a “bridge between
the Hispanic and Anglo communities in Oklahoma City,” creating a network with other
Latino businesses, and helping with the development of “business plans and successful
marketing strategies.”**° State Senator Jim Reynolds supported the chamber’s efforts and
encouraged Hispanics to “get involved and become more a part of what’s going on in the
state” because, he said, “It’s a benefit to them, as well as to the entire city.”**” Charles
Garner, former owner of Budget Foods in Capitol Hill, where many Hispanics used to
shop, joined the chamber when it opened.**® Garner did not speak Spanish, but, from
firsthand experiences, knew that the Hispanic Chamber was essential in order for
Oklahoma City Latinos to become flourishing capitalists.**® Gonzales hoped that within
ten years the chamber would have a permanent office, a full time staff, workshops, and a
business incubator program.**® Almost a decade later, the Greater Oklahoma City
Hispanic Chamber of Commerce is running strong; and for the past five years, David
Castillo has made sure the chamber met Gonzales’s wishes.

Since 2005, Castillo has served as the Executive Director of the Greater
Oklahoma City Hispanic Chamber of Commerce (Figure 13). He assisted with
developing the mission of the Hispanic Chamber—to support “the economic
development, competitive advancement and improvements in the skills of business
owners, [and] merchants in the Hispanic community of the City.”*** In 2006, after
receiving a $141,000 economic development grant from the Regents for Higher
Education, OCCC teamed up with the Hispanic Chamber to help Latino-owned

businesses in Oklahoma City.** Castillo stated that not only will this “bring good
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development to the city because you’re going to have more Hispanic business and more
Hispanic business that will be flourishing” but also that administration by OCCC will
mean “a great outreach to bring Hispanic students to college.”**

In 2007, the Hispanic Chamber, after receiving a $20,000 CasaCyber Technology
Grant from the AT&T Foundation, began offering a Business Incubator Program to help
Latino entrepreneurs succeed with their capitalist ventures, fulfilling a dream of founding
member Yvonne Gonzales.™* Castillo believes that, with education and with the support
of the Hispanic Chamber, Latino capitalists will “drive the economy” with their small
businesses.**® Other Hispanic Chamber programs are its Governmental Affairs
Committee “to promote and protect political interests of the organization and the
Hispanic community” and the Chamber Foundation “to provide Hispanic youth with
academic opportunities and professional experience.”**® Since 2002, they have also
sponsored an annual Hispanic Expo, the largest event for Latino businesses and services
in the state.™’

In 2001, when The Oklahoman began running articles about the rising Hispanic
population, a journalist reported the state of Oklahoma had about 2,000 Latino-owned
businesses that generated an estimated $600 million dollars in sales, a by-product of the
state’s 114 percent Hispanic population increase between 1990 and 2000."%® In 2008, a
journalist for The Oklahoman wrote, “Hispanic-owned businesses line SW 44 and SW 29
as well as Western and Walker avenues, diversifying this once homogenous community”
in south Oklahoma City.** One resident reported, ““There has been a lot of Mexican
restaurants opening up, and now there’s this big Mexican grocery store in the old

Homeland building’” (El Mariachi Supermercado).*®®
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Hispanics also began to be recognized as important consumers. In 2003, former
chair of the Greater Oklahoma City Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Cerval “Ray”
Doonkeen stated that few Oklahoma City businesses actually “comprehend the enormity
of the economic impact” that the Latino population’s buying power would have in the
city over the next ten years.'®! Using the example of Capitol Hill, Doonkeen noted that
leasers were “giving away office space;” but he projected a shortage within the next few
years because of continued Hispanic growth.*®? In 2003, First Commercial Bank Vice-
President Lynn Groves stated that the bank was “cognizant of the shift in Oklahoma
City’s demographics” and had implemented a plan in the late 1990s to target Hispanic
customers by seeking out bilingual employees to work at each of their local branches—

particularly the one in Capitol Hill.*®®

Other businesses also acknowledged the increasing
Latino population. Buy for Less grocery stores in south Oklahoma City recognized the
growing Hispanic community, and storeowners in the Latinized parts of Oklahoma City
changed the name to “Buy for Less Super Mercado” and began selling more Latino-
specific products (Figure 14). For example, in December 2009, One Buy for Less grocery
store owner in the Little Flower Church area said that he ordered “extra corn husks and
masa, a corn-based dough, every year in the weeks leading up to the Christmas holiday”
because those were “key components” of the foods Hispanics traditionally enjoy more of
at Christmas.*®

In the early 2000s, an Asian-American opened El Mariachi Supermercado; Mario
Delgado and Sandra Vallejo-Delgado joked that it is the only place one can purchase a

wok and a molcajete (the Spanish version of the mortar and pestle tool used for grinding

spices) on the same aisle.*® Besides this anomaly, shoppers at El Mariachi
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Supermercado can purchase specific items rarely found in Oklahoma’s Anglo-oriented
grocery stores, such as an entire cabeza de baca (cow’s head), fresh churros (cinnamon
fry bread), fresh tortillas, and fresh tamales. Most mercados, including EI Mariachi
Supermercado, also have full service delis and bakeries that serve tacos, tortas
(sandwiches), various pans (breads), and dulces (sweets).

In addition to major businesses and various medical centers catering to the rapidly
increasing Latino population, a surfeit of small businesses, such as cantinas (bars),
discotecas (dance clubs), restaurants, remittance shops, and carnicerias (meat
markets/general stores) have opened in Oklahoma City over the years and in surrounding
metro areas as well since the 1990s. While the names of these businesses typically
indicate the Latinized impress, the businesses also exhibit other characteristics of
Latinization. Stores with multi-colored facades and business signs exhibiting symbols of
Hispanic heritage or the colors of their ethnic flags line the streets in some areas. Some
establishments have murals, often on both the outside and the inside of the building, that
signify ethnicity by portraying popular landscape scenes or important historic figures of
the owner’s country of origin (Figure 15). Decorations like pifiatas, cacti and other plants,
rugs, vases, and other trinkets fill spaces within the restaurants and other businesses.
Latinization is profound in many of these businesses, whether the owner is a Latino or a
non-Latino seeking to attract Latino customers.

Hispanic-run eateries, such as El Charrito and La Roca, were the first Latinized
businesses to appear on the Oklahoma City cultural landscape; and Latinized restaurants
abound in the city. One of the oldest small restaurants is Tacoville located in southwest

Oklahoma City (Figure 16). Residents there recall that the eatery started in the late 1960s;
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indeed, when the Urban Renewal Authority stated they wanted to bulldoze much of the
Riverside neighborhood in the 1960s, some of those residents had moved to this area.'®®
Another restaurant locals frequented was EI Alex, which, like Tacoville, is still in
business today in Capitol Hill. David Castillo estimated that this establishment began its
operation during the 1980s.*®’

Other small Hispanic-influenced businesses were becoming common in the 1990s.
For instance, residents reported that Mexico Transfers, a remittance shop in Capitol Hill
that is painted bright yellow opened in the mid-1990s. San Nachos, a Latino-owned
cantina, and Panaderia La Mexican Bakery and Imports, a Latino-owned panaderia,
carniceria, and tamaleria (tamale shop), originated around the same time during the
1990s in the Capitol Hill area (Figure 17). In Packingtown, Panaderia La Herradura
commenced in the late 1990s (Figure 18). Carnicerias, such as Super Mercados
Morelos/Cash America Pawn in northwest Oklahoma City, Carniceria EI Rodeo, with a
colorful mural painted on its windows, in west Oklahoma City, and Carniceria La
Hacienda in south Oklahoma City, started up during the first few years of the 2000s.°®
Likewise, discotecas, such as OK Corral in northwest Oklahoma City, and Copa Cabana,
Safari, and Chihuahua’s Bar, with its business sign painted in the colors of the Mexican
flag, on the southwest Oklahoma City landscape, began appearing around the same time
(Figure 19).

Over the last several years, diversified Latino businesses have opened.
Curiosidades Guatemala (also known as Tienda Guatemala) in northwest Oklahoma City

sells food during lunch and curios (souvenirs). The store also has a remittance license and

allows customers to pay their bills there. Diversity is also apparent in the various
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restaurants that offer ethnic cuisines of specific Latin American countries. Such
establishments include Café Anigua and The Brothers Restaurant, both of which serve
Guatemalan fare and are located in northwest Oklahoma City, and El Salvador
Restaurante Y Pupuseria located near Bethany. One favorite among locals is Café do
Brasil—owned by native Brazilian Ana Paixao Davis—which started in northwest
Oklahoma City and moved to the Midtown area of downtown Oklahoma City in 2005
(Figure 20).'%°

Other Hispanic businesses have also diffused throughout the greater Oklahoma
City metropolitian area. For instance, in Edmond, a suburb fifteen miles north of
Oklahoma City, the general store/restaurant La Perla has a neon business sign that
displays the Mexican flag colors. A Peruvian in Edmond manages Zarate’s Latin
Mexican Grill, a brightly painted Latin American restaurant. The sunny yellow Pepe’s
Mexican Restaurant with its Spanish architectural flare is one of Edmond’s oldest
restaurants. Additionally, the fast food eatery Carnitas Michoacén, El Parian Mexican
Restaurant and a convenience store Guadalupana enliven Edmond’s cultural landscape.
Norman, a suburb fifteen miles south of Oklahoma City, boasts a restaurant that serves
Peruvian food, Mamaveca Mexican Restaurant, and a Caribbean-influenced restaurant
named Monique’s Corner, operated by a Venezuelan and located near The Univerisity of
Oklahoma’s Campus Corner.*”

Other vital innovations seen and heard throughout the city include Spanish-
language newspapers, such as Viva Oklahoma (which is part of The Oklahoman
production line), EI National de Oklahoma, and Nuestra Comunidad. Additionally, three

Latino radio stations now serve Oklahoma City and surrounding metro areas: FM 106.7
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Anunciate en La Zeta, FM 105.3 La Indomable, and AM 1460 La Tremenda Radio
Mexico en Oklahoma. Television stations KTUZ Telemundo and KUOK Univision
provide the Latino population in Oklahoma City and nearby cities with news and
Spanish-language television programming. Although much of their history may still not
be in written form today, the current history of Latinos has indeed become more
discernible across the Oklahoma City landscape in many ways and forms.

Conclusion

After World War 11, Oklahoma successfully transitioned to a post-war economy.
Migrants, particularly those from Latin America, trekked to the state with hope for better
live than the ones they left behind. Oklahoma’s economic bust in the late 1970s and early
1980s created hardships on some and opened doors for others, namely the Latinos. The
abandonment of the white community—who left Capitol Hill and went to the suburbs—
proffered an opportunity for Latinos to buy up property and create colonias (colonies)
within a city there. Such colonias are unique to Hispanic cultural identity.

Today, Oklahoma City’s cultural landscape, particularly in the southern portion of
the city and in adjacent metro areas, consists of full Spanish-language billboard
advertisements and a plethora of carnicerias, panaderias, tortillarias, taquerias,
tamalerias, and cantinas (Figure 21). Additionally, iglesias (churches) of denominations
other than Catholic, such as Baptist, First Christian, and Assembly of God, have names
that denote their Latinicity (Figure 22). Little Flower Church is thriving as a “large, urban
parish” and has around 3,000 Hispanic parishioners who attend the four Spanish masses
offered each weekend.*"* In January 2009, state Superintendent Sandy Garrett said that

forty percent of Oklahoma City Public Schools’ students in 2008 were Hispanic but that
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the state continued to have a serious shortage of English-as-a-Second-Language
teachers.*’? Obviously further work awaits in the public schools.

New land uses might affect historic Hispanic ties to the area in the near future.
The 2006 “Core to Shore” redevelopment plan implemented by the City of Oklahoma
City envisages a total revitalization of the historic Riverside District. While the church
will remain, the Riverside District neighborhood will eventually become the site for an
urban park and residential development. The upscale housing the plan envisions will
undoubtedly force Hispanic residents to relocate from their traditional Oklahoma City
community to one of the other Latino colonias or possibly to a new area.

Recently, Hispanics suffered a small setback in the state. Passed in 2007, House
Bill 1804, an attempt to crack down on illegal immigration, initially caused many legal
Hispanics to feel fearful of discrimination and caused some establishments to go out of
business because of a decline in clientele.!”® According to a 2010 report by the
Washington, D.C.-based Urban Land Institute, however, House Bill 1804 has had “little
effect on decreasing the number of immigrant families” in Oklahoma City.*"* The lead
author of the report, Robin Koralek, stated nonetheless a “culture of fear and confusion”
still exists among Oklahoma City’s Hispanic community.” *™> After two and a half years,
and with some parts of the law still contested in court, concern about House Bill 1804 has
lessened. More businesses are obtaining licenses to open, and the Latino population
continues to swell.

Latinos have over a century’s worth of significant history in Oklahoma City and
the dearth of documentation about Hispanics here makes it an intriguing case for further

research. The description of Latinos as Oklahoma City’s invisible minority is no longer
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valid. The present reality is that Latinos have persevered in Oklahoma City and will no
doubt continue to persevere despite anything city planners might decide to undertake.
Wilfredo Santos-Riviera, an active Oklahoma City educator, commented that the Latino
history in Oklahoma has been *“a struggle of slow but steady progress” and avowed that,
with new programs and with cooperation among organized groups throughout the state,
“the future is ours.”™’® Oklahoma City’s Latino cultural landscape depicts that progress,
and the city’s landscape will likely continue to change and to delineate the ways

Hispanics integrate in Oklahoma (Figure 23).
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Figure 1. Initially, Latinos who migrated to Oklahoma City settled in three locations: the Riverside

District, Packingtown, and Walnut Grove.
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Figure 2. During the Great Depression (1929-39), Oklahoma City officials built community camps for
destitute civilians to live in; some of those needy residents were Hispanic. [Photo courtesy of the Oklahoma

City Metropolitan Library System, Oklahoma City Images Collection, circa 1932].
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Figure 3. Cheap shotgun-style homes like this one are common in the Riverside District (Widener June
2009).
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scattered throughout the city creating three new Latinized areas.
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Figure 5. Aerial view of Packingtown looking towards the west. [Photo courtesy of the Oklahoma
Historical Society, Ray Jacoby Collection, September 14, 1959].
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Figure 6. This is a photograph of a rendering of the Little Flower Church that appeared in the Little Flower
Magazine in June 1926 (Widener October 2009). [Little Flower Magazine is available at the Carmelite
Archives at Marylake Monastery in East End, Arkansas].
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Figure 7. Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church is adjacent to Primera Iglesia Bautista Hispana in
Packingtown. While its congregation never grew to the same size as that of the Baptist church in the first
half of the 1900s, Our Lady of Guadalupe remains an important artifact of the history of Latinos in
Oklahoma City (Widener March 2009). [Top photograph dates back to the early 1930s and is a
photography of an image at the Carmelite Archives at Marylake Monastery in East End, Arkansas].
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Figure 8. Primera Iglesia Bautista Hispana, in Packingtown, dates back to the early 1900s. The church
still has services; however, its congregation is much smaller than when it was then (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 9. Little Flower Church remains a landmark not only for the Latino population but for the skyline of
the city of Oklahoma City. Each Weekend there are six Masses—four celebrated in Spanish and two in
English—to serve the current parish population of around 3,000 (Widener May 2009).



72

Figure 10. Little Flower Church officials in the mid 1920s established a school and health clinic that
catered to Hispanics in Oklahoma City (Widener October 2009). [These photographs are of images that
appeared in the Church of the Little Flower Dedication pamphlet March 24, 1927, courtesy of the
Carmelite Archives at Marylake Monastery in East End, Arkansas].
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Figure 11. View looking east down Commerce Street (Southwest Twenty-Fifth Street) in Capitol Hill. Oil
derricks in the Oklahoma City Qilfield can be seen in the background. [Photo courtesy of the Oklahoma
Historical Society, Barney Hillerman Collection, date unknown].
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Figure 12. The Latino Community Development Agency, located in the Riverside Neighborhood, provides
Hispanic residents with education, healthcare, and other means of support. The center also has an early
head start program that caters to children with impoverished parents of any race (Widener May 2009).
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Greater Oklahoma City

Hispanic Chamber of Commerce

Figure 13. Greater Oklahoma Hispanic Chamber of Commerce located in south Oklahoma City (Widener
February 2009).
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Figure 14. Some Buy for Less grocery store owners changed their stores’ names to target the Hispanic
community in the city (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 15. Latino murals are common along many south Oklahoma City streets. This mural appears to be a
bridge between two cultures—American (Bud Light) and Mexican (Corona) (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 16.Tacovi||e, according to local residents, has been open in southwest Oklahoma City since the late
1960s (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 17. Once lined with middle class department stores and theatres, this street in Capitol Hill is an
example of a Latinized Main Street. Several Hispanic owned and influenced stores and restaurants line this
avenue (Widener September 2008).



80

La Herradura
MERCANTIT wontofh

Fire 18. La Herradura, located in Packingtown, is one of the largest panaderias in the Oklahoma City
metro (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 19. An old strip mall in southwest Oklahoma City is home to a few Hispanic discotecas (Widener
March 2009).
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Figure 20. A mural in Café do Brasil depicting the “Christ the Redeemer” statue in Rio de Janeiro
(Widener April 2009).
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Figure 21. Tamaleria located in southwest Oklahoma City (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 22. Since the 1990s, many churches in the southern area of Oklahoma City have Latinized. This
church’s exterior is painted pink (Widener March 2009).
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Figure 23. Chicano Lowrider culture is becoming more popular in Oklahoma City. This gentleman was
preparing his car for a Lowrider contest at a local park (Widener March 2009).
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Chapter 4
The Latinization of
“America’s Most Beautiful City:” Tulsa

Introduction

The northeastern Oklahoma city of Tulsa enjoys a unique and colorful history.
Incorporated in 1898, the state’s second-most-populated city is well known for its ties to
the Creek Nation, its status as the world’s former oil capital, its Race Riot of 1921, its
ranking as “America’s most beautiful city,” and its Spartan School of Aeronautics.! Tulsa
also has a culturally rich geography and history that includes Latin American populations
from south of the Rio Grande and from the Caribbean. The 1900 census counted 134
Latino residents of Mexican ancestry in the combined Oklahoma and Indian Territories.?
A century later, the census showed that Tulsa County alone had 33,616 Latinos, with
28,111 of them, about sixteen percent of the state’s total Latino population of 179,304,
living in the city of Tulsa.® Tulsa area Latinos come from all nineteen Spanish-speaking
Latin American republics and the U.S. Commonwealth Puerto Rico (Figure 1).*

The largest influx of Latinos to Tulsa has come since the 1970s when the city’s
overall population began to swell and as suburban sprawl began to accelerate. Several
areas that were once predominantly made up of Anglo Americans, mainly in east Tulsa
and in the vicinity just north of the University of Tulsa known as the Kendall-Whittier
District, are today Latino barrios or colonias (Figure 2). This culture group has modified
Tulsa’s urban landscape, making these once Anglo spaces Latino places. Latinos are
finding their niche in American culture, creating cultural landscapes, and in the process

establishing their own traditions in Tulsa. The combination of their determination to stay
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in Tulsa and of the contributions made by Latin American leaders who have organized
assistance for their fellow Latinos have facilitated the process of Latinization.
Latinos in Tulsa

In the early 1830s, Tulsa, originally called Tallasi (a Creek term meaning old
town), began as a settlement area of the Lochapoka, Lower Creek, from Georgia and
Alabama.” After establishing boundaries with the Cherokee to the east, the Creek began
raising cattle.® By 1879, ranches covered a major portion of what is now Tulsa, giving it a
reputation as a cow town that was in the “middle of some of the best cow country on
earth.”” In 1882, the St. Louis and San Francisco Railroad (Frisco) laid its tracks through
the area, transporting many heads of cattle from the nearby pastures and serving as a
catalyst for the city’s growth and for the development of the central business district that
flanked the north and south sides of the rail line.® By 1886, Frisco tracks spanned the
Arkansas River and united Tulsa with Sapulpa and Red Fork; by 1899, a line connected
Sapulpa to Oklahoma City.® In 1901, two men struck oil in Red Fork and overnight Tulsa
went from a “sleepy little town” to one fully roused by oil and oil exploration (Figure
3).1% As a result, the next decade witnessed the establishment of several nearby oil fields,
including Glenn Pool, Cushing, and Boston (near Cleveland, Oklahoma), and the
building of rail connections to these locations for hauling workers and oil field equipment
and for transporting crude.'! According to Robert Gregory, oil brought to Tulsa
“gamblers, promoters, speculators, lawyers, hucksters, even fortune tellers.”*? Gregory,
however, failed to document the immigrants attracted to the arduous jobs associated with

this new industry.
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The exact numbers of Latinos in Tulsa, Oklahoma, from 1900 to 1980 remain
elusive, but some decennial censuses did provide information regarding Mexicans during
that period.*® After the 1980 census, the U.S. Census Bureau began using the specific
term “Hispanic” to better encompass the ethnicity of that rapidly increasing section of the
population.** Before statehood, the census recorded sixty-four official Latino residents in
Indian Territory, all of whom were of Mexican descent.'® By 1910, the state’s Latino
population jumped to 2,700 Mexican, Cuban, Central American, and South American-
born citizens; but the exact number for the city of Tulsa, with its overall population of
18,182, is unknown.® In 1920, the state’s Latino population totaled 6,779, tripling over
ten years, with Tulsa having 168 (Mexican only) of Tulsa County’s 346 Hispanics;
Bartlesville, a city north of Tulsa, recorded over 100 of Washington County’s 270
Latinos.’’” The increase in the Latino population in Tulsa reflects the growth that the city
had with the burgeoning oil industry. The city’s overall population nearly quadrupled
from the 1910 census to total 72,075."

In the late 1800s and early 1900s, most Latinos living in the Tulsa metropolitan
area worked for section gangs along the various rail lines and city streetcar lines; some
migrants worked in the Tulsa coal mines located near present day Fifteenth Street and
Yale Avenue during the first three decades of the twentieth century.*® Growth continued
because of the abundance of jobs until the 1930s. However, when the Great Depression
(1929-39) and the Dust Bowl of the 1930s reached Oklahoma, Latinos, just like many of
the Anglos in the state, searched for refuge elsewhere.?® The 1930 decennial census
showed only a small increase, an early sign of the depression. 7,345 Latinos lived in the

state and Tulsa County recorded 486 Latinos with 294 of them in Tulsa.”*
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During the Great Depression, some Latinos returned to Mexico because state and
federal officials stressed that places employing these residents needed to “reduce
drastically...or eliminate them” and some moved to colonias in Chicago, Detroit, Los
Angeles, New York, San Antonio, or elsewhere.?? The 1940 decennial census data
confirmed that the state’s Latino population had sharply decreased—to 1,540.% When
Latino migration increased in the U.S in the late 1950s and continued with a notable
acceleration in the 1970s, a parallel pattern of growth occurred in Oklahoma and in
Tulsa.?*

Growth stepped up again in the 1980s and 1990s due to federal immigration
reforms. In 1980, 4,322 Hispanics lived in the city of Tulsa, which had an overall
populace of 360,919.% In 1990, the Latino population more than doubled to total 9,564;
and, in 2000, that figure swelled to 28,111, while Tulsa’s overall numbers rose only
slightly—to 367,302 in 1990 and to 393,049 in 2000.%° This “unprecedented” growth in
Hispanic residents was because of the high numbers of entry-level jobs, of available and
affordable houses, and of Hispanic relatives and friends already in the area.?” Many of the
newcomers migrated from Texas, California, and Mexico.? In April 1999, Tulsa World
writers called Tulsa’s Latino community a “collage of cultures and histories:” grandsons
and granddaughters of pioneer Mexican railroad workers, Cubans from the 1980s wave
of migration, Puerto Ricans and Dominicans from the northeastern U.S., and South
Americans.”® The primary reason for the increasing population remained the abundance

of jobs in Oklahoma.
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Historical Latinization of Tulsa

Latinos were major contributors to the work necessary for the industrialization
and settlement of the U.S. and work drew Latinos to Tulsa also. In The Mexicans in
Oklahoma, Michael Smith declared that the spate of new arrivals after the Mexican
Revolution in the early 1900s enabled railroad companies to hire Mexican workers to
help lay new lines and assist with the upkeep of existing lines.*® Rail companies enticed
migrants by building houses for their employees.** Tulsa was in need of help with the
construction of the connection lines, but living conditions were worse there than in other
areas such as Oklahoma City.* Smith noted that, although the rail companies in the state
allegedly remunerated their employees better than those in neighboring states, the first
Mexicans to work for the Frisco in Tulsa resided in “tents pitched along the right of
way,” dilapidated box cars, or other impermanent spaces; oftentimes “the firemen on the
locomotives...cast them their quota of coal as the train passed” their unplumbed,
unfurnished, and non-electrical living quarters.®® Railroad officials promoted living near
the tracks in small barrios or settling in nearby towns.**

As a child in the early 1920s, Cecil Gomez, whose father worked full time for the
Frisco, lived in an area known as the “Y” in West Tulsa near the Arkansas River and the
Twenty-First Street bridge, about one mile from Red Fork and about five miles from
Sapulpa.® According to Gomez, the barrio, or the Y, consisted of about five acres
“smack dab in the middle of the Frisco train yards” and was a “colony of Mexican
migrant railroad workers all crammed together in a sunken hollow with restricted access
to the town.”*® The area was dangerous; in order to leave the Y, residents had to cross the

Twenty-First Street bridge—commonly known to the Mexican community as “Cruzero
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del Diablo” or “The Devil’s Crossing”—where a sentry had to direct drivers and walkers
and watch for others who tried to jump onto the passing trains.*” Gomez depicted the area
as a “slummy little barrio comprised of poor humble Mexican families” in “squalid-like
surroundings,” even though it “sharply resembled many of the places where they’d
[Gomez’s parents] previously lived—either in Mexico or America.”*® Gomez
remembered “at least 45 people living in eleven one-and-two-room ramshackle shacks all
bunched up together.”* Essentially segregated, residents inexorably heard the “rumbling
of switch engines, chugging, puffing, bumping and humping” and “the lonesome freight
train whistles that constantly warned of their presence.”*® In October 1948, after Gomez
returned from serving in the U.S. Navy in World War 1l (1939-45), the Frisco evicted
everyone from the Y in order to expand its operations.** Upon his return, Gomez and his
wife settled in a home along the Sand Springs Trolley line.* In order to assist his parents
and younger brothers and sisters after their eviction from the Y, he built them a home at
2427 South Olympia Avenue in West Tulsa for $5,093.* Certainly, the “social and
cultural” changes many Latinos had to make to survive were onerous.*

The church was an important resource for Tulsa Latinos needing to make life
changes, just as it was for Oklahoma City’s Latinos. A Catholic church that Latinos
frequented in their early years in Tulsa was Saint Catherine’s. Built in 1914, Saint
Catherine’s Catholic Church was the first place of worship to reach out to the growing
Mexican community that lived near the West Tulsa refinery and the rail yards.* In
addition, Saint Catherine’s also had a kindergarten through eighth grade school where a

few of the laborers’ children, including Cecil Gomez, attended.*
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Gomez recalled that, during his “early childhood days,” Holy Family Cathedral in
downtown Tulsa, the “mother church,” tried to meet the needs of the Mexican families by
bringing in a Spanish-speaking priest and giving the Latinos their own place to worship at
Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church (Figure 4).*” According to Tulsa Diocese
Historian James D. White, the original Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church, was a
plain wooden chapel, established in Tulsa in 1928 for the Mexican coal miners.*® Gomez
described the facility as “a small country church located away from mainstream
downtown Tulsa...near the Tulsa coal mines.”*® This area was, according to Gomez,
quite different from the Y where his family lived. He called it a “thriving community of
Mexican nationals” because of the nearby employment opportunities in factories and coal
mines.*

Plans for another church near this area—in the Kendall-Whittier neighborhood—
began in 1926.%* Although the area was mostly Anglo at the time, the church became
more important to Latinos later on. Indeed, the church, with its “Spanish-style bell
tower,” served as a reminder of home for many Latinos in the area then.>* Although not
fully completed until 1949 because of World War |1, St. Francis Xavier began offering
services in its basement in 1937 (Figure 5).>% In 1937, Our Lady of Guadalupe closed
because of declining attendance related to the shutdown of the coal mines.>* In 1940, the
pastor of St. Francis had the old chapel moved to a pasture at 1329 North Trenton
Avenue and reopened it as a mission.>® In the 1960s, construction on a new brick building
began; the dedication celebration of the new chapel of Our Lady of Guadalupe occurred
in May 1963 (Figure 6).%° In the 1970s, because of increased movement to suburban

areas, the number of Anglo-Americans in the congregation decreased at St. Francis; and,
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by the 1980s, the “Hispanic Catholics” began demanding mass there in their own
language.®” The parish of St. Francis was in financial trouble; long time St. Francis
parishioner Imogene Kozak told a Tulsa World reporter in 1999, “Construction of
Interstate 244 in the early 1970s was the beginning of the St. Francis decline. The
Crosstown Expressway eliminated numerous Anglo homes just north of the parish.”®

In 1991, the primarily Anglo and Black parish of St. Francis Xavier Church
united with the mostly Spanish parish of Our Lady of Guadalupe Church; currently the
church is known as St. Francis Xavier with a shrine to Our Lady of Guadalupe.®® At first,
the new church was supported by about 200 to 250 Anglo members and 400 or more
Latino members.®® Although some Anglos did abandon the church after the merger, many
stayed, according to a journalist for the Tulsa World, because “they have said too many
prayers, watched too many baptisms and attended too many weddings just to walk
away.”®® Initially, the two groups worshipped separately—in the same building but at
different times.® At first, they had an integrated parish council but it did not work
effectively.®® They set up two separate parish councils and “a few signs of acceptance and

cooperation began to bud.”®*

When Latinos took charge of the annual Hispanic carnival
and proceeds rose from the usual $3,000 to $12,000, Anglo parishioner Frank Friedl
called it a “godsend” because the parish had struggled for so long to make ends meet.®®
By 1999, the Kendall-Whittier area of Tulsa was thirty-five percent Hispanic;
according to the parish priest that year, “about 150 white and black families and 2,000
Hispanic families” attended the church.®® Priests conducted three Spanish Masses and one

English-language Mass on weekends.®” Signs of acceptance on the part of the Anglos

continued and in March 1999 the two groups actually worshipped together for the first
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time at St. Francis at a joint service with Grace Lutheran Church.?® Furthermore, several
Anglo members decided they wanted to learn Spanish.®® Today, the church is one of the
top ten churches in Tulsa in terms of attendance and each Sunday the priests celebrate
seven masses in Spanish and only one mass in English.”

Churches were an important gathering place and certainly made notable
differences in the lives of many Latinos. Education, after employment, is likely the
second most important step for Latinos on the pathway to integration into life in the U.S.
Many Latinos that resided in Oklahoma in the years of pre-statehood and early statehood
could not speak English; indeed, most were even illiterate in Spanish.”* Culturally, they
had seen no benefits of education in their own countries and the majority of Latino
migrants brought that mentality with them to Oklahoma.’ Often Latinos sent their young
children to work alongside adults rather than to school.”® The parents of children that did
receive an education and could speak English often relied on those children to translate in
important situations. For instance, in A Mexican Twilight Cecil Gomez recounts that,
even at the age of eleven, he was “becoming a young interpreter” and that “all this time in
America, neither my parents nor the *Y’ families had learned to speak English beyond a
smattering of comprehensibility.””* Gomez went on to say non-English speakers needed
his help because “they couldn’t read the street signs or the destination signs of the buses
and trolley cars.””

Tulsa Public Schools’ English-immersion program began when children of the
Vietnamese came to the U.S. in the 1970s.”® Brazilian Ludmila Davison recalled that,
when she first visited Tulsa in 1982, Tulsa school systems were ill-prepared to teach non-

English speakers.”” When Margarita Trevino moved from Chihuahua, Mexico, to Tulsa in
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the 1980s, she attended Nathan Hale High School and was the only one in the English-as-
a-Second-Language class. Margarita stated that she found that the biggest barrier was
language; when she began applying for college, she avowed that the counselor at the high
school actually told her to go to Tulsa Community College instead of the University of
Tulsa (TU) because of her language skills. Margarita went to TU, received her degree,
and met her husband Francisco Trevino. Like his wife, Francisco had also struggled with
language; he moved to Tulsa in 1978 and did not know any English. He learned English
by “listening to the Beatles, Kiss, and the Rolling Stones.” Francisco stated that he knew
only a few other Mexicans in town and that most of his friends were Black, Indian, or
Anglo. When he was twenty years old, he moved back to Mexico for six months; when
he returned to Tulsa, he began mingling with the Hispanic community and met Margarita
when he was volunteering at a Spanish immersion class.”® Trevino continues to stress the
importance of learning English. He argues the important of togetherness and encourages
parents to make sure their children are “fully bilingual,” emphasizing that his family
members speak Spanish when they are at home but use English when they are away from
home."

Together, the Trevinos became more active in the Tulsa Latino community and
began attending Our Lady of Guadalupe Church regularly. Margarita participated in a
dance group—National Association of Folkloric Dance—from 1994 to 2000 and
Francisco joined the Tulsa Mariachi band. Both the dance group and the band helped
spread Hispanic culture through the city. Francisco also made connections during his
days with the band. One man he met was David Zapata, owner of Zapata Media Group,

which aired a two-hours-long Spanish radio show on 1430 AM on Sundays and published
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the newspaper Hispano de Tulsa. In 1995, Zapata had to leave his business and offered
Francisco the radio program or the newspaper. Francisco decided to keep the newspaper;
behind Margarita’s back, he bought “a box of stuff” that contained everything he needed
to keep the newspaper going. For five years, Margarita had nothing to do with the
newspaper—until Francisco began running the Clear Channel radio station, the first
twenty-four-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week Spanish broadcasting station. Today, the
Trevinos’ newspaper is still successful, is published in both Spanish and English, and has
a webpage that contains listings for Spanish-owned businesses or establishments that
cater to the Latino population.®

While the language barrier was perhaps the biggest difficulty for immigrants in
the twentieth-century, Tulsa Hispanics, like Oklahoma City Hispanics, relied on various
local support organizations to help ease social and cultural tensions. Some of these early
groups in Tulsa were the Comisién Honorifica (Honorary Commission), the Cruz Azul
(Blue Cross), and the Sociedad Benéfica Nacional (National Benefit Society).®* New
groups, however, were on the horizon. The growth in the numbers of Latinos after World
War I, specifically in the 1960s and 1970s, led Tulsa city officials to seek other
resources.

In 1975, Reverend Victor Orta, a Tejano (Texan of Mexican ancestry), came to
Tulsa to start a Baptist church. Orta, not really wanting to move away from Texas, felt in
his heart that Latinos in Tulsa deserved an option other than Catholicism. Even though
his first impression was that “Tulsa was not open to foreign-looking people,” he instantly
fell in love with “America’s most beautiful city” and stayed to make his home there. In

addition to starting a church, in 1979 he initiated the Hispanic Affairs Commission to
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help the Latino population in Tulsa. One of Orta’s first projects was to seek fair treatment
for Latinos working at a farm in Bixby, located south and east of Tulsa, where “eight to
nine people lived in a nine by ten foot room with no water system.” The most important
goal of the organization was to portray a correct image of and create an awareness of
Latinos in Tulsa. In addition, they sought to watch for and thwart barriers to employment,
housing, and health services and unfair treatment from law enforcement. The majority of
Tulsans in the 1970s, according to Orta, had the image of a Latino as a “Tejano leaning
on a cactus with a sombrero over his head and a bottle of tequila in his hand.” To combat
this image, leaders like Orta encouraged the first Latino celebration in downtown Tulsa in
1979. The gala had the support of city officials—James Inhofe, city mayor at the time
(1978-1984), even spoke at the event—but there were no funds to support the gala. As a
result, the community came together and raised enough money to bring in a dance group
from Guadalajara and a mariachi band. With “estamos aqui y vamos a vivir’—*"“we are
here and we are going to live”—as the aphorism of the event, Tulsa’s Latino population
made themselves known in the community. As a result, the Hispanic Affairs Commission
began promoting Latino culture, particularly in schools.®?

Yolanda Verlarde-Charney, a second generation Mexican-American, moved to
Owasso (a suburb fifteen miles northeast of Tulsa) over fifty years ago when only 600
people lived in the town.®® She said that when she arrived the main cultural connection
for the Mexican community was the EI Rancho Grande restaurant.®* After raising her
family, Verlarde-Charney became the Director of Community Relations for the Jewish
Federation in Tulsa in 1975.%° She stated she soon began meeting other people who

worried about the needs of the rising Hispanic population and in 1985 Aurora Ramirez
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Helton talked Verlarde-Charney into joining the Greater Tulsa Hispanic Affairs
Commission.®® In 1990, Verlarde-Charney, along with Dr. Julio Cuadra, Dr. Luis
Reinoso, and Margarita Bloese, left the Greater Tulsa Hispanic Affairs Commission and
created the Hispanic American Foundation.®” This organization raises funds for cultural
programs and scholarships for Latino students to attend college.®® During the late 1990s,
Verlarde-Charney aided Reinoso and Ben Windham in creating a resource center in the
Martin Regional Library in east Tulsa that would promote and assist lifelong learning for
Hispanics in Tulsa.? They received a three-year grant and were able to create a
“favorable environment for the Latino and Spanish-speaking community” by providing
books, pamphlets, literacy classes, and job and residency courses in Spanish.®

Another one of the early ways Tulsans became aware of Hispanics in their city
was through professional baseball. By the 1960s, during what Wayne McCombs in
Baseball in Tulsa terms “The Golden Decade,” baseball players with Latino surnames,
like Ramon Hernandez and Pedro Gonzalez, began appearing in the lineup of the Triple-
A Tulsa Oilers (presently known as the Tulsa Drillers).” In the early 1970s, first baseman
and power slugger Keith Hernandez played for the Drillers.*> Hernandez went on to play
for the St. Louis Cardinals and received the National League Co-Most Valuable Player
award in 1979 (although he might be better known for his appearance on the television
sitcom Seinfeld).*® In 1982, the roster contained more players with Hispanic surnames,
such as Cha Cho Gonzalez, Carmelo Aguayo, and Oscar Meija.”* Later on, players
included local favorites Sammy Sosa, who went on to play for the Chicago Cubs, and
Juan Gonzalez, the 1996 and 1998 American League Most Valuable Player.” In 1991,

ten-time Gold Glove recipient and ten-time American League All-Star Ivan Rodriguez
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played for the Drillers before going into the major league.® During the late 1990s, future
major league players Fernando Tatis, Ruben Mateo, and Carlos Pena kept the Latino
tradition alive on the Tulsa Drillers roster.”” These Hispanic baseball players certainly
raised awareness that Latinos lived and worked in Tulsa.
Latinization of Tulsa’s Cultural Landscape

During the intense population growth of the 1990s, Pastor Victor Orta, then the
director of Parkview Baptist Multi-Ethnic Center, helped set up twenty-four Hispanic
ministries in northeastern Oklahoma.? In addition, Tulsa’s American Red Cross chapter
started up a Spanish-speaking response team, the local YWCA began offering English
classes and first-aid training, and the local health department hired interpreters.*
Churches continued to be a primary source for social services, such as providing
information on laws and jobs, English lessons, and medical assistance. For example, the
Catholic Charities Hispanic Helping Center served 5,000 Hispanic families in 1998.1%°
These aid organizations, their leaders, and the increasing Latino population fueled the
process of Latinization on Tulsa’s landscape.

The most noticeable effects were the establishment of many Latino restaurants.
Tulsa’s first successful Latino-run restaurant opened in 1950 on Eleventh Street near Our

Lady of Guadalupe Church.*™

At the age of fourteen, Guadalupe Almendares married
Francisco Rodrigues, a Frisco Railroad worker, in Tulsa.*®? Guadalupe, who became
known as Ruby Rodrigues, had left school after the second grade; but, in 1950, she
opened the restaurant EI Rancho Grande and operated it for thirty-five years (Figure

7).1% Francisco even went to work in the restaurant after his health forced him to retire

from the railroad.'®* Christine Rodrigues, Ruby’s granddaughter, wrote, “The Mexicans
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living here in the 1920s faced hard times because of their nationality. Ruby encountered
many hardships living in Tulsa—especially during the war, the depression and the race
riot—but she overcame them all.”*% She added that Ruby stayed involved in three
churches—Holy Family, St. Francis, Xavier, and Our Lady of Guadalupe.'® EI Rancho
Grande remains a Tulsa favorite.

Another Latino-owned restaurant Casa Monterrey opened in the late 1960s on
East Forty-First and South Peoria. The owner’s parents Mike and Fermina Puente had
“paid a fee of 25 cents” to cross into the U.S in the 1920s.°” They made their way to a
Tulsa coal mining camp near the fairgrounds called the Hickory Coal Mine and lived in a
tent until they were able to find a house.'® Linda Cervantes, granddaughter of Mike
Puente, wrote that in the early 1920s he “made a little white cart and used it to sell
tamales made from original recipes that had been handed down to him from his
family.”** She said that her grandparents would at times “stay up all night making
tamales by hand” and that her grandfather would then go “anywhere he could sell
tamales.”**? After a while, they also began to sell pies, pralines, “homemade ice wafers,”
and ice cream sandwiches.*** They later moved to the Paul Adamson Mining Camp,
“located by the railroad tracks near East Fifteenth Street and South Yale Avenue,” and
continued to go “all over town” to sell their food. **? She stated that the Puentes were the
“first ones to sell Mexican food in Tulsa” and that they planted a dream of owning a
restaurant “deep into the hearts of their daughters.”**3

Their daughter Sarah met her future husband Cate Cervantes at the Paul Adamson
Mining Camp.*** Her sister Lillie opened a small restaurant in Tulsa in the 1940s but she

later moved away.*™® Sarah, after raising her family, decided to open a restaurant in
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Tulsa; she happened upon an ideal location when she was out to lunch with a friend one
day.**® Despite her husband’s misgivings, in March 1968, Sarah Cervantes opened Casa
Monterrey in a building at East Forty-First Street and South Peoria Avenue.**” According
to Linda Cervantes, “It had two small rooms and an old fashioned stove and refrigerator
like the ones used at home.”**® She said that, although her mother “knew nothing about
how to run a restaurant,” she was “determined to make her restaurant a success.”**® After
the old stove blew up one day, “she closed the restaurant for three days, gave all the food
away, brought in family and friends to help, and started all over from top to bottom.”*?
The restaurant soon became known for “serving the best Mexican food available”
in Tulsa; they also offered “old time Mexican entertainment.”*** One well-known feature,
added in 1978, was a wall mural of Monterrey painted by Robin Polhamus that contained

pictures of some of their customers and workers.'??

Ms. Cervantes said that “several trips
were made to Mexico to get the exact details.”*?* Katie Ryan, who lives twenty-five miles
west of Tulsa, used to go there often and remembered the “exquisite mural,” as well as
the “superb Tex-Mex” and traditional Mexican dishes the restaurant served.'?* Sand
Springs residents Mark and Vicki Claiborne said that “the restaurant was always jam
packed” and that it was Mark’s grandmother’s favorite place to dine in Tulsa.’*® The
restaurant closed in 1987.'%°

Tex-Mex restaurants, or what Tulsan Denny Widener calls “Okie-Mex” because
“none of the food is as spicy as traditional Tex-Mex,” began appearing on Tulsa’s
landscape during the 1970s.**” While non-Hispanics operated these restaurants, they do

nonetheless draw attention to Latino culture in Tulsa. In 1971, Casa Bonita, part of a

chain restaurant founded and run by Oklahoma Citian Bill Waugh, opened in Tulsa
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(Figure 8).'?® Casa Bonita’s renown was its all-you-can-eat deluxe dinners and its
entertaining atmosphere.*? Inside Tulsa’s Casa Bonita restaurant, a guest could dine in
various themed rooms, including the Volcano Room, the Cave Room, the Waterfall
Room, the El Presidente Room, and the Jail Room, or in other seating areas decorated in
Latin American decor.*® The restaurant also boasted an enormous arcade that entertained
both children and adults.**! The original Casa Bonita closed in 2005, reopened in 2006 as
Casa Viva, and closed again in 2007; in 2008, the original owner reopened the
establishment as Casa Bonita.’* Another local favorite is Ricardos: A Fine Mexican
Restaurant; in 1975, Richard Hunt opened this restaurant at 5629 East Forty-First Street
because he wanted “a fine Mexican restaurant for the locals.”**® His success enabled him
to expand the size of his restaurant three times over the last thirty-five years.™**
Additionally, the popular chain El Chico operates five eateries in the Tulsa area.

In the 1990s, Hispanics continued their tradition of working hard in Tulsa. In
1999, the median income for Tulsa County Latinos was $23,307, with Oklahoma
Department of Commerce records showing that twenty-three percent of the Latino

families in Tulsa County lived below the poverty level.*®

Many Tulsa Latinos held the
same types of jobs their ancestors had when they first came to the U.S.—arduous
occupations with low wages; some Latinos, however, had founded companies or learned
skills allowing them to make higher salaries.'*® State records indicated that 2,854
Hispanic-owned businesses operated in Oklahoma in 1992, with 1,204 of those involved
in landscaping, labor, and food service and the rest in agricultural, retail, wholesale,

construction, and manufacturing areas.**” In 1999, Manhattan Construction’s Chief

Executive Officer, Francis Rooney, said his company had employed Latinos for twenty
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years and that a third of their North American employees were Hispanic; he said they
were reliable and hardworking and brought “diversity and strong cultural values to the
workplace.”*® In 1999, Delta Café manager Dana Miller said, “Thank God for the
Mexican workers. | don’t know what we’d do without them. That’s the truth.”** Twenty
percent of Flintco Construction’s 800 workers and fifteen percent of North American
Galvanizing Company’s employees were Latino in 1999.*° Furthermore, Tulsa’s
business owners increasingly recognized Hispanics as important consumers. In 1999,
9,286 Tulsa County Latino households had pre-tax incomes of $215 million, according to
the Tulsa Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce.'*! A Tulsa convenience store owner, who
charged 1.5 percent to cash payroll checks, reported he cashed over $1.5 million in
paychecks from Spanish-speaking construction workers and manufacturing employees
each month.'*?

Tulsa’s Hispanics continue to celebrate their culture and shape the surrounding
landscape. As one Tulsa World writer summarized it in 1997, “People still seek a sense of
uniqueness, of home and history wherever they live. The new patterns of settlement and
technology may have changed the nature of place, but they have not eliminated our need
for it.”*** During the “Macarena” craze, three Filipino women helped create Fiesta
Latino “so that Latino people will have a place in Tulsa to dance in the Latin styles.”**
The Flamenco, a dance influenced by 5,000 years of Spanish history, was also popular in
the area.’* In 1996, the Hispanic American Foundation held a fundraiser that made the
society page of the Tulsa World.*® In 1997, a Mexican Elvis impersonator named El Vez
came to town; of his show, he said, “When you come to an El Vez show, you walk away

proud to be a Mexican. Even when you’re not.”**’
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In 1998, the Hispanic American Foundation of Tulsa published a cookbook called
El Sabor Latino, or the Latin Flavor.**® Evelyn Hatfield, vice-president of the
organization, said, “You are not just sharing a recipe but you are sharing part of your
culture and you are helping people to get to know your culture better.”**° La Mas Buena
was a Spanish radio station in Tulsa that benefited from the new interest in all things
Latino in the 1990s, broadcasting from 6 p.m. to 9 p.m. in the summer and from 7 a.m. to
7 p.m. during the rest of the year.™® General Manager Blas Gaytan said these were the

131 Mexican families could stay in touch

same hours his parents used to work in the fields.
in the 1990s via the “makeshift shuttle service” run by Noe Rodriguez called the Mexican
Bus.™2 The bus usually left on Fridays from a Hispanic club at Forty-First Street and
Memorial Drive and delivered keepsakes and riders to locations over 900 miles away in
Mexico.™® For $30-$50, a Latino could ride one-way or send a package to Mexico.**
According to Hispano de Tulsa publisher Francisco Trevino, this was one of the reasons
why University of Tulsa shirts and Tulsa Drillers hats were perceptible in various regions
of Mexico in the 1990s.™°

Tulsa’s annual Hispanic Festival, dating to 1979, is now held in conjunction with
Hispanic Heritage Month, officially designated by the state as September 15 to October
15 in 1991 (Figure 9).'*® Canceled in 1997 because of the lack of a sponsor, the Trevino
family, led by Francisco Trevino, revived the festival the next year in order to “highlight
the area’s Latino culture while offering familiarity to the crush of new Hispanics moving
to Tulsa County.”**" According to the Tulsa World, the event drew “blond Hispanics,

black Hispanics, Jewish Hispanics, and Indian Hispanics. There were even Hispanics

who didn’t speak fluent Spanish.”**® At the time, Tulsa Mayor Susan Savage (1992-2002)
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commented that the Hispanic culture is of great value to “the fabric of life in Tulsa.”** In

January 1999, Clear Channel Communications, the country’s biggest Spanish-language
programming broadcaster, gave its corporate sponsorship to the Tulsa Hispanic Festival
and the annual Cinco de Mayo celebration, promising to heavily broadcast the events,
provide monetary support, and work hard “to give the Anglos more reasons to attend the
festival.”*®°
In 1999, a Tulsa World reporter commented on the decade’s Latino growth rate
stating, “History’s longest, most intense migration of Latin Americans has been washing
across the Midwest in silent waves since 1990. A phenomenon previously affecting states
bordering Mexico, in Tulsa it has meant that never before have so many Latinos started
businesses, attended school, bought homes, and in some cases, sought citizenship.”*®*
Anglos were slow to notice the change because, according to a writer for the Tulsa
World, Latinos “keep to themselves, working and trying to make a new home in a strange
and sometimes unfriendly land.”**® Three major developments occurred during 1999 that
would hasten that notice: a Tulsa World series dedicated to Latinos in Tulsa, the
inception of the Greater Tulsa Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, and the opening of the
Hispanic Resource Center. The April 1999 series in the Tulsa World documented several
aspects of Hispanic life in Tulsa: the ongoing surge of Latino migration, local agencies
that assist Latino residents, specific Latino families and businesses, illegal immigrants,
and important churches.*®®

The Tulsa Hispanic Chamber was Oklahoma’s first, while at the time the state of

Texas had twenty-seven.*®* The Chamber’s initial goals were to have 300-400 members

from the Tulsa area and northeastern Oklahoma by the end of its first year of operation
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and to start plans for a permanent facility.®> According to the Tulsa Chamber of
Commerce, in 1999 there were 260 Hispanic-owned businesses that collectively
generated $171.6 million in revenue within the Tulsa metropolitan area, an increase of
twenty-five percent since 1995.%° In 2006, the Greater Tulsa Hispanic Chamber of
Commerce graduated the second class from its eight-month-long Small Business
Academy.'®” The Hispanic Resource Center, located in the Martin East Regional Library,
held its grand opening in October with activities including a talk by a representative from
the Census Bureau about the importance of the 2000 census, free immunizations, a
seminar on buying and selling a home, a bilingual story time conducted by a class of
Spanish 111 students from a local high school, Spanish-language prenatal care classes, and
an address about immigration by author Roberto Suro.'®® Librarian Christy Chilton called
the center a “bridge between cultures.”**® The center had 1,400 books in Spanish when it
opened and hoped to have 8,000 within a year.'”® In 2009, the center had 16,775 Spanish
items.*"*

The Tulsa Hispanic Study, published in 2001, provided important information for
city leaders about the significant change in the city’s demographics. In 1997, when
Hispanics numbered 17,664 in the city, members of the Tulsa Hispanic community met
with the Community Service Council of Greater Tulsa and requested a study. The study
found that educational backgrounds of Hispanics in Tulsa vary greatly; the most recent
newcomers, however, have “impoverished backgrounds” and “little formal education.”
Economically, the Hispanic workforce and Hispanic business owners have made an
impact. The Homebuilders Association of Greater Tulsa reported “they would never have

been able to build” 3,200 houses in Tulsa in 2000 without a “reliable Hispanic
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workforce.” Many Hispanic businesses, however, need help “taking advantage of
available education and technology resources.”"

In the area of public awareness and community involvement, the committee noted
that in Tulsa Public Schools the number of Hispanic students increased by seventy-three
percent from 1997 to 2001."® Furthermore, about forty percent of those surveyed had
registered to vote, forty-eight percent had drivers’ licenses, and seventy-nine percent had
cars.*™ In the area of health and social services, the study recommended increasing
access to services, implementing prevention programs, ensuring means of transportation
for accessing services, utilizing bilingual staff members, and promoting advocacy efforts
to reach those who do not access needed services.'”

As noted in the study, the impact on Tulsa area schools was enormous by the
1990s and early 2000s. Hispanic enrollment in Tulsa Public Schools increased by 175
percent in the 1990s and in 1999 more than 2,700 Hispanic students attended Tulsa area
schools.!”® In 1999, Tulsa Public Schools spent $453,000 on 325 Spanish-speaking
students and forty-eight students from other countries in their English-immersion
program; Tucky Roger, the coordinator of the program, said that Spanish-speaking
students usually were functional in English after eighteen months and proficient after five
years.*”” Roger said Hispanic families moved in and out of the district so suddenly that
school officials had trouble planning curriculum and coordinating personnel.*” At
Kendall-Whittier Elementary School, the “centerpiece of one of Tulsa’s Hispanic
Communities east of downtown” where thirty-five percent of the students were Hispanic
in 1999, some Spanish-speaking students were on a waiting list for classes because of a

shortage of bilingual teachers.”® In January 2009, state Superintendent Sandy Garrett



120

said that in 2008 twenty percent of Tulsa Public Schools’ students were Hispanic.®
Garrett also reported that the state continued to have a serious shortage of English-as-a-
Second-Language teachers.*® In 2006, the fourth Educare in the country opened in Tulsa
and their initial enrollment information indicated that indeed much work remained in this
area.'® Educare aids children who come from “families at or below federal poverty
levels” and operates using federal and state funds and private donations.'®® At the time,
fifty-eight percent of the 200 children at Educare were Hispanic or Latino with only
about six percent of them bilingual.*®*

During the decade of the 1990s, events, organizations, and businesses made
Latinization readily and increasingly apparent to Latinos and to non-Latinos in Tulsa; by
the early 2000s the changes were dramatic. In January 2010, a journalist for the Tulsa
World called the growth of Hispanic Catholics over the decade in Tulsa “explosive.”*®
Three of the top ten churches in Tulsa in 2000 were Catholic but none of those Catholic
parishes was on the list for 2010."® The two Catholic churches in Tulsa’s top ten in 2010
are the pre