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TOP: Young women riding in a convertible during a July 4th parade in Toppenish, Washington, circa 1965. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

BOTTOM: Members of the Hernandez family at a farm near Royal City, Washington, circa 1958. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

The growth of the Latino population in the last 
several decades in Washington and the Pacific Northwest—with 
“Latino” in this essay meaning primarily persons of Mexican 
descent (though the term can reference anyone from, or with 
ancestors from, Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, 
or South America)—is nothing short of phenomenal. Since 
the 1970 census, the number of Latinos in Washington has 
nearly doubled every ten years, and today this population is 
approximately 1 million people.  

Well–established Latino communities which developed 
more than 70 years ago, as well as more recent and newly 
emerging communities, exist across the Evergreen State’s socio–
cultural landscape. But Latino history in Washington does 
not begin 70 years ago, and instead stretches back centuries, 
which is one of the reasons that it is so difficult to accept that 
the history of this community remains obscured, scarcely 
written or recorded, and not preserved in a systematic manner. 
Further, while the story of Latinos has been traditionally told 
as the struggles of inconsequential impoverished migrants and 
immigrants that have toiled in Washington agriculture, the true 
history of this community is much deeper and more complex.

Understanding the Latino experience is also critical to 
defining Washington’s past and present.

So where, exactly, does this history begin?
Mexican workers constructed the frigate Santiago at present 

day San Blas, Nayarit, Mexico in 1773. One year later, the 

Santiago, commanded by Spanish officers but manned by 
an overwhelmingly Mexican crew, departed San Blas. This 
marked the first western expeditionary voyage to explore and 
claim what would come to be called the Pacific Northwest. In 
the years that followed, other ships endured the extreme sailing 
from San Blas north as far as southern Alaska, extending the 
Spanish Mexican imprint to the Pacific Northwest and beyond. 
While this chapter of Northwest history is often relegated to 
the background, place names such as Port Angeles, Camano 
Island, Rosario Strait and others hint to this early historical 
link between Latinos and the Pacific Northwest.   

In many ways, this Spanish Mexican chapter in the 
Northwest ended in 1819. It was then, two years ahead of 
Mexican independence, that Spain and the United States 
negotiated a treaty, the result of which saw Spain abandon its 
claims to North American territory to the U.S. for a mere $15 
million. This was one year after the U.S. and Great Britain 
agreed to jointly occupy the Oregon Country, encompassing 
all of present day Washington, Idaho and Oregon, as well as 
parts of British Columbia, Montana and Wyoming. It’s this 
earlier treaty that has always figured more prominently in 
Northwest history.

In the years that followed Spain’s retreat, and despite 
the rapidly expanding and often overwhelming presence of 
Americans and other white settlers, the Latino footprint in 
the Pacific Northwest did not exactly disappear completely. 
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The Spanish frigate Santiago sailed north from San Blas, Mexico to Northwest waters in 1774. Image public domain.

OPPOSITE PAGE: Newspaper ad promoting “Mexican Laborers Available”— World War II-era braceros—from the Grandview Herald of Grandview, 
Washington, dated March 15, 1945. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

The reasons for the unending Latino residence in the region 
are not too hard to understand. Until 1848, the Mexican 
Republic shared its northern border with present day Oregon. 
Adjacent to Mexico and distant from the developing eastern 
and midwestern United States, the shared and open border 
resulted in a dynamic transnational exchange of Mexican 
and American citizens, and economic and cultural influence 
across the “open” California–Oregon border. This reciprocal 
interchange flowed unabated and mostly in a south–to–north 
direction until the U.S.—Mexican War of 1848 pushed the 
international border to southern California.

Years before the American Civil War of the 1860s, 
Mexican miners, mule packers, soldiers, “vaqueros”—or ranch 
hands—and common adventurers were present in Oregon, 
Washington, Idaho, and farther north in British Columbia.  
And it was during these years, at each stage of Washington’s 
transformation from frontier to statehood, when Mexicans 
provided their experience and technology to furnish the 
developing economy with goods and supplies of all sorts.

Consider the complex Mexican mule pack system of 
transportation. At a time when very little was produced 
locally and mining towns practically mushroomed overnight, 
Mexican packers could deliver most anything—from food and 
equipment to munitions—to the territorial militia and U.S. 
Army in the most remote and seemingly inaccessible parts 
of the region. The importance of the pack train system of 
transportation is immediately apparent considering that at 

the time there were few, if any, roads and bridges, and almost 
no wheeled wagons.      

During the middle and late 19th century, Mexican 
contributions to Washington and the Pacific Northwest 
were quite extensive. Vaqueros aided in the first cattle drives 
from the Southwest to points north. The Latino technology 
and culture associated with livestock remains etched in the 
eastern parts of the state where the meaning of words such as 
“bronco,” “corral,” “rodeo,” and “lariat” are well understood. 
Despite these enduring contributions, by the turn of the 19th 
century, few Latinos remained in the region. Though not 
addressed by most published histories and statewide history 
curriculum, there are several explanations for their departure.  

White settlers brought a deeply rooted, forceful, and 
exclusionary anti–Mexican sentiment ingrained during the 
U.S.–Mexican War of the 1840s. Both Oregon Governor 
Joseph Lane and Washington Territorial Governor Isaac 
Stevens were combat veterans of the conflict, which likely 
informed their governing styles and their approaches to non–
white ethnic minorities.  However, prejudice towards persons 
of Mexican descent went beyond the recent war. Racial 
animosity towards non–whites existed throughout the West 
in the 19th century, resulting in exclusionary membership 
policies regarding legal protection, land ownership, residency, 
and participation in some sectors of the economy. While 
this racial hostility towards tribal communities, African 
Americans, and Asian Americans is well documented in the 

history of the Pacific Northwest and Washington, the similar 
experiences of Latinos has somehow often been left out.

Along with open racial hostility, economic structural 
change often came rapidly, leaving Mexican involvement 
behind. This was certainly the case in placer mining districts 
where Northwest streams and rivers were scoured for precious 
metals in the 19th century. These mining areas could be 
roaring one week, and then suddenly abandoned the next as 
miners moved on in the search for gold. The construction of 
roads, albeit rough pathways at the time, and the introduction 
of wagons, likewise displaced the onetime ubiquitous Mexican 
packers and their mule trains.

Nonetheless, at the start of the 20th century and despite 
an unwelcoming and often hostile environment, Mexican 
immigration, intensified by revolutionary chaos in Mexico, 
flowed all the way to Washington and beyond. For example, 
by 1910, trains carrying Mexican laborers, whose ultimate 
destination was Alaska salmon canneries, were arriving in 
Seattle to then head north by ship. 

After the United States restricted entrance to Chinese 
workers in 1882 and Japanese workers in 1907, railroad 
companies throughout the West turned to other immigrant 
labor, including Mexicans, to lay and repair track. The 
completion of main lines and branch lines transformed 
Washington’s early fertile farm areas into the state’s booming 
agricultural economy. From the onset, and particularly after 
the passage of the Immigration Act of 1924—which was co–
authored by Representative Albert Johnson of Washington 

and which restricted European immigrants and banned 
Asian immigrants—the area’s sparse resident population 
could not meet the labor demand of this unprecedented 
economic expansion. 

While the 1924 law that Representative Johnson authored 
did little to limit immigration from Mexico and the Western 
Hemisphere, he is perhaps symbolic of what Mexicans and other 
ethnic minorities were forced to contend with in mainstream 
culture and politics; Johnson was an ardent pseudo–scientific 
racial supremacist and Ku Klux Klan supporter.

In response to the need for workers, labor agents began 
to attract Mexican immigrants and migrants for employment 
in Washington’s farming areas. Even prior to the mid 
1920s, by the end of World War I, Spanish–speaking Latino 
communities were already developing in Skagit and Whatcom 

counties. Then, by the time of the Great Depression, the 
collapse of the American economy halted all Mexican 
immigration to the Northwest and encouraged Latinos to 
leave in order to set aside jobs for white workers.

The economic crisis only truly ended with the outbreak 
of World War II, which brought an unprecedented demand 
for agricultural production in Washington and across the 
region. Travel of Mexican and Mexican American workers to 
Washington was quickly resumed to meet the wartime demand. 

Nowhere else is this more apparent than in Washington’s 
call for contracted Mexican railroad and agricultural workers, 

known as “braceros” or manual laborers.  From 1942 to 1947, 
twenty percent of the thousands of Mexican farm workers 
entering the U.S. came to work in the Pacific Northwest, 
with many assigned to eastern and western Washington farms 
stretching from Lyndon in Whatcom County to Toppenish 
in Yakima County. At the same time, the Great Northern, 
Northern Pacific, Union Pacific, Milwaukee Road and Seattle, 
Portland and Spokane railroads employed scores of Mexican 
track crew laborers. During this wartime boom, employers 
recognized the enormous contribution made by Mexican 
workers to record–breaking farm production and total 
railroad freight miles.  On September 30, 1945, the Yakima 
Chamber of Commerce wrote to Mexico’s President Manuel 
Avila Camacho conveying the sincere thanks of the people of 
Yakima to the braceros “in coming to the aid in the harvesting 

From 1942 to 1947, twenty percent of the thousands of Mexican farm workers entering 
the U.S. came to work in the Pacific Northwest, with many assigned to eastern and 
western Washington farms stretching from Lyndon in Whatcom County to Toppenish 
in Yakima County.
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The Gamboa family cutting asparagus on Sunnyside Land Improvement 
Farm in the 1940s. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

ABOVE: A second grade class photo from Washington School in Sunnyside, Washington during the 
1949-1950 school year. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa. 

BELOW: El Ranchito in Zillah, Washington is one of the oldest Mexican restaurants in the state. 
Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

of the vital foods grown in this area.” The following month, 
the Bridgham Orchard Company in Chelan wrote to President 
Camacho as well. “These men were honest, courteous, and 
industrious, creating a favorable impression with those in 
whom they came in contact,” the company wrote.

Undeniably, the bracero workforce, whether farmworkers 
or railroad track hands, were essential to Washington’s 
capacity to meet its farm production goals and keep vital 
wartime freight trains rolling.

It’s clear that World War II brought an unprecedented 
number of crucial contracted Mexican laborers for employment 
throughout Washington. However, no sooner did the war 

come to an end, but suddenly a subsequent bi–national labor 
agreement between the United States and Mexico did not 
include Washington or other northern states. Technically 
speaking, the employment of Mexican contract labor in the 
Pacific Northwestern states ended in 1947, although small 
numbers of braceros continued to assist with the pea harvest 
around Walla Walla. At the same time, the postwar years 
witnessed a substantial expansion and pressure for additional 
workers in Washington’s agricultural and industrial economies.

Still, the braceros made a mark on many communities 
in the Evergreen State. When the first group had arrived 
in Washington in 1942, they found Mexican American 
residents in some Yakima County towns like Mabton, Wapato, 
Toppenish, Granger, and Sunnyside. These Latino families 
had preceded them to the farming areas of the state during the 
Great Depression, migrating alongside the better known white 
impoverished “dust bowlers.” The majority of these 1930s 
era Mexican itinerants came from labor saturated poverty–
stricken agricultural areas in Wyoming, Texas, Montana and 

California. Some travelled freely along established western 
circuits to seasonal farming areas, but in other instances they 
were purposely recruited by corporate sugar beet, hops, and 
potato producers.    

By 1950, a growing Latino community in Wapato meant 
that children of Mexican American parents accounted for 
more than half of all baptisms at St. Peter Claver Parish. 
To a point, the same can be said of conjoining towns such 
as Toppenish, Granger and Sunnyside, where elementary 
school enrollment increased appreciably thanks to children 
of Mexican American parents.

The curtailment of the use of braceros, increased farm 
production, and a postwar  urban migration of white farm 
families—seeking upward mobility through better employment 
prospects in King and Pierce counties or jobs at the Hanford 
project in Benton County—underscores the development of 
Mexican American communities in areas such as the Yakima 
Valley. Resident Mexican American farm–working families 
became clustered in large corporate owned labor camps, on 
smaller farm dwellings, or settled in the poorer sections of 
Yakima Valley towns. One such area in the western part of 
Wapato eventually became known as “Tortilla Flats” due to the 
number of Mexican American families living there.   

Continual groups of arriving Mexican American farm 
working migrants pulled by advertising or enticed by the 
Department of Agriculture to come to Eastern Washington 
became effectively linked with low paid so–called “stoop 
labor,” or work harvesting hops, asparagus, potatoes, and 
sugar beets. In fact, until the 1960s, a two–tiered racially 
defined hierarchy of farm jobs existed in the Yakima Valley. 
White laborers were concentrated in orchard and fruit packing 
jobs while Mexican American men and women were relegated 
less desirable and lower wage field stoop labor.

As indicated above, many whites left the Yakima area 
enticed by higher waged wartime shipbuilding and aircraft 
industry employment in western Washington. The exodus or 
population flight of young white men and women, sometimes 
right out of high school, worked to further entrench 
Mexican Americans into the area’s lowest paid farming wage 
economy. In consequence, and in a very short time, the 
valley’s expanding Mexican American communities became 
inextricably bound to the persistent stereotypic term “farm 
and migrant workers.” In the minds of many employers and 
local non–Latino residents, the term “migrant or farmworker” 
became synonymous with “Mexican American.”

In a relatively short span of years, the Post–War Farm Labor 
Program, a public–private partnership, effectively transferred 
an entire generation of Mexican American families, generally 
referred to as “Tejanos,” from South Texas to the Yakima Valley. 

By the late 1950s, this influx of new residents meant 
that culturally vibrant Latino communities had developed 
throughout the Yakima Valley, with the earlier arrivals 
concentrated in Wapato and Toppenish and the more recent 
Tejanos located in Toppenish and points east in Granger, 
Sunnyside, Mabton, and Grandview. The cultural imprint of 
the Latino community in the Yakima Valley had morphed 

to the point that many people began 
to consider Yakima their home, which 
brought an end to migrating to Texas 
or Wyoming. By this time, Yakima 
Valley towns had become the epicenter 
of Latino communities in Washington.

Despite being relegated to the lower 
social and economic strata in their new 
residences, uprooted Mexican Americans 
introduced a vibrant cultural environment 
to the Yakima Valley in a very short span 
of time. Agriculture cemented the new 
arrivals to the farm labor economy, but 
their lives became much more than 
that. During World War II, Latinas had 
organized to sell bonds in support of 
the war knowing that their sons were 
also fighting in Europe and Asia. These 
pioneering families formed tight knit 
permanent Latino communities. In the 
process of adapting their lives to the 
new environment, these 20th century 
pioneers not only brought their strong 
hands, started their own businesses, 
and introd uced Latino culture, but 
also transformed the Yakima Valley in 
profound ways. 

As early as the 1950s, the Avalon 
Theater, one of two movie houses in Sunnyside, began to feature 
Mexican films on Sunday for the expanding Latino community. 
Similarly, Latino movie fans sustained what had been fading 
ticket sales at the Pix Theater in Toppenish by attending Mexican 
motion pictures. Mexican restaurants appeared as well. Mexicali 

Café, located at 201 West First Street in Wapato, opened its doors 
first. In Toppenish, the Gutierrez family, who had migrated from 
Montana in the 1940s, established the oldest Mexican restaurant 
in the city called El Ranchito. Years later in Zillah, El Ranchito, 
owned by a local white family and staffed by Mexican Americans, 
became a well–known Valley Mexican cultural center, bakery, 
tortilleria, and restaurant.  It drew families from the across the 
valley and other faraway places—especially on Sundays—to dine 
and to purchase menudo, fresh tortillas, pan dulce, chorizo, 
and barbacoa. For many years, El Ranchito sold its products in 
grocery stores located in Latino communities across the Pacific 
Northwest, including as far away as Seattle. 

Another indication of how quickly the Latino community 
considered themselves as social citizens of the Yakima area 
came when Latinos joined together and entered Mexican–
themed floats or dressed in Mexican attire and rode horses 
in important civic events that consisted largely of white and 
Native Yakama cultural representations. In many respects, 
the Latino community could not have chosen a better day to 
assert their cultural identity than during huge crowds at the 
annual Fourth of July parade that wove through downtown 
Toppenish located in the middle of the Yakima Valley. b

Stay tuned for Part Two in the Spring issue of COLUMBIA 
magazine as Erasmo Gamboa continues his exploration of 
Latino culture and history in Washington.
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TOP: Herminia Mendez developed and hosted the first Spanish-language radio broadcast in the Pacific Northwest in the early 1950s over station KREW 
in Sunnyside. Courtesy Erasmo C. Gamboa.

BOTTOM: Gordo’s Tacos served Mexican dishes in the Food Circus at the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair. Courtesy Erasmo C. Gamboa.

After World War II, the growing Mexican American 
community in the Yakima Valley gravitated toward the 
grange halls that had been built by cooperative community 
organizations in the late 19th and early 20th century. 

By the 1950s and despite their best efforts, those local 
grange halls, which had once been important social, 
political, and organizational meeting places to rural farming 
communities, had started to slowly lose their relevancy.  

As noted in part one of this series, young men migrated 
across the Cascades to “the coast,” where more promising 
industrial employment called. Additionally, due to the 
growing intrusion of modern outside corporate agricultural 
conglomerates such as California Packing, Del Monte, 
Stokely-Van Camp, Green Giant, and Sick’s Brewing of 
Seattle, the local independent grange organizations began 
to lose membership and struggled to remain financially 
secure.  At local high schools, the once ubiquitous blue 
corduroy Future Farmers of American jackets worn by 
young men, and the FFA clubs they represented, dwindled 
until practically nonexistent. 

At the same time, the solidifying Latino communities 
began to rent local grange halls for private dances, 
weddings, and other familial and community celebrations. 
The grange venues suited the needs of the Latinos in many 

respects. They had abundant space for live music and 
dances, kitchen facilities, and ample space for parking. 
They also offered privacy not found among the local white 
and, at times, racially intolerant communities. Some halls, 
such as the popular McKinley Grange outside of Toppenish 
or the Waneta Grange between Sunnyside and Mabton 
were in the country away from overzealous police patrols. 
In effect, Latinos repurposed the local granges from serving 
the interests of white farmers to meeting their own social 
needs such as kinship, mutual welfare aid, and community 
solidarity.  Today, some of these once important spaces are 
closed, dilapidated and for sale. Eventually, they will likely 
be razed. But until then, they remain witness to another 
telling era of Yakima’s interethnic social history. 

Of course, other fraternal organizations with ample 
meeting spaces existed in most valley communities, but 
for the most part they were unwelcoming to the newly 
arrived Spanish-speaking community.  Even the Catholic 
parishes were careful not to overextend themselves to the 
expanding predominance of Catholic Latinos for fear of 
alienating the patronage of key white farmers who served 
on the church councils.  

In time and as the community grew, commercial public 
for-profit dances began to be organized away from the 

In the second part of a three-part series on Latino history in  
Washington, Erasmo C. Gamboa examines the post-World War II growth  
of communities in the Yakima Valley, as well as migration to the Seattle area.

Part Two

By Erasmo C. Gamboa

LATINO PAST 
       and PRESENT
in Washington State History
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TOP: Mary Carranza moved from Eastern Washington to Seattle to take 
a job at Gordo’s Tacos during the 1962 World’s Fair. Courtesy Erasmo C. 
Gamboa.

BOTTOM: Famous World’s Fair visitor Elvis Presley, who shot scenes for 
a film there, autographed a scrap of paper for Mary Carranza. Courtesy 
Erasmo C. Gamboa.

grange halls and instead at former skating rinks and other 
large local venues. These extremely popular dances were 
well attended by Latinos from communities outside of 
Yakima, drawn by the opportunity to dance to the music 
of popular Tejano touring musical bands.  Latino dance 
promoters capitalized on the absence of culturally relevant 
forms of entertainment to establish the popular El Baile 
Grande in Sunnyside and La Puerta Negra in Toppenish.  

The formation of the Yakima Valley Latino communities 
is impressive by other measures.  By the early 1950s, the first 
Spanish-language radio broadcast in the Pacific Northwest 
aired via KREW in Sunnyside. Herminia Mendez, who 
developed the program and served as the broadcaster, 
became a well-known and popular pioneering woman in 
Spanish-language radio and business.  She singlehandedly 
and convincingly sought out local and other major program 
sponsors to expand her program from a 30-minute, once 
a week broadcast to an extended daily broadcast that aired 
for many years. Amid repetitive farm news, country and 
western music, and politically conservative commentator 
Paul Harvey, KREW now offered a refreshing departure to 
Latino radio listeners.

Latinos in Yakima, the Tri-Cities, and Columbia Basin 
towns now had their own Spanish-language radio hour. 
Soon, additional stations, including KENE in Toppenish 
and KARY in Prosser, added to this important cultural 
breakthrough by introducing their own Spanish programs.  
The importance of Spanish-language radio cannot be 
overemphasized because the emerging Latino community 
could now communicate and connect via broadcast media, 
which challenged the experience of cultural isolation in 
an exclusively white, English-speaking—and sometimes 
alienating—community.

The children of the families that migrated to Yakima 
during the Great Depression, World War II, and the 
post-war era grew up in the shadow of extremely difficult 
times. To a degree, these young Latino men and women 
experienced incidents of racial disequilibrium in white 
majority schools, limiting interpersonal ethnic relations, 
and barriers to non-farm employment. Considering their 
subordination, they understood the futility of trying to 
improve their social and economic status by remaining in 
Yakima’s small ethnically bifurcated farming communities.  

As their parents before them, they, too, started to out-
migrate to other just-developing Columbia Basin farming 
towns such as Othello, Royal City, Moses Lake and Quincy.  
Here, they replicated the pattern of forging their own 
culturally distinct communities. Soon, Zavala’s restaurant 
opened in Othello on Highway 24. In Moses Lake, Latinos 
organized the Latino Club to sponsor social activities for 
the members, give Christmas presents to needy children, 
and eventually to purchase their own building at the Grant 
County fairgrounds.

Not every Latino left the Yakima Valley for adjacent 
farming communities.  Each wave of white workers arriving 
to Seattle to take jobs in the shipyards or at Boeing, 

building homes or in retail sales during the war and post-
war years was accompanied by Latinos from small Yakima 
Valley farming communities. As happened among the 
majority white youth, Seattle’s war and post-war industrial 
boom also uprooted young Latinos from Yakima to settle 
in King and Pierce counties.

This third intra-state phase of migration became a key 
point in the development of Seattle’s Latino community.  
Latinos began moving to Seattle during World War II 
until the recession of 1946, when Boeing employment fell 
from nearly 45,000 workers to slightly more than 10,000.  
Shipyards, where vessels of all classes were built during 
the war, also discharged many workers in the post-war 
economic slump.  

Frank Jaime came from Wyoming to Yakima County, 
and then during the war worked at Todd Pacific Shipyard 
in Tacoma. As happened to others in 1946, Jaime was laid 
off from the shipyard, and once again found himself doing 
farm work back in Yakima. Of course, not everyone left 
their industrial jobs after the war, and some Latinos decided 
to make Seattle their home. Victor Elizondo was one of 
them. Originally from New Mexico and a highly decorated 
World War II turret gunner and radio operator on a B-17 
Flying Fortress, Elizondo also went to work at Boeing, and 
remained in Seattle with his family for the rest of his life.  

Latino war workers, together with some veterans 
discharged at Fort Lewis, Fort Lawton, or other military 

bases, moved into public housing in Seattle’s High Point 
and Yesler Terrace developments until they could purchase 
homes around Georgetown, Roxbury, White Center, and 
South Park neighborhoods. In time, these areas became 
more affordable as increasingly more affluent white middle-
class families migrated to newly established suburban areas 
north and south of the city.  Regardless, in time, Latinos 
changed the ethnic diversity of some Seattle neighborhood 
communities by integrating among Asian American, 
African American, and white residential zones. This was 
particularly true of Seattle’s public housing projects.

A turning point in Seattle’s Latino community came 
with the post-World War II and Korean War economic 
recoveries. In 1957, Boeing employment at Renton and 

Seattle, its two main aircraft manufacturing plants, 
surpassed the peak number of men and women working 
for the aerospace manufacturer during World War II. The 
Boeing Boom of the 1960s brought many more aspiring 
Latino workers from across the country into neighborhoods 
adjacent to the Renton and Seattle plants.

Latinos gravitated to South Seattle for reasons other 
than employment, and some carved out an economic niche 
by opening Mexican restaurants. Chester Espinoza opened 
one of the first Mexican restaurants in Seattle in 1954, 
but he wasn’t the only Latino entrepreneur in the area at 
that time. Twenty-five year-old Daniel G. Campos arrived 
in Seattle in 1957. A year later, he and his brother David 
opened Campos Mexican Restaurant on Roosevelt Way in 
the University District. Campos Restaurant remained in 
business until 1983.

The names of Seattle’s early downtown Mexican 
restaurants—La Casita, Taco House, Campos—are telling 
of the first generation of business owners. They were 
Mexican American. Years later, another generation of 
restaurateurs entered Seattle’s dining industry. They 
were not migrants but Mexican-born, and the names of 
their businesses, such as El Tapatio, Mazatlan, Azteca, 
Guadalajara, and Jalisco, reflect their immigrant origins 
and the growing diversity of Seattle Latinos.   

Others gravitated to Seattle as well. When Maria 
“Mary” Carranza and a friend, freshly graduated from 

Mabton High School, learned that food vendors at the 
1962 World’s Fair needed workers, they headed for Seattle. 
Maria quickly landed a position as a waitress alongside 
two other female Mexican tortilla makers brought up from 
Anaheim, California at Gordo’s Tacos in the Food Circus. 
Today, Carranza reflects that the experience of working at 
the Seattle World's Fair was important, but more valuable 
is her coveted autograph signed to “Mary” from famous fair 
visitor Elvis Presley.

Unlike Ballard and some North Seattle neighborhoods, 
the central and southern parts of the city were made 
up of clusters of blue-collar working-class immigrant 
families living alongside immigrant and second-generation 
Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, African American, and Italian 

When Maria “Mary” Carranza and a friend, freshly graduated from Mabton High 
School, learned that food vendors at the 1962 World’s Fair needed workers, they 
headed for Seattle. Carranza reflects that the experience of working at the Seattle 
World Fair was important, but more valuable is her coveted autograph signed to 
“Mary” from famous fair visitor Elvis Presley.
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families.  South Seattle’s diverse cultural and social matrix 
of restaurants, bars, and community centers helped soften 
the Latino transition to Seattle. Key to understanding 
why Latinos gravitated south also had much to do with 
the location of welcoming gathering places such as Holy 
Rosary, Holy Family, and Our Lady of Guadalupe parishes 
along with various Knights of Columbus halls, and the 
Veterans of Foreign War Lodge 3075 in White Center.   

In the following years, a discernible concentration 
of Latinos began to settle in West Seattle and in other 
neighborhoods south of the city. The Manuel Barron 
family was one of them. Barron arrived in Seattle in the 
last years of the Great Depression, served in the Army, 
and later resided north of downtown near Lake City. 
When asked in an interview why he relocated to South 
Seattle, he replied, “That’s where the Mexicanos lived.” 
Eventually, Manuel Barron opened Barron’s Barbershop 
at 5609 Fourth Avenue South, and it soon became the 
neighborhood hub of information, gossip, and news for 
South Seattle Latinos.  

Victor Elizondo, the decorated World War II Army Air 
Corps veteran, purchased a home at 8619 20th Avenue SW 
in the Delridge neighborhood of West Seattle. At the time, 
these were areas where the rising Latino community could 
purchase reasonably priced so-called “Boeing box” homes 
within their means.

 

Not too far away, the Airport Way Market at 6249 Airport 
Way South seized on demand for Mexican food products 
in the developing Latino community and began stocking 
tortillas, pan dulce and chorizo trucked over from El Ranchito, 
the restaurant and tortilla factory in Zillah, Washington. 

Following the example of Eastern Washington 
communities and before television became commonplace, 
cinemas in the Seattle area set aside Sundays to feature 
Mexican movies for the Latino audience.  The Beaux Arts 
Theatre located at 5608 Rainier Avenue South featured 
two Spanish-language movies every Sunday afternoon. 
However, the Beaux Arts and other small theaters soon 
lost out to the growing popularity of television programing 
and the affordability of television sets.  The shift to home 
entertainment among Latinos, and the general public, 
caught the attention of Radio Supply Company located 
in Georgetown. A poorly written Spanish Radio Supply 
Company advertisement directed at the Latino community 
read:  “ T.V. TUBOS/DE TELVACIN 
D E S C U N T O / 4 0 %  D I S C O U N T ! /
GUARANTICADOS.” 

By 1967, residents in the growing South 
Seattle Latino community organized the 
Club Social Hispano-Americano by drawing 
on their experience with social mutual aid 
organizations in Eastern Washington.  Years 
before the Hispanic Seafair Queen, the Club 
Social Hispano-Americano promoted Raquel 
Saragoza as their own “Queen”—along with 
“Princesses” Renata Valle and Maryanne 
Medina—to represent Seattle’s Spanish-
speaking community at local events.  The 
club also began to set the stage for popular 
community social events by sponsoring 
bailes grandes, a term also borrowed from 
El Baile Grande, the popular dance hall in 
Sunnyside.  These “dress up” dances held in 
rented halls were well attended, as audiences 
were drawn to live music performed by 
a Seattle band called The 6 Latinos.  On 
weekends, the burgeoning community 
also started to arrange picnics in Seattle 
parks that went beyond building social 
relationships and functioned as a nexus for 
political discussion and for strategizing ways 
to advance the needs of Latinos.

Also in 1967, local Latino World War 
II and Korean War veterans followed suit 
and organized the Seattle chapter of the 
nationwide G.I. Forum to work alongside the 
Club Social Hispano-Americano. By 1971, the 
Club Social Hispano-Americano morphed 
into a more energetic and politically centered 
El Club Latino of Seattle, alongside another 
group called Equal Opportunity for Spanish 

Speaking Americans of Seattle, led by Keo Capestany. 
These two upper working-class organizations went beyond 
planning social get-togethers and emerged to work on behalf 
of improving many aspects of the lives of the city’s Latinos.  
A year later, these organizations brought Latinos together at 
the Washington Plaza Hotel in Seattle—now the Westin—to 
hear keynote speakers Mayor Wes Uhlman of Seattle and 
Governor Daniel J. Evans address their concerns.

The groundwork laid by these early Spanish-speaking 
organizations eventually drew the attention of city and 
county officials.  Consequently, when Seattle’s 1960s era 
Model Cities Program was extended beyond the Central 
Area to include the southeast neighborhood encompassing 
Beacon Hill, Holly Park and Rainier Vista, officials 
appointed former Wapato resident John Ybarra as director. 
Not by coincidence, the neighborhood became the site, 
years later, of the Latino community center known as El 
Centro de la Raza. b 

ABOVE: The Latino Club in Moses Lake sponsored social activities for members in the 1950s, including distributing Christmas presents to needy children. 
Courtesy Erasmo C. Gamboa.

BELOW: The Club Hispano-Americano was a social and civic organization founded in Seattle in 1967, inspired by similar mutual-aid societies created 
earlier by Latinos in Eastern Washington communities. Courtesy Erasmo C. Gamboa.

Ads for businesses in South Seattle in the 1960s include those owned by Latinos, and 
those looking to appeal to Latino customers. Courtesy Erasmo C. Gamboa.
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OPPOSITE TOP: Enrique Cerna hosting a television program in Seattle in the 1970s. Cerna grew up in Wapato, Washington in the Yakima Valley, and had a 
long career with KOMO Radio, KING 5 Television and KCTS Channel 9 in Seattle. Courtesy Enrique Cerna.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Wedding party at St. Joseph Catholic Church in Sunnyside, circa 1950. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

Between World War II and 1970, Latinos, 
mostly of Mexican ancestry, began arriving in far greater 
numbers in Seattle and King County than in previous 
years. They were a dexterous generation; as they had 
managed to earlier in Eastern Washington farm towns, 
they constructed in the Puget Sound area their own 
ethnicity-empowered social and political identity in an 
urban cultural environment that was, prior to this time, 
largely devoid of references to Latinos.

The summer of 1968 was a watershed year, as it 
marked the start of the Chicano student movement at 
the University of Washington. That summer, the UW’s 
Black Student Union travelled to the Yakima Valley to 
recruit African American students. Instead, they returned 
with 30 applications from Mexican American farm worker 
high school graduates eager to enroll in college. Although 
numerically inconspicuous and overwhelmed on the large 
Seattle campus, these new arrivals quickly formed their 
own student organization and set out to recruit even 
more Mexican Americans from Eastern Washington farm 
towns. Defining themselves as Chicanos—rather than 
Mexican American, Hispanos, or Spanish-speaking—and 
associating themselves with the rights of farm workers 
and the broader national Chicano civil rights movement, 

these students elevated and redefined the political and 
cultural identity of Latino communities in Seattle and 
the entire state. 

Energized by the 1965 national farm worker movement 
originating in California, the UW students, with the 
support of local union members and religious groups, were 
unflinching in their determination to affect the sales of 
non-union harvested grapes in Seattle area grocery stores 
and on the University of Washington campus. Known as 
the Grape Boycott, the student-led effort went far beyond 
pushing for the rights of farm workers. This was a social 
movement that also fostered a determination to develop 
the political clout of larger Latino communities in both 
urban areas and rural towns and communities. Given the 
social and political atmosphere of the times, the drive 
for political recognition and power produced quick, if 
somewhat limited, results.  

During the 1968 presidential campaign, for instance, 
Democratic candidate Hubert H. Humphrey telephoned 
members of the newly formed Yakima Valley Mexican 
American Federation, gathered in Toppenish, to win their 
support. At the time and perhaps unknown to Humphrey, 
Yakima County officials actively disenfranchised most 
Latinos eligible to vote through various means, notably by 

COLUMBIA presents the final installment of Erasmo C. Gamboa’s 
three-part series about Latino history in what is now Washington.  
Parts one and two were featured in the Fall 2020 and Winter 
2020/2021 issues of the magazine, respectively.

Part Three

By Erasmo C. Gamboa

LATINO PAST 
       and PRESENT
in Washington State History
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RIGHT: Roberto Maestas at a strategy session 
in Seattle during the takeover of the old public 
school that would ultimately become El Centro 
De La Raza, circa 1972. Sea Mar Chicano/a/
Latino/a Museum Collection.

OPPOSITE TOP: Flyer promoting a visit by Cesar 
Chavez to Seattle in December 1969 in support 
of the national Grape Boycott supporting 
farmworkers’ rights. Courtesy Erasmo Gamboa.

OPPOSITE BOTTOM: Cesar Chavez visiting the 
Yakima Valley, circa 1970. Sea Mar Museum of 
Chicano/a/Latino/a Culture Collection.

requiring voters to pass dubious literacy tests. Nevertheless, 
Humphrey’s phone call went far in boosting the morale and 
determination of the Mexican American Federation.

Political recognition of the swelling Seattle Latino 
community followed as well. On December 19, 1969, on 
the eve of activist Cesar Chavez’s speech at Garfield High 

School, Mayor Wes Uhlman of Seattle welcomed Chavez 
by declaring him “First Citizen” of the city. The significance 
of Mayor Uhlman’s statements and actions was not lost on 
the Latino community. That evening, Latino students and 
their supporters marched to Garfield High School with signs 
reading “Mayor Uhlman supports the Grape Boycott.”

Two years later, Governor Daniel E. Evans established the 
Washington State Commission on Mexican American Affairs. 
Beyond merely creating the commission, Governor Evans 
also sought the community’s input in appointing the initial 
group of eleven commissioners. In response, various Latino 
community organizations from both sides of the Cascades 
called for a statewide meeting to determine who would 
represent them in the newly created commission. Thus, 
during the summer of 1971, key Latino spokespersons and 
community leaders from Western Washington and Eastern 
Washington gathered in Granger to nominate their own 
representatives to the first-ever cohort of the Washington 
State Commission on Mexican American Affairs. Looking 
back, this moment marks the moment when Washington’s 
Latinos entered the system of top-down “political recognition 
politics”—alongside other underrepresented ethnic and 
racial communities.

 It is important to call attention to the establishment of 
two of the most significant and remarkable Seattle Latino 

community organizations that trace their origins to this 
period: Sea Mar Community Health Centers and El Centro 
de la Raza. Over time, these two organizations—which both 
emerged from the waves of social change brought about by 
the broader national Chicano movement—raised the political 
and social consciousness of the city’s Latinos and solidified 
their presence in the tapestry of ethnic communities that still 
define Seattle’s cultural vibrancy. Sea Mar began with one 
medical clinic in Seattle’s South Park neighborhood. Fifty 
years later, it now represents Washington’s largest network 
of 34 community medical clinics, offering a full spectrum 
of high-quality health care to disadvantaged communities in 
culturally appropriate settings. Along with offering a wide 
range of medical services to underserved communities, Sea 
Mar also provides public housing; youth activities including 
early education and college scholarships; and political and 
economic advocacy on behalf of all Latinos. El Centro de 
la Raza, founded by Roberto Maestas and others amidst the 
humble surroundings of a surplus school on Seattle’s Beacon 
Hill, has grown to become a social and cultural force with an 
array of programs serving tens of thousands of Latinos and 
other people of color every year.

Today, Latinos are a presence in Seattle, King County and 
across the state in every facet of society—including city and 
county government, labor organizations, public schools and 
higher education, food service, major league sports and private 
social organizations. Because of this, Washington is a better 
place to live for everyone, and better reflects the Evergreen 
State’s true ethnic and cultural diversity. 

Many of the antecedents for the growth of the Latino 
population in Washington were embedded in the history 
of the people outlined in this three-part series. The ships 
and crew from San Blas etched their legacy in Puget Sound. 
Vaqueros, arrieros, soldiers and others followed in the 1800s. 
Then came migrants from the Southwest and Rocky Mountain 
regions. Next, a statewide diaspora out of the Yakima Valley, 
augmented by more recent immigration flows, set in motion 
a thoughtful redefinition of the meaning of cultural diversity 
and ethnic plurality across Washington. This transformation 

continues, and is best evident in formerly majority-white 
communities that have morphed into places where Latino 
mainstream populations now live and work.

One important thread in this series, and a question 
that links all similar previous efforts, is: Why has so little 
been written and understood about the Latino past in 
Washington? The answers to this seemingly rhetorical 
question are not that hard to find.

Consider that as late as 1968, the Washington State 
Planning and Community Affairs Agency examined the 
state’s non-white races and totally ignored the Latino 
population. In this public agency’s view, Latinos were 
non-existent since the study focused solely on racial 
groups. However, by then, non-white Mexican American 
communities were easily discernible in Yakima, Walla Walla, 
Columbia Basin towns, and to a lesser extent, in Seattle as 
well. And it was years earlier, in 1954, when the United States 
Supreme Court had ruled that Mexican Americans were a 
“group apart” from whites, and subject to the discriminatory 
practices experienced by other non-whites.

 What’s more, prior to 1970, the federal census did not 
enumerate Latinos in Washington—or any other state—
separately from other groups. Instead, the census categorized 
Latinos in an ambiguous category called “other.” Finally, for 
its 1970 incarnation, the census began using the vague term 
“Hispanic” to identify the Latino population. Consequently, 
due to the absence of pre-1970 demographic data, historians 
and social geographers find it difficult to tell the story of 
Washington’s Latino past, and much of what is understood 
about the socioeconomic spaces inhabited by Latinos 
has materialized after 1970. However, this may not be as 
pertinent to comprehending the deeper historical past of this 
community and this population. 

Due to this lack of data and other less-understood reasons, 
a comprehensive scholarly study of the arc of Latino heritage 
in Washington or the Pacific Northwest is, so far, nonexistent. 
Moreover, the records, mostly ephemeral and pertaining to 
Latinos, have generally not been collected and preserved 
by local museums and historical societies. Thus, outside of 

  

At the time and perhaps unknown to Humphrey, Yakima County officials actively 
disenfranchised most Latinos eligible to vote through various means, notably by 
requiring voters to pass dubious literacy tests.
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some state and federal agencies and some city and county 
depositories, Latinos are generally absent from the state’s 
archival record.

Along with being excluded from traditional historical 
repositories, farm worker populations across the state 
have been generally deprived of meaningful participation 
in the civic affairs of their communities. As a result, their 
stories and experiences were and are largely still absent 
from print and mainstream broadcast and digital media 
in most of Washington. 

But there have been significant advances in both media and 
history in the past several decades.

Radio Cadena has filled a vital role for farm workers and 
their families in the Yakima Valley since the 1970s. In 1984, 
KING Television assigned Enrique Cerna, who grew up 
in the Yakima Valley community of Wapato, to co-host its 
“Celebrating the Differences” program. Cerna went on to a 
notable career focusing on Latinos and other communities 
of color. Also in 1984, the Northwest Ethnic News printed 
“The Other Northwesterners: 210 years of Contributions 
to Regional Mexican and Chicano Life.” The issue also 
included a special bilingual insert titled “Fruits of Our 
Labor: A Pictorial Record of the Contributions of Hispanos 
in Washington.” Clearly, the Latino community had become 
pertinent to Spanish speakers and to non-Latinos as well. 
More recently, Cerna and Seattle public TV station KCTS 
have produced several excellent documentaries centered 
on Washington Latinos. Seattle Cultural Heritage Guide 
references Latinos, and El Sol newspaper in Yakima covers 
local and national news in Spanish.  

Published material about Latino history is expanding, 
too.  Articles aimed at popular readers in COLUMBIA 
and on the HistoryLink website, together with newspaper 
features such as those often published in the Yakima Herald, 
are hopeful and welcome steps. And though the full historical 
narrative of Washington’s Latinos remains to be published, 
there are promising signs that Latinos are becoming part of 
Washington’s historical storyline.  

In a long overdue move, the Yakima Valley Museum has 
enlisted members of the Latino community to assist with an 
effort to incorporate information about the Latino past into 
its galleries and displays. In Sunnyside, the local museum 
has established a small display highlighting the history of 
resident Mexican Americans.The Granger Historical Society 
has also become more inclusive of Latino history as it plans 
a new city museum. Similar efforts are underway in other 
communities around Washington.

In this context, a breakthrough moment occurred on 
October 24, 2019, when hundreds of people and political 
dignitaries participated in opening the Sea Mar Museum 
of Chicano/a/Latino/a Culture in the South Park area of 
Seattle. This museum, which is the first of its kind north of 
San Francisco and east of Chicago, marks a historic step in 
the effort to systematically collect, preserve, and display the 
artifacts, memories, contributions, and cultural vibrancy of 
Latinos in Washington. 

The Sea Mar Museum stands as a compelling model of how 
to bring Mexican Americans and other Latinos into the public 
conversation about our state’s past and its future. Telling the 
story of “others” is difficult, but at the same time is rewarding and 
inspiring. These stories can go far to improve lives and expand 
understanding, offering a more thorough appreciation of the 
complexity and richness of Washington’s many different pasts. 

Latino history in Washington is as significant in its 
impacts, and as fascinating in its unfolding, as the histories 
of other Washingtonians who have come from afar. My 
Aunt Severa Gonzales arrived in the Yakima Valley in 1936 
in the midst of the Great Depression. She recalled that 
when circumstances became untenable in Texas, my family 
migrated to Washington with dreams of a better life. Her 
story, and that of many others Latinos who came before and 
after, waits to be told, again and again and again, alongside 
the history of Indigenous communities, African Americans, 
Asians Americans, and European immigrants, too. b 

Today, Latinos are a presence in Seattle, King County and across the state in every 
facet of society. . . . Because of this, Washington is a better place to live for everyone, 
and better reflects the Evergreen State's true ethnic and cultural diversity.

ABOVE: Barron’s Barbershop was in an old house on 4th Avenue South and 
South Lucille Street in Seattle which was originally built in 1901. The building 
was still serving as a residence when the top photo was taken in the late 
1930s. By January 1965, when the middle photo was taken, the business also 
functioned as a community hub for Seattle area Latinos, and was more than 
just a place to get a haircut. By 2019, when the bottom photo was taken, the 
barber shop was gone but the building was still standing.  Top and middle: 
Puget Sound Regional Archives; bottom: Feliks Banel.

RIGHT: Cover and interior page from Latino Heritage of Greater Seattle, a 2019 
survey of historic sites and potential historic sites in Seattle and King County. 
Washington Trust for Historic Preservation and Washington State Department 
of Archaeology and Historic Preservation.

ABOVE AND RIGHT: Sea Mar Museum of Chicano/a/Latino/a Culture 
Opened in Seattle in October 2019. Sea Mar Museum of Chicano/a/
Latino/a Culture Collection.




