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After World War I, United States residents became concerned 

over racial and cultural differences, especially once the “foreign 

element” increased significantly within its borders.  Anti-immigrant 

sentiments grew as race relations intensified, and the United 

States became wary of its neighbors to the south.  Under these 

circumstances, how did Black, White and Mexican women 

negotiate their racial identity in places like San Antonio, Texas, 

where immigration was central and race permeated the political 

discourse.  Did women accommodate, resist, or accept the racial 

standards of the day and what imprint did they leave in the 

“Alamo” city of the early 1900s?  
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Employing gender, culture, and race as categories of 

historical analysis, this dissertation argues that race and gender 

were central issues in community organization as well as in society 

in general.  The study analyzes the work of women activists within 

a highly racialized setting.  The focus is on activists associated 

with prominent community organizations.  These included the 

Cruz Azul, Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), the Pan 

American Round Table of San Antonio, the San Antonio Mission 

Home and Training School, the Mexican Christian Institute, the 

House of Neighborly Service, the Wesley Community Center, and 

the Catholic Community Center.  

Drawing on sources in the United States, including Spanish-

language newspapers, oral histories, and various activists’ 

archives, this project seeks to understand the role that race played 

in the local politics of San Antonio in the 1920s.  This project 

places women activists as central figures in the scholarship on 

race relations in the Southwest.  Moreover, it explores how 

relations between Mexican and Mexican American women and 

their interaction with Anglo and Black women shaped the 

trajectory of their own social and political activism.   

 Despite the fact that San Antonio was considered an oasis of 

improved race relations for Blacks and Mexicans, the city 

continued to adhere to the conventional form of racial politics in 
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the era.  Even though San Antonio had a racially and culturally 

diverse society, race relations and their resultant conflicts were not 

unique in the Southwest.  Women and men in San Antonio were 

just as racially conscious and biased as people in other parts of the 

country and they adhered to similar racial patterns and tensions.   
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Chapter I:  Introduction 

This dissertation looks at how African American, Anglo 

American, and Mexican American women negotiated their racial 

identity and how they maneuvered through the racial politics in 

San Antonio, Texas.  I examine women activists of different ethnic 

and class backgrounds and women’s organizations to see how they 

dealt with the racial issues of the day and to understand their 

perceptions of race.  I concentrate on the period of the 1920s, but 

also examine the 1930s to contextualize and better understand 

women and their struggles.  I argue that women recognized their 

racial privileges and disadvantages and battled with social 

distinctions that eventually separated them in their everyday lives 

and in their political struggles.1   

Whether unified across racial lines or not, women made 

conscious and personal decisions to dedicate their time, energy, 

and money toward social reform.  In San Antonio, women were 

involved in civic and religious organizations.  They acted 

                                       
1 Concepts of “racialization” are drawn primarily from the work of 

Michael Omi and Howard Winant, Racial Formation in the United States (New 
York: Routledge, 1986).  Throughout this study, I adopt Neil Foley’s term 
“ethnoracial” to identify ethnic and racial communities when “ethnic” and “race” 
alone are not enough to fully describe the diverse communities.  Neil Foley, The 
White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997). 
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collectively, even if it was only within their own segregated groups, 

to prevent the spread of tuberculosis, care for the ill, collect money 

for the poor and disadvantaged, defend the unjustly treated, teach 

English as a Second Language, battle criminality and preserve 

cultural traditions.  Certainly, women influenced and played 

prominent roles in shaping social and political relations in San 

Antonio. 

I decided to study San Antonio for various reasons.  San 

Antonio was home to the largest population of Mexicans in the 

United States between the early 1900s and 1930s and their 

presence shaped class relations.  Spanish Mexicans founded San 

Antonio in 1718 and on July 19, 1821, the year that Mexico 

declared itself independent of Spain, San Antonio severed its 

relationship with the mother country.2   For the first 100 years, 

mixed-breed Mexicans, or Mestizos, were the dominant population 

and they lived among the local Indian groups, including the 

Apache and Comanche tribes.3  San Antonio became the home to 

the largest population of Mexicans in the United States during the 

early 1900s to 1930s.  Beginning in the 1930s, Los Angeles 

                                       
2 David Weber, The Mexican Frontier 1821-1846: The American Southwest 

Under Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982), 1-4. 
 
3 Jesus De La Teja, San Antonio de Béxar: A Community on New Spain’s 

Northern Frontier (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1995), 8-15, 17-21 
and Richard A. García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class: San Antonio, 
1929-1941 (College Station: Texas A & M Press, 1991), 17-23. 
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became the desired destination for many Mexicans.  San Antonio 

was also home to African Americans, many of whom came from the 

South during the famed Black migration.  Anglo-Americans 

migrated to Texas beginning in the early 1800s and surpassed the 

Mexican population beginning in the 1860s, approximately twenty-

four years after Texas had declared itself independent of Mexico.  

Unlike the East Coast, where a Black and White population 

predominated, San Antonio had a polyracial makeup.  Did San 

Antonio’s particular cultural mix provide a unique space for people 

of different racial backgrounds and how did this situation 

contribute to conflict and accommodation?  In his book, In Search 

of the Racial Frontier: African Americans in the American West, 

1528-1990, Quintard Taylor asks a related question for the larger 

region.  Did the southwestern frontier have the potential for a 

racially egalitarian society?  Or did Mexicans and Blacks share a 

“legacy of conquest” that structured social interaction throughout 

the U.S. Southwest and lent itself to a different social and cultural 

space.4  He argues that African Americans did not have a unique 

or distinct experience in the Southwest, and concludes that 

although more opportunities were available for African Americans, 

                                       
4 The “legacy of conquest” term is drawn from Patricia Limerick’s work 

that describes the historical processes that created a stratified racial structure 
in the Southwest which explains the way Anglos treated Blacks and Mexicans.  
Patricia Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American 
West (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1987).  
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they lived under a similar strict racial order evident in other parts 

of the country.5  Kenneth Mason agrees with Taylor that Blacks 

confronted a similar racial setting.  Mason, however, contends that 

Blacks had a different racial experience in the Southwest under a 

“controlled atmosphere of racially-defined zones of opportunities.”6  

By accommodating to the social customs of segregation, Blacks 

gained a measure of access to economic progress and political 

power.  Charlie Bellinger, a Black politician in San Antonio made a 

similar observation.  He realized that Blacks gained benefits such 

as having better schools and having their streets paved for their 

community in exchange for their votes for the White political 

machine.7   

This study focuses on the 1920s because it was a period 

filled with popular media images of social and cultural progress at 

the same time that racial conflicts became evident throughout the 

United States.  Historians typically portray the 1920s as the Jazz 

Age and the roaring twenties because of ideas of economic success 

and sexual freedom associated with the popular culture.  This 

                                       
5 In his study of African Americans in the West, Quintard Taylor 

concluded that race relations were not unique, as some scholars of the American 
West perceived.  Quintard Taylor, In Search of the Racial Frontier: African 
Americans in the American West, 1952-1990 (New York: W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1998). 

 
6 Kenneth Mason, African American & Race Relations in San Antonio, 

1867-1937 (New York, Garland Publishing Inc., 1998), xv. 
 

7 Ibid.  
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portrayal has clouded the rather unpleasant details of this era.  

Hostile race relations were so intense that one scholar described 

the period as the nadir of race relations.8  Because of the existing 

social and cultural contradictions during this time period, the 

1920s serves as an ideal social space to examine how women dealt 

with race issues.  Certainly, racial conflict was not new to Texas or 

the rest of the United States during the 1920s.  During the early 

twentieth century, it contributed to anti-immigrant legislation, 

altered census racial categories, revived the second coming of the 

Ku Klux Klan (KKK), encouraged the women’s suffrage movement, 

and stirred Black and Mexican migrations.  Thus, many people 

blamed racial difference as the reason for things gone awry.  Some 

scholars attribute this to a sense of racial displacement and 

erosion of the social order, whereas Anglo Americans, in particular, 

feared losing their jobs and being replaced by incoming 

immigrants.  This fear was fueled regularly by the media.9 

                                       
8 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent: The Women’s 

Movement in the Black Baptist Church, 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993), 1.  
 

9 For general readings on Mexican American history and the issue of 
ethnic conflict see George Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, 
Culture and Identity in Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1993); David Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors: Mexican Americans, 
Mexican Immigrants, and the Politics of Ethnicity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995); David Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of 
Texas, 1836-1986(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987); and John Higham, 
Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 1955). 
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In San Antonio, racial conflict also contributed to the 

emergence of a Mexican struggle for equal rights.  In his 

examination of San Antonio, Richard García notes that the 1920s 

constituted the "seedbed for the sprouting philosophy of 

intellectual Mexican Americanism that would begin to flower in the 

1930s and 1940s.”10  Accordingly, García sees this period as the 

staging and training area for cultural, intellectual, and identity 

transformation.  The Mexican women in this study participated in 

this process by setting an important foundation for community 

activism and personal responsibility that carried immense cultural 

repercussions for future generations.   

Mario García also notes that the Mexican American 

generation emerged during the 1930s.  Several factors contributed 

to this, but two predominate: the emergence of an upwardly mobile 

group of U.S.-born Mexicans and a growing political struggle led by 

the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), unions, and 

mutualistas that demanded equal rights on moral and 

constitutional grounds.  Economically and politically, Mexican 

American leaders promoted an ethnic identity and an 

accommodationist, or reformist, orientation in their struggle.  They 

shared an identity as Mexicans and stressed their whiteness or the 

“other White group” status to underscore that discrimination was 

                                       
10 García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class, 258. 
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wrong and unfair.   This racial consciousness in the 1920s 

inspired the Mexican American generation towards greater activism 

in education and politics.11 

Historians have also focused on the significant cultural 

changes that the Mexican American community underwent in the 

1930s.  They generally see the emergence of a collective racial 

identity among Mexican Americans.  Some scholars have labeled 

their experience with terms such as the era of “Becoming Mexican 

Americans,” others as the “Rise of the Mexican American middle 

class.”  Roberto Treviño agrees with Mario García and Richard 

García that an emerging Mexican American consciousness in the 

1920s and 1930s produced what he calls a "cultural synthesis-

Tejano biculturalist."  Borrowing from Ernesto Galarza, Treviño 

calls this social/cultural transition a "culture in process."12   

The most obvious changes in the racial structure of San 

Antonio became evident after World War I.  The post war recession 

                                       
11  García notes that the construction of a Mexican American identity 

emerged during the 1930s.  Mexican community organizations of earlier periods 
that fought against discrimination and for better working conditions instilled in 
the U.S. born generation a responsibility to demand equal rights.  Mario García, 
Mexican Americans: Leadership, Ideology, and Identity, 1930-1960 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1989) and Desert Immigrants: The Mexican of El Paso, 
1880-1920 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982).  
 

12 Roberto R. Treviño, “Prensa y Patria: The Spanish-Language Press and 
the Biculturation of the Tejano Middle Class, 1920-1940” Western Historical 
Quarterly  22:4 (November 1991): 452; See also García, Mexican Americans; 
Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American; Gutiérrez, Walls and Mirrors; and García, 
Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class. 
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and growth of the immigrant population led Anglos to see Mexicans 

as economic and political threats.  This triggered added conflict.  

Anglos mostly felt that the newly arrived immigrants would 

displace them from their jobs and thus threaten their way of life.  

Some Mexicans who questioned the Anglo’s sense of job 

entitlement became active in their communities.  People often 

opted for compromise and silence while others chose activism 

towards better interracial relations.13  

Nationally and locally, race relations remained undisturbed 

as long as people abided by established customs.  In San Antonio, 

like most places, people lived in segregated neighborhoods, avoided 

race-mixing, and observed the prevailing social and racial 

etiquette.  As long as everyone knew their place, relations were 

peaceful.  Certainly this type of social structure prevailed as long 

as people obeyed tacit rules of social engagement.14   

Women, regardless of their ethnoracial identity, knew the 

consequences and significance of their actions in society.  They 

made strategic and conscious choices within a racially conscious 

society.  I argue throughout this dissertation that some women 

worked together while others decided to work only within their own 

                                       
13 Emilio Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas (College 

Station: A & M University Press, 1993), 30-53. 
 
14 Mason, African American & Race Relations in San Antonio, 165. 
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racial communities, refusing to upset the conventional racial 

understandings.  

THEORETICAL APPROACH AND SOURCES 

This study employs race and gender ideologies as descriptors 

and categories of analysis.   Race is treated as a social construct 

and a historical product.15  Race inevitably defines a hierarchical 

racial order, where the base constitutes cheap labor, community 

ghettoizations, and oppressed people.  Unlike the conventional 

Black and White framework that scholars have used to analyze 

race relations in the East Coast, a polyracial framework is more 

befitting the racial composition of the Southwest.  In the same way, 

gender relations are also understood as relations of “difference and 

domination” constructed so that it appears natural in everyday life.  

Historically, the Southwest is seen as a place of disrupted gender 

relations and ethnoracial diversity grounded in inequality and 

injustice.  Aware of the racial codes and privileges, women 
                                       

15 Aside from establishing race as an ideological and social construct 
having political underpinning, it is important to note the biological importance of 
race.  People know what race is when they see it, according to Barbara Fields.  
For further discussion on race, see Fields, “Ideology and Race in American 
History,”  in Region, Race and Reconstruction: Essays in Honor of C. Vann 
Woodward  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 143-177; Susan 
Friedman, “Beyond White and Other: Relationality and Narratives of Race in 
Feminist Discourse,” Signs 21:1 (Autumn 1995): 1-49; Montejano, Anglos and 
Mexicans in the Making of Texas; Mario Barrera, Race and Class in the 
Southwest: A Theory of Racial Inequality (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1979); Neil Foley, The White Scourge; David Roediger, The Wages of 
Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (New York: 
Verso, 1991); Ronald Takaki, Iron Cages: Race and Culture in Nineteenth-Century 
America (New York: Knopf, 1979).  
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understood their racialized status and navigated through society’s 

racial and gender bias by adopting, resisting, or constantly juggling 

their identity and social position.16 

In constructing a theoretical framework of the U.S. 

Borderlands within which to discuss gender and race, I turn to 

works that see the region as a porous cultural borderland where 

contact is innovative, conflictive, productive, and contentious.17  

The Southwest includes the states that once belonged to Mexico, 

such as California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas.  The 

borderland designation represents a web of relationships that 

transcend the United States and Mexican nations and encompass 

the process where culture, language, and racial and gender 

identity collide.  The borderland is not a melting pot, but a space 
                                       

16 Susan Lee Johnson, “’A Memory Sweet to Soldiers:’ The Significance of 
Gender in the History of the West,” Western Historical Quarterly 24:1 (November 
1993): 494-517.  Scholars make references to the west as a region of conflict and 
accommodation.  In American history, the west usually refers to the area west of 
the Mississippi.  For readings dealing with race and gender relations in the West 
see the following: Antonia Castañeda, “Women of Color and the Rewriting of 
Western History: The Discourse, Politics and Decolonization of History,” The 
Pacific Historical Review 61 (November 1992): 501-33; Evelyn B. Higgenbotham, 
“African-American Women’s History and the Metalanguage of Race.” Signs 17:2 
(Winter 1992): 251-74; Emma Pérez, “Speaking from the Margin: Uninvited 
Discourse on Sexuality and Power,” in Building with our Hands: New Directions 
in Chicana Studies, edited by Adela de la Torre and Beatríz M. Pesquera. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); and Joan Scott, Gender and the 
Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press), 1988. 

 
17 The U.S. Borderland region has shared a history with several nation-

states, languages, and cultures from Native, Spanish, Mexican, and the United 
States authority.  The U.S. Borderland descriptor identifies the U.S. –Mexico 
border region.  Also, the Southwest Borderland, borderland, and the Southwest 
descriptors are used interchangeably.  See footnote 19 for readings on the U.S. 
Borderlands.   
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where cultures also adjust, a porous region where culture, 

language, ideas, value systems, and differing religious ideologies 

have been filtered and blended.  The region is a place where a 

multitude of cultures meet and interact thereby producing intense 

cultural exchanges and transformations and inevitably throwing 

cultural intactness out the window.  Within this cultural 

borderland, I assess the role and experiences of women within the 

city of San Antonio, the state of Texas, and the United States.  

Exactly, how did women inform the social structure, 

infrastructure, and value system during the 1920s in San Antonio? 

In order to understand the social and political patterns that 

evolved in the southwestern Borderlands during the turn of the 

century and the early twentieth century, it is necessary to examine 

the history of women as an ethnically diverse group.  Race and 

gender relations in the Southwest exhibited great variation and 

this diversity can be best appreciated by studying a multi-ethnic 

population of women.  Thus, I place gender, race, class, and 

culture at the center of historical inquiry, allowing me to examine 

and interpret the role of women in San Antonio.18 

The study seeks to answer the following questions: How has 

the persistence of Whiteness shaped African American, Anglo 
                                       

18 Emma Pérez, The Decolonial Imaginary: Writing Chicanas into History 
(Indianapolis: Indiana Press University, 1999) and Antonia Castañeda, 
“Presidarias y Pobladoras: Spanish-Mexican Women in Frontier Monterey, Alta 
California, 1770-1821” (Ph.D. dissertation, Stanford University, 1990). 
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American, and Mexican American women’s racial identity, social 

action, and overall sense of self?  As an ideologically and physically 

colonized group, how have Chicanas and African American women 

constructed knowledge and influenced institutional structures to 

define their own voice and existence?  How have White women, 

who have benefited from colonialism, shaped their own value 

systems and knowledge? 

To understand race and gender relations is to understand 

the long trajectory of sexism and racism throughout the region 

over the last 300 years.19  Race and gender ideologies of 

domination have been absorbed in historical scholarship and 

practiced within our daily existence for years.  These ideologies 

have facilitated domination over non-white groups and women of 

all races, allowing some people privilege, access, and power while 

denying the same to others.  To this end, it is imperative that race 

and gender be placed as central principles of analysis to 

understand community and social structures. 

 

                                       
19 For further discussion on the borderland, see Weber, The Mexican 

Frontier; John Francis Bannon, The Spanish Borderland Frontier, 1513-1821 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970); and Edward H. Spicer, Cycles of 
Conquest: The Impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States on the Indians of 
the Southwest, 1533-1960 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1962). 
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LITERATURE 

Julia Blackwelder’s study on Women of the Depression: Caste 

and Culture in San Antonio, 1929-1939 (1984) remains one of the 

few community studies that look at African American, Mexican-

American, and Anglo American women.  She argues that ethnicity 

was the single most important factor that defined socioeconomic 

status as a caste like structure.  She adds that the Depression 

reinforced segregation and unmasked people's prejudice.20  For 

example, the Works Progress Administration assigned better-

paying jobs to Anglo Americans.  Black and Mexican women were 

usually placed in domestic jobs or other lower paying positions.  

Many middle to upper class White women who mobilized charitable 

funds, emergency funds and relief goods for the poor “often 

circumscribed their assistance to class and ethnic prejudice.”21 

  Blackwelder contends that Black and Mexican American 

women recognized the privilege of skin tone during the Depression, 

and that White women were unaware of their advantage.  She says, 

"Minority women well understood that occupational segregation 

and other manifestations of prejudice limited their options and 

those of their male relatives in fighting the Depression, but Anglo 

                                       
20 Julia Blackwelder, Women of the Depression: Caste and Culture in San 

Antonio, 1929-1939 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1984), 8.  
 

21 Ibid., 59. 
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women didn't fully comprehend their advantage."22  This study 

affirms Blackwelder’s finding that women, regardless of their 

ethnicity, understood and recognized the importance and 

advantage of skin color during the early twentieth century. 

Blackwelder’s study raises questions regarding the 1920s. 

Did ethnicity also serve as the single most important factor in 

defining privilege, power, and domination?  Was the same rhetoric 

of domination used in maintaining capitalism, patriarchy, and 

White privilege?  What was the nature of these women’s struggle?  

How did Mexican, Black, and White women negotiate their 

ethnoracial status and circumstance? 

At the same time that Blackwelder should be commended for 

her inquiry on race relations, one cannot turn a blind eye to her 

generalizations and the cultural determinist model she employs.  

Although Blackwelder was cautious when analyzing dominant 

ideas and doctrines, she relied too heavily on secondary sources 

that generally portrayed Mexicans and Blacks as subject to a 

fatalistic, paternalistic, and patriarchal world.  The abundant work 

on race and cultural studies has demonstrated that racial groups 

are not homogenous and thereby vary in their experiences.23 
                                       

22 Ibid., 58.  
 

23 Jose David Saldivar, Border Matters: Remapping American Cultural 
Studies (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Ronald Takaki, From 
Different Shores: Perspectives on Race and Ethnicity in America (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1987); Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The 
Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989); Vicki Ruiz and Ellen 
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Blackwelder's study on women of the Depression remains an 

honest attempt at understanding race and gender relations 

especially since the literature on gender has failed to incorporate 

race.  Feminist history has extensively documented women’s 

activism in the form of strikes, fair wage, struggles, and feminist 

movements; unfortunately, it too has suffered the same 

predicament found in race studies.24  Essentially, women's history 

has subsumed the importance of race, and race studies have 

underestimated the significance of gender.  Feminist scholars 

believed that their interpretation of women’s activities and 

experiences was a history about all women, a universal women's 

experience.  This narrow monochromatic gendered view failed to 

consider race or class as principal factors in shaping women’s 

history.   

Some scholars have successfully incorporated the gendered 

perspective in their studies on race relations.  For instance, Emilio 

Zamora, Patricia Zavella, Vicki Ruiz, Emma Perez, Deena Gonzalez, 

and Antonia Castañeda have incorporated both gender and racial 

                                                                                                         
Carol DuBois, Unequal Sisters: A Multicultural Reader in U.S. Women’s History 
(New York: Routledge, 1990). 

 
24 See Nancy Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism (Yale: Yale 

University Press, 1989); Rosalind Rosenberg, Divided Lives: American Women in 
the Twentieth Century (Hill and Wang, 1992); Barbara Steinson, American 
Women’s Activism in World War I (Garland Publishers, 1982). 
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lenses as tools of analysis in their studies on Mexicanas/Chicanas 

in the United States.25   

Yet to be explained is what happened with Black and 

Mexican American women's activism.  Historians have not asked if 

Black and Mexican American women also experienced this dual 

public vs. private struggle or whether this division actually existed 

among women of color and how it played out within their activism.  

The historiography on women’s activism in the United States has 

focused primarily on the public and private sphere among the 

upper class women and their entrance into the public sphere.  This 

historiography has also interpreted women’s experiences as 

universal.26  Because of the apparent gaps in this history, many 

scholars have published their own research on Black or Mexican 

American women’s activism.  Rarely have scholars written about 

all three racial groups at the same time.  As previously stated, 

                                       
25 Vicki Ruiz, Cannery Women/Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, 

Unionization, and the California Food Processing Industry, 1930-1950 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987) and From Out of the 
Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-Century America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998); Patricia Zavella, Women’s Work and Chicano Families:  
Cannery Workers of the Santa Clara Valley (New York: Cornell University Press, 
1987); Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas; Deena González, 
Refusing the Favor: The Spanish-Mexican Women of Santa Fe, 1820-1880 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999).  

 
26 Vicki Ruiz was one of the first historians to argue that Mexican women 

did not live divided lives as some historians claimed using the private vs. public 
sphere model.  See Vicki Ruiz, Cannery Women/Cannery Lives and From Out of 
the Shadows. 
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Blackwelder’s work is significant because it does incorporate three 

different racial groups.  

This Study contributes to the growing scholarship on race 

and gender relations in the United States.  And, most importantly, 

it attempts to tell the story of Mexican, African, and Anglo 

American women activists by placing them as central figures 

within a racialized society.   

ORGANIZATION OF THE CHAPTERS 

This dissertation treats the history of women’s activism in 

San Antonio on the basis of important themes.  The second 

chapter describes the racial atmosphere during the early twentieth 

century.  The Mexican and Black “problem” became popular 

descriptors that characterized the racial groups as culturally 

inferior, lazy, diseased, cheap labor, uneducated, helpless, and a 

liability to society.  Race relations reached a low point as the Ku 

Klux Klan resurfaced, nativist sentiments increased, and the 

eugenic movement warned about the dangers of racial mixing.  The 

chapter establishes that women lived within a racialized society 

that potentially influenced their thoughts and actions.   

In the third chapter, I examine the Americanization and 

Mexicanization programs.  After World War I, the United States 

government became more concerned about national security.  As a 

result, Americanization programs were established to produce 
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model citizens and reliable workers among Mexicans as a perceived 

foreign-born population.  San Antonio women associated with civil 

and religious organizations were usually the designated teachers 

who taught the English language, hygiene, and naturalization 

classes.  The programs targeted Mexicans throughout the 

Southwest, in particular Mexican women.  Many Mexicans 

embraced the Americanization program.  However, a counter 

movement surfaced celebrating instead what many termed 

Mexicanidad, a nationalist form of Mexican identity.  In this 

movement, Mexicans established their own Mexicanization or 

Mexicanidad programs to counter the cultural and linguistic 

damage incurred through the Americanization programs.  Women 

played key roles in both Americanization and Mexicanization 

projects and learned to negotiate race relations while juggling 

racial politics. 

The fourth chapter analyzes the significance of Cruz Azul, a 

women’s organization established to assist their Mexican 

compatriots in the United States.  Cruz Azul was originally 

established in Mexico in the late 1800s and later established in 

San Antonio in the 1920s.  It grew at an explosive rate throughout 

Texas and the nation in the 1920s.  At this time, women 

established organizations to pursue social, economic, and racial 

justice.  Women and men organized for similar reasons, namely to 
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1) form support networks, 2) address local, state, and federal 

dilemmas, 3) resolve short and long term problems, 4) improve 

race relations, and 5) assist the indigent.  Members wore many 

hats but one responsibility that struck a chord within the 

organization was working to achieve social justice and helping 

Mexican immigrants by providing them with medical help, legal 

advise, attorneys, and economic assistance.  The Cruz Azul also 

established a hospital and library in San Antonio.  Members 

pushed a Mexicanization agenda by embracing both national 

anthems and flags in their public ceremonies.  Although the Cruz 

Azul women celebrated their Mexican identity, they also learned 

how to influence the political system by creating partnerships with 

prominent Anglo Americans in San Antonio.   

The fifth chapter examines the Pan American Round Table, a 

women’s organization with a mission to create better Pan American 

relations in the western hemisphere.  The majority of the members 

were Anglo American women who belonged to the middle and 

upper classes.  Mexican women were also members of the Round 

Table although their numbers were small.  These women fought for 

social justice and for better understanding between nations, 

especially between the United States and Mexico.  Round Table 

members regularly met to discuss and learn about the countries in 

the American continent and tried to understand their Spanish- 
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speaking neighbors.  Some Mexican Americans criticized the 

organization for ignoring problems like racial discrimination at 

home while seeking improved understanding at the international 

level.  However, the Round Table members made great strides in 

attempting to create an atmosphere where people of different races 

could reach mutual respect and understanding.  Their influence 

was significant.  They helped shaped politics in San Antonio and 

influenced both Anglo American and Mexican women and men 

with their ceaseless determination and conviction.   

The sixth chapter examines faith-based organizations 

including the Young Women’s Christian Associations (YWCA), the 

Wesley Community Center (Methodist), the Goodwill First Baptist 

Church, the Mexican Christian Institute, the San Antonio Mission 

Home and Training School (Methodist), the House of Neighborly 

Service (Presbyterian), and Catholic centers.  The organizations 

mirrored other groups by following the racial standards of the day.  

Many faith-based organizations, such as the YWCA, often 

established several chapters in the same area to serve different 

racial communities.  Women associated with these religious 

organizations also endorsed segregation.   

The concluding chapter attempts to answer some of the 

questions raised throughout the dissertation.  It also summarizes 

and interprets how women negotiated race relations in San 
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Antonio, Texas throughout in the 1920s.  Principally, how did 

women negotiate race relations and their own racial identity within 

such a diverse ethnoracial population?  

The terminology used throughout this study reflects the 

complexity of identity designation in San Antonio.  The term 

Mexican defines people who were born in Mexico, and Mexican 

American identifies an American born of Mexican descent.  

Depending on the context, Mexican and Mexican American are 

used interchangeably, as both experienced similar social problems 

including discrimination.  European American, White, and Anglo, 

which is the term most often used in Texas, refers to Whites.  I also 

use Blacks and African Americans as cultural designations used 

throughout the study.  
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Chapter II:  The Color Dilemma:  Mexican, Black, & 
White Problems 

This chapter examines racial issues that impacted the San 

Antonio community and the innovative ways women and men 

responded to their racialized setting.  San Antonio’s polyracial 

makeup and its reputation as a tolerant city gave the illusion that 

women and men had ample opportunities to integrate themselves 

equally into society and the world of work.  Segregation, however, 

governed social relations.  An overview of race relations in San 

Antonio and its surrounding will establish the context by which to 

understand women and their organizations, the subject in the 

following chapters.   

Women and men were affected by what appeared in 

newspapers like the San Antonio Light, the San Antonio Express, La 

Prensa and the San Antonio Register.  News about racial issues 

spread quickly via newspapers in San Antonio.  The San Antonio 

Light and the San Antonio Express were two major newspapers in 

English.  La Prensa covered the news in Spanish and The San 

Antonio Register focused on the Black community.  

La Prensa was established in 1913 by Ignacio Lozano, an 

expatriate from Mexico.  Lozano established the newspaper to 

serve, inform, defend, and represent the voice of the Mexican 
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Nationals living in the United States.  This community was also 

known as “el Mexico de afuera.”1  La Prensa enjoyed wide 

circulation, peaking at over 32,000 in the 1930s.  It continuously 

chronicled racial inequality within the United States and thereby 

informed its readership about Mexicans’ precarious existence in 

San Antonio and throughout the United States.  It also defended 

Mexicans by addressing school and legal inequality, peonage, and 

restaurant and hotel refusals based on race.  Through La Prensa, 

Lozano kept the Mexicans informed and Mexicanized.  The 

newspaper continuously reinforced Mexican ideals and values 

among the Mexicans of San Antonio (see chapter III and IV).   

Blacks found a voice in the San Antonio Register, a paper 

which sought to promote an egalitarian society.  The newspaper 

usually fought for anti-lynching laws, better school facilities, 

political representation, racial equality in courts, equal 

accommodations, and reported on the activities of clubs and 

organizations.2  The Black community also found a voice in Charlie 

Bellinger, a major political boss in San Antonio.  The close knit 

Black community in San Antonio countered society’s racial 

                                       
1 Ignacio Lozano’s son later established La Opinion newspaper in Los 

Angeles, espousing the same objectives and ideals as La Prensa.  La Opinion 
enjoyed a wider readership than La Prensa ever did in San Antonio.  Treviño, 
“Prensa y Patria,” 453, 455. 
 

2 “The Register's Platform,” San Antonio Register, 14 August 1931, 4.  
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generalizations by maintaining themselves separated and 

observing the paternal social controls.3  

San Antonio residents were aware that they lived within a 

cultural, racial and linguistic patchwork.  People from many 

different backgrounds migrated to San Antonio in the early 1900s 

attracted by the city’s location and work opportunities.  In San 

Antonio they found a city known for being a racially tolerant 

place.4  

San Antonio’s polyracial makeup created opportunities for 

women to integrate and work together regardless of their racial and 

cultural background.  For example, Jovita Gonzalez de Mireles, an 

educator and author, Leonor Villegas Magnon, founder of the Cruz 

Blanca (White Cross) and Alicia Lozano, founder of the Sociedad de 

la Beneficencia Mexicana and wife of the editor of La Prensa joined 

the predominantly White Pan American Round Table.5  At the same 

                                       
3  The idea of social paternal control is drawn from Kenneth Mason’s 

study of San Antonio.  He believes that the Black community was successful 
because they accommodated to the White paternal social controls.  Kenneth 
Mason, African American & Race Relations in San Antonio. 

 
4 Mason, African American & Race Relations in San Antonio; “Rich 

Opportunities Await the Builders of Factories in City,” San Antonio Express, 28 
March 1920, 2A. 

 
5 Florence Griswold to Mrs. Jovita González de Mireles, 7 January 1939, 

Box 2: Folder 8, Pan American Round Table of San Antonio Records, 1909-1994, 
MS 3, UTSA Archives, Library, University of Texas at San Antonio [hereafter 
noted as Round Table Collection]; Jovita González de Mireles to Griswold, n.d. 
Box 2: Folder 8, Round Table Collection; and Leonor Villegas de Magnón to 
Griswold, 25 July 1938, Box 2: Folder 8, Round Table Collection. 
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time that San Antonio provided a social space where women could 

work together in community organizations, neighborhoods, 

schools, and occupations remained segregated, which this chapter 

will illustrate.  All women, whether Anglo-American, African 

American, or Mexican American experienced racialization.6  

Indeed, women recognized that whiteness was synonymous with 

privilege and opportunity, and they became well aware of society’s 

racial stratification as well.7 

The racial climate in San Antonio during the late 1910’s and 

1920’s involved instances of conflict and tolerance.  Chapters III to 

VI demonstrate how women chose to live within these racial 

borderlands.  Did women work together regardless of their race, 

class, and creed?  Did they choose to work only within their own 

racial and religious groups where they felt more comfortable, or did 

they join groups in other communities?  Did women follow or 

challenge society’s general racial order?  How did their responses 

and actions shape San Antonio’s social/political environment?  

This section establishes the social and cultural backdrop under 

which men and women lived. 

                                       
6 Ideas of “racialization” and “racial formation” are drawn primarily from 

the work of Omi and Winant, Racial Formation in the United States.  
 
7  Blackwelder argues that race/caste was a principle factor that 

determined social class, treatment, and Works Project Administration (WPA) 
employment opportunities.  For further analysis on women’s racial response to 
the Depression, see Blackwelder’s study on Women of the Depression. 
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San Antonio included a population of different racial, ethnic, 

and cultural backgrounds at least since the turn of the century.  

Out of a total population of 161,379 in the 1920s, Whites 

numbered 86,829 or 53.8 percent of the city’s population (See 

Table 1).  Anglos maintained a numerical majority between 1900 

and 1940, while Mexicans increased their proportional 

representation during the period and almost matched Anglos at the 

end of the period.  Anglos quadrupled their numbers during the 

forty-year period at the same time that Mexicans multiplied theirs 

ten times over.  The Black population also steadily increased its 

numbers, although they also registered a proportional decline in 

proportional numbers.  By 1920, the midpoint in the forty-year 

period, each group had increased its size, however, Anglos held a 

majority position.  Mexicans claimed a 37.2 percent and Blacks an 

8.9 percent (See Table 1).8   

 

 

 

                                       
8 As Foley has noted, Texas had southern and southwestern cultural 

traditions.  San Antonio probably best exemplified this bicultural identity.  It 
exhibited a marked Mexican identity as well as a mixed European ancestry with 
its sizable population of persons of Polish, Germans, French, Czech, and British 
background, some of whom had made their way to Texas by way of southern 
states.  Foley, The White Scourge; García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle 
Class, 29 and Blackwelder, Women of the Depression, 13-15. 
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Table 1: San Antonio Population by Ethnoracial Group, 1900-
1940 

 Anglo Mexican Black  

Year No. %  of 

Total 

No. %  of 

Total 

No. % of 

Total 

Total 

Population 

1900 32,000 60.0 13,722 25.7 7,538 14.2 53,321 

1910 56,321 58.3 29,480 30.5 10,716 11.1 96,614 

1920 86,829 53.8 59,970 37.2 14,341 8.9 161,379 

1930 130,737 56.6 82,373 35.7 17,978 7.7 231,542 

1940 131,221 46.7 103,000 46.3 19,235 7.0 254,053 
Source: San Antonio Public Service Company, Economic and Industrial Survey, 
1940.  Retrieved from Richard García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle 
Class: San Antonio, 1929-1941 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 
1991), 29. Percentages do not add to 100 because of the rounding of the figures. 
Total population exceeds the combined populations of the three groups shown 
here because of a small group of ‘others.’  The category ‘Other’ includes 
Japanese, Chinese, and American Indians, but predominantly blacks. 

 

According to Kenneth Mason, the Black community from 

San Antonio lived better than their counterparts in the larger cities 

of Houston and Galveston.  San Antonio Blacks seem to have 

enjoyed civil rights to a greater extent than their brethren in other 

places.  They also obtained a higher level of education than other 

African Americans in the state.  Mason adds that they claimed the 

highest number of African American homeowners in Texas.  No 
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wonder, then, that San Antonio had “a reputation for fairness and 

racial tolerance.”9   

San Antonio served as a permanent home for large numbers 

of Mexicans, although temporary residents or Mexican sojourners 

also found their way to the city as they periodically went back and 

forth to the homeland or to other areas in search of better 

employment opportunities.  The city was dubbed the “Mexican 

Capital of Texas" because the large Mexican population formed “a 

town within a city.”  The city was also known as a revolving door 

where Mexicans migrated North to states like Illinois, Indiana, and 

Michigan where they found seasonal labor, then returned to San 

Antonio.    Whites were also known to call San Antonio the 

"Metropolis of Texas,” the largest city in the state until it was 

overtaken by other urban areas by the middle of the twentieth 

century.10  

Some of the city’s observers who claimed that the place was 

a racially tolerant and even friendly place could point to politicians 

and law enforcement officers who often publicly condemned racial 

injustice.  Although the numerous instances of racial tension or 

                                       
9 See Mason, African American & Race Relations in San Antonio, xiv-xv, 

23-31. 
 
10 Jerry Lockbaum, “San Antonians Both Wrought and Felt Great Charge 

in the Momentous Years, 1900-1930,” San Antonio Express Centennial: 100 
Years of Progress, 26 September 1965, Vol. 2, 8-T; “Rich Opportunities Await the 
Builders of Factories in City,” San Antonio Express, 28 March 1920, 2A.  
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conflict suggest that the town was not very friendly to racial 

minorities, the fact that public officials would speak against the 

problem also gave the impression, at least among the Anglo 

population, that San Antonio was a tolerant city.  In 1923, for 

instance, Sheriff John Tobin pledged that, if elected, he would see 

to it that the Ku Klux Klan never staged a parade in the streets.  

This did not hurt him at the polls.  He subsequently won an 

election as Sheriff with 17,000 votes while his opposition only 

garnered 7,500.  Similarly, Miriam “Ma” Ferguson ran for the office 

of governor by declaring that “in my administration, Mexicans and 

all citizens from all nationalities will have equal and complete 

protection.”11  With this statement, “Ma” Ferguson distanced 

herself from her husband, the former governor, and his reputation 

as a racist.  Mr. Ferguson expressed one of his more offensive 

statements when he compared Blacks and Mexicans.  He 

reportedly said that the “Negro is more superior than the 

Mexican.”12  It is difficult to say whether Mrs. Ferguson distanced 

herself from her husband as a ploy to get elected or of she was 

                                       
11 “La Sra. Ferguson declara que dara igual proteccion a mexicanos y 

americanos," La Prensa 23 August 1924, 1; Mason, African Americans & Race 
Relations in San Antonio, xv; García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class, 
67; E.E. Davis, “King Cotton Leads Mexicans Into Texas,” The Texas Outlook 9:4 
(April 1925): 7; “Fiery Cross was Extinguished in the Tolerant Alamo City,” San 
Antonio Express Centennial: 100 Years of Progress, 26 September 1965, 55-T. 
 

12 "Que el negro es muy superior al mexicano en todos los atributos 
necesarios para hacer un buen ciudadano."  “Las Declaraciones de Mr. 
Ferguson,” La Prensa, 21 August 1924, 3.  
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sincere with her egalitarian views.  She nevertheless offered a 

different and more hopeful view of social relations in Texas. 

Even though some prominent people condemned 

discrimination, numerous studies on the Mexican and Black 

“problem” reaffirmed the racist agenda by stereotyping and 

blaming Blacks and Mexicans for their social conditions.  These 

studies influenced and shaped the national mentality on race 

relations, as the following section will show.  

THE MEXICAN AND BLACK PROBLEM 

In the early days of the Republic of Texas scientific racism 

was used to justify the enslavement of Blacks and the forceful 

removal and genocidal campaigns against Native Americans.  This 

racist ideology was later transformed into a view that pathological 

traits explained the social condition of members of minority 

groups.  For instance, researchers pondered what they called the 

“Negro problem” and “Mexican problem” in an ongoing debate that 

acknowledged racial attitudes and discrimination against members 

of minority groups, including Mexican Americans.13   

                                       
13 Octavio Romano, “The Anthropology and Sociology of the Mexican 

American: The Distortion of Mexican-American History,” Aztlan 11:2 (Fall 1968): 
13-26.  Romano considered these pathological “fallacies” as social science fiction 
and he believed that social scientists would have us think that "Mexican 
Americans are the generators of their own problems.”  For further reading on 
this topic, see: Carey McWilliams, North From Mexico: The Spanish-Speaking 
People of the United States (New York: Greenwood Press, 1949); Arnoldo De 
Leon, They Called Them Greasers: Anglo Attitudes toward Mexicans in Texas, 
1821-1900 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983); Americo Paredes, With a 
Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and its Hero (Austin: University of Texas 
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Early in the twentieth century, Mexicans and Blacks who 

refused to assimilate or adopt White norms were categorized as 

pathological or problematic.  One of the problems was that 

researchers had not given enough attention to groups like 

Mexicans and when they did, they based their work on stereotypes.  

Carey McWilliams notes that before 1920, scientific research on 

the Mexican problem was minimal.  The number of articles 

increased from 19 to 51 between 1920 and 1930.  Scholars and 

other observers consistently scrutinized the alleged inadequacies 

and weaknesses of Mexicans.  Mexicans were said to lack 

“leadership, discipline, and organizations; that they segregated 

themselves; that they were lacking in thrift and enterprise.”14  

Researchers, mostly sociologists during this period, regularly 

recycled unchallenged stereotypical views of the Mexican 

population.  McWilliams uncovered a plethora of master's theses 

that "proved" that Spanish speaking children were retarded.  

Essentially, Black and Mexican pathology and retardation was 

determined by their failure to move out of the bottom segment of 

                                                                                                         
Press, 1958); and Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas.  For 
further discussion on the “Negro Problem” see Matthew Pratt Guterl, The Color of 
Race in America, 1900-1940 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001). 

 
14 McWilliams, North From Mexico, 206.  For further research on this 

stereotypical perception of Mexicans see Ruth Allen A., “Mexican Peon Women in 
Texas,” Texas Sociology and Social Research 3 (1931); and Paul Schuster Taylor, 
An American-Mexican Frontier, Nueces County, Texas (New York: Russell and 
Russell, 1934). 
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the working class and to imitate White culture.  McWilliams 

believed that society’s infatuation with the Mexican and Black 

problems hid the “real issues by focusing attention on 

consequences rather than on causes.”15 

According to McWilliams, the creation of the Mexican and 

Black problem cautioned Whites about associating with minorities 

rather than offer a solution to discrimination and segregation.  

Whites also suffered the consequences of racialization, although in 

a different way and to a different extent.  They had to maintain an 

unrealistic expectation of appropriate behavior and what that 

should look like.  They also had to preserve their fantasies of racial 

superiority, of their virtue, capitalistic drive, and of republican 

righteousness.  Certainly, not all Whites lived up to this tall order, 

but they all had a common cultural repertoire to draw from.16 

Max Handman, a professor at the University of Texas at 

Austin, was one of the first researchers who brought scholarly 

attention to the “Mexican problem” in San Antonio.  He believed 

that Mexicans and Whites from San Antonio reflected a social 

paradox which helped maintain the status quo.  The Mexican 

                                       
15 McWilliams, North From Mexico, 206, 219 and Patricia Morton, 

Disfigured Images: The Historical Assault on Afro-American Women (Westport, 
Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 1991), 20, 23, 37, 68-70. 
 

16  Nancy MacLean, Behind the Mask of Chivalry: The Making of the 
Second Ku Klux Klan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) and Roediger, The 
Wages of Whiteness.   
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population, on the other hand, was classified a “peon class, a 

name, which is often used to describe the manner of living of the 

Mexicans as well as to excuse the failure of the community to 

supply them with better conditions.” 17  The community’s 

indifference was so salient that he described it as palpable and 

blatant.  Anglo’s, on the other hand, were relieved from addressing 

social ills by categorizing non-white groups as “problems,” that is, 

as persons who were responsible for their own undoing. 

The debate over Mexican immigration during the 1910s and 

1920s, which engendered the scholarly interest in Mexicans of 

which Handman was a part, also revealed the prominence of race 

in social relations.  Politicians like Congressman John Box 

(Democrat-Texas), for instance, exploited society’s fear of racial 

mixing especially during the immigration debate by pointing out 

that unless the United States more effectively regulated the 

immigrant flow, Mexicans would continue posing cultural and 

economic threats to U.S. citizens.  He did this while proposing a 

bill to restrict Mexican immigration and to uphold the national-

origins quota system of the 1924 immigration law.  Before the 

                                       
17 Max Sylvius Handman, “San Antonio: The Old Capital of Mexican Life 

and Influence” Survey  66:3 (May 1, 1931): 164.  Handman, was no stranger to 
San Antonio.   For instance, in 1923, He spoke at San Antonio’s annual Cinco 
de Mayo celebration.  He spoke alongside Governor Pat Neff and Mrs. Clara 
Driscoll Sevier, a wealthy benefactor and writer.  They were guests of the local 
chapter of the Pan American Round Table.  See “Pan American Luncheon,” San 
Antonio Express, 8 May 1923. 
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1924 Immigration Act people were relatively free to travel back and 

forth since there were no strictly defined borders.  The 1924 

immigration measure changed this by requiring a visa, a head tax 

and literacy requirements for entry.18   

Box and other supporters of the immigration bill believed 

that Mexicans were reconquering the Southwestern territories lost 

in the Mexican American War.  He sought nothing less than to 

curb Mexican immigration because he feared that other races 

would undermine American whiteness and cause American culture 

and way of life to erode.19  At one point, Box remarked that the 

"humbler classes of the Mexicans are basically Indian, many of 

whom have a strain of Negro blood derived from black slaves 

carried to Mexico from Africa and the West Indies."20  Box was not 

alone in this belief.  In a paternalistic article written in 1926 

entitled, the “Little Brown Brother Treks North,” Frederick Simpich 

conveyed a sense of fear and urgency when he declared that the 

"Mexicans are invading our country in a vast army."21   

                                       
18 For an excellent analysis of the 1924 immigration restriction policies 

see Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American.  
 
19 “De ignorante se tacha un juicio sobre la raza Mexicana,”La Prensa, 31 

January 1926, 1.  
 

20 House of Representatives, Committee on Immigration and 
Naturalization, Congressional Record: Proceedings and Debates of the Third 
Session of the Seventy-First Congress of the United States of America 74; part 4 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1931), 3549-3555. 
 

21 Frederick Simpich, “The Little Brown Brother Treks North,” The 
Independent 116 (February 27, 1926): 237; House of Representatives, 
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The other underlining issue regarding the Mexican problem 

was where to place the Mexican in the social structure.  According 

to David Montejano, the understanding between growers and 

urban residents broke down because the growers could not contain 

the Mexican workers who were increasingly leaving the farms and 

going to the towns and cites.  In this case, the “Mexican Problem” 

described the issue of where to place the Mexican in the social 

structure, if not restricted to the farm as laborers.22 

Some San Antonio residents disagreed with Box’s 

assessments of Mexicans, suggesting that a consensus on the 

matter did not exist.  A dissenting voice was offered by Adina de 

Zavala, one of the founders of the Daughters of the Republic of 

Texas and the granddaughter of Lorenzo de Zavala, a Mexican 

statesman who became the Vice President of the Republic of Texas, 

and one of the founders of the Daughters of the Republic of 

Texas.23   Her correspondence with a friend named Emily G. 

Giddings demonstrates de Zavala’s concerns.  Giddings had raised 

questions about Box’s racial agenda, “I would like to know what is 

                                                                                                         
Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, Congressional Record: 
Proceedings and Debates of the Third Session of the Seventy-First Congress of 
the United States of America 74; part 4 (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1931), 3549-3555. 
 

22 Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas.  
 

23  For more information on Adina De Zavala, see Richard Flores, editor, 
History and Legends of the Alamo and Other Missions in and around San Antonio 
(Houston: Arte Público Press, 1996). 
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back of this movement—whether it is just a biological question, 

labor unions or whether Congressman Box has something even 

strong behind him.  Say a combination of the K.K.K. and the 

Ministerial Alliance!”  De Zavala responded unambiguously, “While 

all these people are more or less prejudiced [referring to Box and 

his political allies in the immigration debate], the children they 

must admit, are talented in many respects, and just as bright as 

other races.”24  

Other San Antonio observers also differed with Box, 

particularly his views on relations between Mexico and the United 

States and the role that border states, such as Texas and 

California played in it.  Women organizations that figure 

prominently in this study took a lead in this matter.  The Pan 

American Round Table, the Woman’s Club of San Antonio, and the 

Federation of Women’s Clubs, for instance, endorsed a resolution 

that described the Box bill as a divisive measure that would harm 

diplomatic relations between the United States and Mexico.25  

Florence Griswold, the President of the Pan American Round Table 

in San Antonio, added that the “coming and going” of Mexican 
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immigrants was helpful for both parties on either side of the 

border, especially if “liking comes by knowing.”  In correspondence 

with a fellow activist from California, Griswold noted that Mexican 

laborers returned to their country with new ideas and new 

ambitions and learned “that we are not a Nation to be despised.”26   

While Box and other restrictionists sought to stem the 

immigrant flow, others sought to maintain a surplus of low-wage 

labor in the Southwest.  This added another racial feature to the 

discourse over immigration.  Agriculture and manufacturing 

companies, for instance, had a vested interest in attracting 

Mexican labor and their representatives often denounced the racist 

restrictionists project with racist views of their own.  In 1926, the 

Association of Manufacturers of San Antonio vehemently spoke 

against Box’s racist declarations in favor of maintaining a White 

race.  According to Victor Clark, a researcher with the Department 

of Labor, growers and urban employers usually noted that 

Mexicans were tractable and politically apathetic and thus suitable 

for low wage labor.27 

The debate over Mexican immigration revealed that although 

public figures could disagree on immigration policy and 
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enforcement, they could agree on their characterization of 

Mexicans as culturally deficient people.  The racialized atmosphere 

in San Antonio also demonstrated another level of complexity when 

persons who were ostensibly friendly towards Mexicans vacillated 

and offered seemingly contradictory views of them.  

Correspondence between De Zavala and Emily Giddings again 

offers relevant evidence.  When Giddings commented that 

Mexicans did not show up well in a study on mental ability, De 

Zavala first responded that the prisons were full of Mexicans and 

that “police arrest them for nothing at all—on suspicion—or to 

shield an American.”  De Zavala, however, added that the Mexican 

is “dumb—sometimes does not know how to defend himself, if he 

speaks the language.”28  Such vacillation expressed by a person 

who was Mexican herself contrasted with the more consistent and 

friendly views expressed by William Knox, a local educator in 

predominantly Mexican schools and assistant superintendent of 

the public schools in San Antonio.  He held favorable views toward 

Mexicans, perhaps more favorable than De Zavala.29   

Adding to the racialized mix, some people used ambiguity as 

a way to draw favorable attention to the minority communities.  
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For example, some activists often used the image of the ignorant 

and vulnerable Mexicans and Blacks to secure public sympathy 

and obtain funds from different institutions.  A case in point is 

Archbishop Arthur Drossaerts’ appeal for financial support from 

the American Board of Catholic Missions.  He referred to the 

“Mexican as a big child,” who is affectionate and fickle; charitable 

and spendthrift, and if left to themselves, “they can do nothing, 

build nothing, and support nothing.”30  C.W. Rice, President and 

Manager of the Colored Employment and Reference Bureau used a 

similar tactic to solicit donations to help Blacks obtain 

employment.  The Bureau promised, according to Rice, to “educate 

the colored employees to appreciate the dignity of honest work, to 

be loyal to jobs and employers; we are especially interested in 

trying to educate our people to be trust-worthy, and to be 

punctual…”  According to Rice, 95 percent of employers agreed 

that when Black employees were trained, they make “good 

servant[s] or worker[s].”31 

Racial attitudes also affected relations between Blacks and 

Mexicans, causing distrust and animosity.  This stemmed from the 
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fact that they, as well as Whites, followed a tacit racial 

understanding regarding social behavior and social arrangements.  

Mexicans and Blacks, for instance, mimicked Whites to an extent 

in their use of a color/racial line to separate themselves from each 

other.  Mason observed these distinctions especially when Blacks 

and Whites ignored and disregarded the large Mexican population.  

Blacks, according to Mason, viewed Mexicans as an obstacle 

toward gaining an equal footing with Whites, as society considered 

Mexicans the “'blue-blood’ elite of the darker races, serving as the 

permanent caste between Whites and Blacks.”32   

James Slayden, who wrote for the Presbyterian Church on 

the other hand, detected jealousy and tension between the Mexican 

and Blacks.  According to Slayden, Mexicans were classified as 

Whites and at times treated better than Blacks in public like 

hotels, theaters, and barber shops.  This caused ill feelings 

primarily because segregationists tended to be less friendly with 

Blacks.  Mexicans, particularly poorer ones, also were disinclined 

to socialize with Blacks.33  

Throughout the twentieth century, society continued to 

obsess over the Mexican and Black problems rather than trying to 
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understand the racialized nature of social relations.   As a 

consequence, public figures could disagree over a critical issue, 

but maintain the conventional view of Mexicans as inferior.  Other 

persons demonstrated the complicated nature of racial ideas with 

their ambivalent behavior, even when this behavior involved 

Mexicans as the propagators of the ideas themselves.  On the other 

hand, the case of Knox and possibly Mrs. Ferguson showed that 

Anglos overcome social pressures to accept the conventional racial 

ideas.  Lastly, racial ideas were so ingrained in society that they 

impaired relations between Mexican and Blacks.  

CONSEQUENCES OF RACIALIZATION  

Like the rest of the country, San Antonio maintained a 

racialized social order.  A racist ideology reinforced this division in 

everyday life as well as in institutions such as churches, schools, 

the military, and the government.  San Antonio women entered 

this kind of public life and, like the cases previously noted, 

reflected it in all its complexity.  Some women, for instance decided 

to promote segregation.  This was the cased with Mary Preston, a 

reformist from San Antonio who served a number of years as a 

principal in a local school.  Revealing a distaste for the social 

mixing of the races, she complained to De Zavala that White 
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soldiers were being placed in the military insane ward alongside 

with "negros.”34   

De Zavala apparently agreeing with Preston’s concern, 

passed the complaint on to U.S. representative John N. Garner 

who, in turn, turned the issue over to the Secretary of War, Newton 

Baker.  Baker immediately replied to U.S. representative John 

Garner that the general policy in the hospitals has been to “treat 

white soldiers and colored soldiers in different wards when 

practicable, or in different parts of the same ward, with a dividing 

curtain between the two races.”  He further stated that White 

patients have “rarely” objected to having Blacks in the same 

ward.35 

The widespread coverage that local newspapers gave the 

issue prompted several career military officers to endorse an 

investigation by the Secretary of War and to support the view that 

racial problems were nonexistent in the hospital.  The public 

pressure that Preston and De Zavala brought may have prompted 

military officials to affirm segregationists practices.  One military 

                                       
34 “Surgeon General to Investigate Hospital Charges,” San Antonio 

Express, 14 March 1920, 16; “Negro and White Patients Mixed in Three Wards,” 
San Antonio Express, 24 March 1920, 13; “Protest to Baker on Negroes at Base 
Hospital,” San Antonio Express, 22 February 1920, 10 

 
35 It appears that Adina De Zavala kept the San Antonio Express updated 

on the progress of this issue. Ibid; Newton D. Baker, Secretary of War to U.S. 
Representative John Garner, 28 February 1920, Folder 1: Correspondence 
1920-1929, Box 2M132, (Garner forwarded his letter to Adina De Zavala on 3 
March 1920), De Zavala Collection. 
 



 43 

official, for instance, responded defensively in the San Antonio 

Express that Mary Preston’s allegations were false and that “every 

effort is made to keep the white and Negro men separated…they do 

not eat at the same tables and so far as I know never did.”36  To 

show his dismay, he stated that, “Practically no complaint has 

been made by the White men concerned.”  His statement, however, 

left a feeling of uncertainty that others may have complained in the 

past.37 

Public statements like the ones made by Preston contributed 

in a significant way to reinforce segregation in the area.  This 

happened again in the 1920s when ninety-one White property 

owners in a San Antonio community named Knob Hill complained 

to Commissioner Paul Stefler that Blacks were “infesting” Pittman-

Sullivan Park, and consequently preventing Whites from enjoying 

the place.  Allegedly, Blacks gathered in clusters discouraging 

Whites from entering the park.  The newspaper reported that Black 

children “have taken possession of the playground, chasing the 

White children away.”  Aside from the alleged Black invasion, Anglo 

residents also spoke about home devaluation.  Albert Steves, 
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President of the lumber camp, wrote a letter explaining how the 

presence of Blacks dissuaded buyers from purchasing property. 38 

The public complaint by segregationists did not simply 

reflect segregationist values, it also reinforced them.  Soon after the 

complaint was made, Anglos assaulted Llewellyn Houch, a Black 

man who was walking with his girlfriend in the park in question.  

They attacked him when he failed to leave fast enough.  Park 

Commissioner Ray Lambert responded by suggesting the building 

of a park for Blacks.  The escalating issue triggered a reaction from 

a German-origin organization that apparently differed with the 

operating segregationist understandings in the community.  Once 

again, this suggested that the White community did not always 

agree, suggesting that segregationist practices were also points of 

contestation that magnified race as a defining element in social 

relations.  The Hermann Sons Association, a fraternal insurance 

benefits society which was founded by two German immigrants, 

protested the profane idea of a Black park because of its proposed 

location near a cemetery, presumably a cemetery designated for 

Whites only.39  It is unclear how the park situation was resolved; 
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however, it was clear that San Antonio was unprepared for the 

integration of Blacks.  

The Catholic Church was not immune to the problem, it was 

unprepared for integration and racial equality.  The Church 

adhered to the racial ideology of the day by participating in 

segregation practices that included separate parishes for Mexicans, 

Germans, Polish people and Blacks.  This may explain why the 

Church was not able to grow beyond the traditionally Catholic 

communities.  The San Antonio diocese, for instance, only claimed 

600 out of a total population of 20,000 Blacks in the area.  In his 

examination of the Catholic church and Catholics, Mason 

surmised that the “large ethnically-divided Catholic church in San 

Antonio remained silent on issues of race, despite pronouncements 

at the 1884 Third Plenary Council to get the church involved in 

educating the clergy on moral theology.”40  

As with the military case and the Black park issue, fissures 

were evident in the segregationist edifice.  In a letter to the readers 

of the Catholic Church Extension Magazine, Archbishop of San 

Antonio Drossaerts decried the apparent racial division in the 

church primarily because it meant that he had to erect two 
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churches in the same location:   “One for the American Catholics 

and the other; the smaller and humbler one for the Helots, the 

Pariahs of the community, our poor Mexican Catholics.”41  

Although Drossaert lamented segregation he was mostly concerned 

about the inconveniences that it brought the church.  Differences 

over racial ideas and practices, in other words, were just as often 

defined by practical matters as much as by a moral sense of right 

and wrong.42   

The practicalities of every day life aside, historian Margaret 

Susan Thompson explains that “religious orders generally mirrored 

the secular world in which they functioned and from which their 

all-too-human membership was drawn.”43  According to Sister 

María Luisa Valez, Mexican-origin nuns of the Incarnate Word, the 

order located at San Antonio, were relegated to menial tasks and 

excluded from educational opportunities.  Sisters were placed in 

teacher positions without adequate training, especially when 

educating Mexican children.  On numerous occasions, unprepared 
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nuns were placed in classes with a large number of Mexican 

students.44 

Charitable organizations were not immune to segregation 

either.  In soliciting funds for female victims of "illegal love", R.L. 

Culberton, director of the San Antonio Mission Home and Training 

School for girls,  announced that the program made no distinctions 

of nationality, religious creed, or race, except for Blacks.  In 

another case, the Department of Public Nurses of San Antonio was 

involved in the establishment of a prenatal clinic principally for 

Mexicans.  A representative of the Department broadcast that their 

tuberculosis clinic would exclude Blacks from their services of free 

care and treatment.45  The race disclaimer in both charitable cases 

shows how comfortable non-Black women felt in vocalizing their 

racism. 

RACIAL VIOLENCE, RACIAL FEAR 

Women were integral to the world of racialized social 

relations evident in San Antonio.  Consequently, their lives 

manifested the division as well as the fear that racial animosities 

could turn into violence.  Although racial violence in San Antonio 
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did not reach the level evident in other parts of the country, it 

remained a possibility.  The ingredients of cultural distance and 

racial tension that were producing violence elsewhere were present 

in San Antonio.  Moreover, the racial violence that was occurring 

throughout the country reached the city in the form of continuous 

press coverage, reminding locals that the possibility always existed 

for them.  

The most popular form of reported racial violence was 

lynchings, especially during the early 1900s.  The 1920s witnessed 

a drop in lynching nation-wide and at the local level.  The San 

Antonio Express noted the decrease in lynching from 61 reported in 

1920 to 16 in 1925.  In the state of Texas, 7 men were lynched in 

1921, 18 in 1922, 2 in 1923, and zero in 1925.46  The newspaper 

consistently printed an annual report on lynching, giving society a 
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shot of reality that lynching was still in their midst in the 1920s, 

although to a lesser degree. 

Blacks in San Antonio used the law enforcement system to 

avoid the well-publicized violence.  A case in point occurred in 

1924, when a black policeman was called to a predominantly Black 

community to investigate a complaint involving a Black man 

entering a boarding house with a White woman.  The complainants 

were Black and they were presumably concerned that the alleged 

association between a Black man and a White woman violated 

local racial standards and posed a serious risk to their community.  

According to the article, Blacks acted in order to avoid a possible 

lynching.47   

Besides the press coverage on lynching, society also 

understood that racial intermixing was unacceptable social 

behavior and that consequences would ensue.  In 1921 La Prensa 

reported that the police arrested Gregorio Ruiz because he was 

living illegally in the United States.  The newspaper further 

reported that Gregorio had married a White “girl,” whose uncle and 

aunts had called on the police to deport Gregorio.  Their act 

ensured subordination and compliance among Mexicans, even for 
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long-term residents like Gregorio who had lived in the United 

States for fifteen years.48 

In another incident, the Ku Klux Klan threatened Juan H. 

Cruz for dating a White woman.  Cruz, from the Ninth Air 

Squadron in Camp Kelly in San Antonio, was tied to a tree and left 

for two days until he was found.  According to the editors of La 

Prensa, several men had committed the act.  They had threatened 

him with death if he consorted with the unnamed woman from a 

nearby town called Somerset.  The men left a message in his 

pocket with the letters KKK written on the card.  Although the race 

of the friend from Somerset was not mentioned, the signature of 

the KKK suggests that racial standards did not permit this kind of 

relationship and that violence continued to be a possibility.49   

Although lynchings terrorized Blacks, some scholars have 

argued that lynching united the White community at the same 

time that it purported to protect White women.  It also set 

boundaries for White behavior.  Black and Mexican women were 

not protected in the same chivalrous manner as White women, if 

lynching can be considered an act of chivalry.50  Lynching was a 
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violent act that caused more psychological trauma and paralyzing 

fear.  

Women activist also faced the possibility of violence.  A case 

in point was Emma Tenayuca.  Tenayuca’s labor activities, her 

association with communism, and her struggle for social justice in 

the 1920s and 1930s made it almost impossible for her to find a 

job and live in San Antonio.  She recalled feeling fear of being 

lynched in the 1920s and 1930s.51   

CONCLUSION 

This chapter provides an overview of racial perceptions of 

Mexicans, Blacks and Whites in San Antonio and demonstrates 

their importance in shaping social relations.  Race was a central 

social issue and both men and women were well versed in its 

language and familiar with the prevailing understandings 

regarding the separation of the races.  Stereotypical views, 

segregation, and racial violence characterized the times.  Even 
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though opinions regarding the so-called Mexican and Black 

problem were based on questionable racial and cultural deficiency 

views, people assumed that the racialized other was a natural 

element in San Antonio.   

This chapter also serves to contextualize and better 

understand the choices women made in their social activism under 

a racialized environment.  The media coverage on race was 

extensive and racial ideas were embedded in every societal 

institution from the government, church, education, and marriage.  

The constant discussions on the Mexican and Black problem drove 

that perception in the American psyche, even though it was not 

based on evidence, but speculation.  

As the following chapters will show, women responded 

differently to their racial conditions.  Some struggled against 

discrimination while others quietly conformed to the social order.  
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Chapter III:  Americanization Programs 

"Remember that unto the hands of women is given the 
keeping of the ideals of the race…let the young girl 
remember that as her ideals rise and fall, so do those of the 
young men."1 

In the early twentieth century, programs to Americanize 

foreigners spread throughout the United States and especially in 

the Southwest.  Formal Americanization programs were promoted 

by the government, employers, and other U.S. born persons 

motivated by insecurity and fear.  Americanization programs 

emphasized the role of a responsible citizen and a loyal, efficient 

worker.  The programs both failed and succeeded in its objective as 

some people bought into the program while others rejected it.  

The Americanization programs were led primarily by private 

organizations and agencies.  This chapter on Americanization 

addresses the role of the government in the Americanization 

program, the general response by women's organizations, and the 

church.  Although independent community organizations and 

agencies were the principal architects of the Americanization 

program, the government also played an important role.  Women 

were involved prominently in promoting and teaching 
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Americanization classes in English, American history and 

government, hygiene, and vocational training.  This chapter will 

also examine the counter Americanization movement in the form of 

a Mexicanization program response by Mexican organizations.  The 

constant proselytizing of American culture, history, and language 

caused a backlash in the Mexican community.  Consequently, the 

tension between Mexican and White communities became more 

acute.  

Women associated with different community organizations 

participated in Americanization activities as promoters, educators, 

and learners.  As teachers, they offered classes in English and 

American history, as well as homemaking, personal hygiene, and 

vocational training.  Initially, men were the targeted population, 

but they often missed Americanization activities due to work 

responsibilities.  Women eventually became the focus of the 

Americanization programs, for they were the ones who stayed at 

home with the children and were responsible for transmitting 

culture.   

Americanization sought the complete cultural and linguistic 

assimilation of the immigrant/foreigner.  It was thought that by 

indoctrinating immigrants on American ideals and lifestyle, a 

homogenous unified society would emerge reinforcing national 

security and enhancing Americanism.  To this end, 
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Americanization denied difference and devalued ethnic and racial 

traditions.2 

San Antonio, like other cities across the United States, 

launched Americanization programs hoping to transform the 

foreign element into loyal Americans.  This national agenda was 

prompted, in part, by national security concerns during World War 

I.  Some of these concerns emerged when Germany attempted to 

collaborate with Mexico against the United States and the rest of 

the Allied forces.  This created an environment of paranoia and 

suspicion of questionable Americans in the United States.  Even 

though the U.S.-Mexico border was approximately 200 miles away, 

San Antonio symbolized a contested borderland space.  It was 

home to the largest concentration of Mexicans at least until World 

War II.  San Antonio had also been a contested city during the 

armed conflict that occurred during the Texas Revolution and the 

Mexican American War.  These wars and the continuing racial 

conflict left unforgettable scars and worsened relations between 

Mexicans and Whites.3 

The growing Mexican population and their low naturalization 

rate added to the White mistrust.  The public perception was that 
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Mexicans were coming into Texas in increasing numbers but 

refusing to embrace an American identity.   Their low 

naturalization rate suggested that Mexicans would continue to 

demonstrate loyalty to their ethnic group and possibly their 

homeland.  These perceptions became especially obvious after the 

first major wave of Mexican immigration in the 1910s.  Frederick 

Simpich, a journalist from Central Texas, reflected the popular fear 

of Mexican immigration when he stated, “the Mexicans are 

invading our country in a vast army.”4  By the early 1920, 

newspapers were reporting that only 27 percent of the foreigners 

residing in Texas had been naturalized.  The majority, or 68 

percent, of naturalized immigrants were of Germans ancestry, 

while only 5.6 percent of the naturalized population was Mexican.5  

Mexicans also constituted the great majority of the foreign-born 

population in Texas.  The low naturalization rate no doubt 

encouraged Whites to believe that Mexicans were not interested in 

becoming Americans.  This meant that they might not be loyal to 

the United States at a time of crisis and that they would always be 

especially subject to subversive influences.  The Americanization 
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project consequently became the means by which to culturally 

incorporate isolated groups like Mexicans.6   

The nativist and the eugenics movements in the early 1920s 

added to the tension when they reacted defensively to the flux of 

immigration and non-White population into the United States.  

Nativists and eugenics were usually of European stock who readily 

embraced a White racial identity in the construction of the 

nation/state.  Nativists typically opposed immigration and the 

cultural influence of immigrants on U.S. society.  The eugenics 

movement, on the other hand, fought to preserve White purity 

through scientific treatises and forced sterilization of people of 

color.  The eugenics movement also used Social Darwinism to 

argue that racial mixing produced degeneracy, demonstrably 

visible in “feeble-minded” individuals.7  

Some Mexicans welcomed the opportunity to become 

Americanized and even expressed a highly patriotic allegiance to 

the United States.  Many of these persons were upwardly mobile 

Mexicans who had attained some status as skilled or professional 

workers and saw in the Americanization programs an opportunity 

to become more familiar with the host culture and gain some 

                                       
6 King, Making Americans, 2-3. 

 
7 For further information on Nativism and Eugenic Movement see, 

Higham, Strangers in the Land; King, Making Americans, 1, 54, 129-138; Neil 
Foley, The White Scourge: 5-6. 
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public acceptance in the process.  Others withdrew into a 

Mexicanist world or their social movements.  Maintaining a 

Mexican identity at times represented a personal decision by 

persons who valued the Mexican culture and the Spanish 

language.  For most Mexicans, however, continuous immigration 

and segregated community encouraged the retention of the 

Mexican culture and undermined the Americanization process.8 

  The Americanization effort was never directed at Black men 

or women.  According to Desmond King, author of Making 

Americans, society refused to see Blacks as worthy of 

Americanizing throughout the United States.  Americanization 

became associated with citizenship and Whiteness, while 

“nonwhite Americans were relegated to the status of the 

unassimilable.”9  Partial or withheld citizenship was unfair, 

according to Moorfield Storey, the NAACP president: 

Even though blacks pay taxes, die in wars, there is no voice 
in choosing the men who govern, and no protection from 
mobs. It is a curious citizenship which loads you with 
burdens but denies you the fundamental rights to which all 
men are entitled unless we repudiate the faith of our Fathers 
proclaimed in the great Declaration of Independence upon 
which our government rests.”10 

                                       
8 Julie Lenninger Pycior, “La Raza Organizes: Mexican American Life in 

San Antonio 1915-1930, As Reflected in Mutualista Activities” (Ph.D. 
dissertation University of Notre Dame, 1979), 175.  
 

9 King, Making Americans, 41. 
 
10 Ibid, 41. 
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The Black population, however, served another important purpose.  

Their experience as a marginalized non-White population group 

gave the immigrants a basis for determining the extent to which 

they were being accepted by the host society.  According to one 

view, they generally understood the degree of Americanization to 

which they were entitled "as an opposition to the resident black 

population."11  This occurred during the late 1800s, at the same 

time that race was becoming more important in distinguishing a 

sense of Whiteness from everything else:  “Race identity became 

central to the construction of a national identity, with "American" 

being equaled with whiteness."12   

Ethnic Whites, such as Germans, responded well to 

Americanization efforts.  Sixty eight percent of the German 

immigrants underwent naturalization in 1920 in Texas.  They 

symbolized the new Americans.  Ethnic Whites compared to other 

ethnoracial groups were aware that their Whiteness facilitated 

their journey towards American citizenship; they were not 

                                       
11 King, Making Americans, 47. 

 
12 Ibid., 20; Lisbeth Haas, Conquests and Historical Identities in 

California, 1769-1936 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).  For 
additional readings on Whiteness, see: Tomás Almaguer, Racial Fault Lines: the 
Historical Origins of White Supremacy in California (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994); Reginald Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny: The 
Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1981); Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 
Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992); and Roediger, Wages 
of Whiteness. 
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classified as "other,” a permanent foreigner, or an inassimilable 

Black.13  Mexicans, on the other hand, were considered worthy of 

Americanization, perhaps because of their designation as White.  

They were also seen with apprehension and distrust, as noted 

previously, in large because of the growing numbers and their 

propensity to retain a separate cultural identity.  An impressive 

number of them responded well to the Americanization program.  

Besides believing in the Americanizing mission, the 

Americanization workers shared a number of social characteristics.  

They were mostly middle to upper class White persons, although 

some Mexican American women and men also participated. They 

believed that teaching Americanization classes was an extension of 

their moral and cultural obligation to create a responsible 

citizenry.   Generally, the Americanization workers were at least 

second generation persons who had themselves been integrated 

into the Americanization program.14  

The women who worked in the Americanization program may 

have seen it as an extension of their domestic duty.  Their personal 

views aside, in San Antonio as elsewhere, society prescribed the 

public work of women in these terms.  These allowable roles clearly 

                                       
13 "La poblacion de Los mexicanos en el estado de Texas," La Prensa, 23 

February 1922, 1.  
 

14  García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class, 53 
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restricted the public world of the women.  Americanizing 

immigrants from different ethnic groups, however, also brought 

important benefits to women.  They were assuming a commendable 

and honorable responsibility, maintaining the social welfare of 

their communities and policing the moral and cultural fabric of 

their surroundings.  As foot soldiers in the Americanization efforts 

of San Antonio, women took actions and expressed views that 

informed and reflected how they perceived issues of nationhood, 

identity formation, and cultural dualism.  Women’s actions also 

reflected how they viewed the growing immigrant population in San 

Antonio and the naturalized population from different countries.  

They worked in grassroots organizations often going door to door, 

publicizing their programs in church and social events, deciding 

how many Americanization activities to have monthly, weekly or 

daily, and deciding on the curricular content of these programs.  

African Americans did not generally participate as 

Americanization workers.  First, many of the organizations involved 

in Americanization refused admission to Blacks and, consequently, 

did not have Black women joining the Americanization activities.  

Some scholars offer another explanation.  Since Blacks were never 

thought to reflect the desired American culture, they could never 

be expected to properly acculturate immigrant and ethnic groups.  

Blacks were considered irrelevant in the construction of an 
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American citizen, which was synonymous with Whiteness.  Given 

these views of Blacks, it is not surprising that some of them may 

have refused to participate, thus an added explanation for their 

absence.  They may have rejected the hypocritical aims of such 

racially privileged policies, which historically excluded Blacks.15 

With the initial focus on the male heads of households, the 

Americanization workers believed that they could enforce the 

desired values and behaviors at home.  However, the working 

schedules of the men took priority over the classes and other 

Americanization activities because the men were often the family’s 

principal breadwinners.  The men also appeared disinterested 

when attending the classes and registered a high absence rate.  

This is when the Americanization workers decided to “go after the 

women,” according to the historian George Sánchez.16 

Although Americanization programs included all family 

members, it targeted women for cultural and linguistic 

indoctrination.   Sánchez’ Los Angeles study notes that 

Americanizing workers targeted women because they were thought 

to be the primary transmitters of culture in their communities and 

families.  Men were thought to have minimal contact with the 

                                       
15 King, Making Americans, 4-6, 288-292.   

 
16 George Sánchez, "’Go After the Women’: Americanization and the 

Mexican Immigrant Woman, 1915-1929,” in Unequal Sisters, eds. Vicki Ruiz and 
Carolyn Du Bois (New York: Routledge, 1990), 250-263. 
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children.  Sánchez further asserts that by targeting women, these 

programs inadvertently influenced the home and created “an 

employee who is more dependable and less revolutionary in his 

tendencies.”  The homemaker molds children to either be rebels or 

obedient in conforming to their surrounding and social status.  

Sánchez also observed that Americanization programs 

systematically trained Mexican immigrant women for the labor 

force primarily to fill jobs as seamstresses, laundresses, and 

service workers.17  Black and Mexican women were placed in low-

paying domestic types of jobs while Anglo American women were 

placed in offices in secretarial work.   

GOVERNMENT RESPONSE TO AMERICANIZATION 

The U.S. government acted decisively to institutionalize 

Americanization programs among Mexicans in the early twentieth 

century.  To many U.S. politicians, Mexico represented a political 

hotbed with a proclivity towards revolution and the Mexican 

community in the United States a potential source for columnists 

working in concert with German and Italian spies.   Government 

agencies also took note of European immigrants coming from 

different countries that had embraced communism, fascism, and 

                                       
17 Ibid., 255. 
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socialism, but in the Southwest, Mexicans clearly drew more 

attention.18 

Government action began in earnest in the early 1900s.  In 

1920 the International Reform Bureau in Washington D.C. sent 

Colonel Maus to the border states in the Southwest, namely Texas, 

Arizona, New Mexico, and California.  His government-mandated 

mission was to conduct a sociological and educational survey of 

the Mexican condition in the Southwest in order to establish a 

comprehensive plan for Americanization work.  Colonel Maus 

investigated Mexican and Mexican Americans’ work, education, 

and housing conditions and their overall community structure.19 

Maus noted that prejudice and ill-will towards Mexicans 

prevented Americanization; only understanding and good will could 

make it happen.  He remarked that “Texans are fond of Mexicans 

but don’t have other future plans with Mexicans, other than 

menial labor.”  He compared Texans’ behavior to the Spaniards’ 

                                       
18 Desmond King, Making Americans;  “Should Teach Americanism,” San 

Antonio Express, 18 February 1920, 22; “Says ‘Parlor Bolshevist’ Menace to this 
Country,” 10 March 1920, 24; R. Douglas Brakenridge, Francisco García-Treto, 
Iglesia Presbiteriana: A History of Presbyterians and Mexicans Americans in the 
Southwest (San Antonio: Trinity University Press, 1974), 128; Maria Christina 
García, “Agents of Americanization: Rusk Settlement and the Houston Mexicano 
Community, 1907-1950” in Mexican Americans in Texas History , eds., Emilio 
Zamora, Cynthia Orozco, and Rodolfo Rocha (Austin: Texas State Historical 
Association, 2000), 123. 
 

19 “Need More Charity Here for Mexicans,” San Antonio Express, 3 March 
1920, 14; “Better Understanding with Mexicans be Urged,” 9 March 1920, 12.  
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modus operandi, “to amuse the Indian, but keep him ignorant.”20  

Maus emphasized that Americanization would have to care for the 

“poor” Mexican, who is held back for lack of opportunity.21  He also 

criticized San Antonio for not accommodating the Mexican 

immigrant worker.  In this way, he revealed that his idea of 

Americanization was minimally responsible for preparing the 

Mexican for effective use in the labor market.   

Maus addressed the Bexar County Board of Americanization, 

the local agency organized at the request of the U.S. government to 

do the Americanization work after World War I.  Maus concluded 

that Mexicans born in the United States continued to act and think 

like Mexicans.  This, according to him, was the root of the problem.  

“Why,” he said, “some of them whose grandfathers were born in 

this country are still celebrating Mexican holidays and they still 

think Mexican and speak Mexican regard the Mexican bandits and 

revolutionists as they are regarded by Mexicans rather than as 

they are regarded by Americans."  Maus also critiqued residential 

segregation, although he preferred to blame Mexicans for creating 

their own neighborhood across the San Pedro Creek where they 

had their own shops, theaters, places of business and Spanish 
                                       

20 “Better Understanding with Mexicans be Urged,” San Antonio Express, 
9 March 1920, 12.  
 

21 “Need More Charity Here for Mexicans,” San Antonio Express, 3 March 
1920, p. 14; “Clubs and Clubwomen,” 14 March 1920, 12B; “Better 
Understanding with Mexicans be Urged,” 9 March 1920, 12.  
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newspapers, all of which prompted them to “live and think as 

Mexicans.” 22 

Maus' plan was simple.  He believed that a cultural 

conversion could occur if local officials took calculated action.  He 

remarked that if Mexicans could be Americanized the violent 

conflict along the border could end.  He noted that Americans can  

"wean them [Mexican immigrant] away from the idea that they are 

Mexicans and bring them to real American institutions, many of 

the difficulties existing along the border may be ironed out and the 

border menace would cease to exist.”23   

Both women and men in San Antonio responded to Maus’ 

Americanization appeal by joining committees established to help 

with the foreign population.  Several days after Maus’ departure, 

the San Antonio Express announced the formation of housing, 

finance, legislative, educational, and publicity committees within 

the local agency.  Married women comprised the majority of the 

members.  Cooperating community organizations included the 

Women's Federated Clubs, fraternal organizations, the Chamber of 

Commerce, a manufacturers’ organization, local chapters of the 

Boy Scouts of America, school boards, patriotic organizations, 

                                       
22 "Maus Outlines Way to Assist Mexican People," San Antonio Express, 

10 March 1920, 2. 
 

23 "Should Teach Americanism," San Antonio Express, 18 February 1920, 
22. 
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labor unions, a ministerial union, the Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YWCA), the Young Mens’ Christian Association 

(YWCA), and the Knights of Columbus.  Mrs. N. A., Daniels was 

appointed chair of the publicity and wasted little time to begin her 

work.  Soon after the formation of the committees, she spoke at the 

Fannin School Parent Teacher Association to urge the mothers to 

welcome the Mexican mothers into school and other clubs and to 

show them how to improve their home condition.24 

Even though San Antonio was the only city to comply with 

the request by the U.S. government to organize an Americanization 

board, Maus believed that the response was slow and acceptable.  

He urged the churches and civic organizations to do more to assist 

in the effort.25   Maus noted an added condition that would 

contribute to the success of the effort.  Texans, he claimed, would 

change their attitudes toward Mexicans only through better 

understanding and friendly cooperation between U.S. and Mexico.  

Americanization work among Mexicans thus offered an added 

appeal to the Mexicans to join in the effort.26     

                                       
24 "Clubs and Clubwomen," San Antonio Express, 14 March 1920, 12B. 

 
25 "Need More Charity Here for Mexicans," San Antonio Express, 3 March 

1920, 14. 
 

26 " Better Understanding with Mexicans be Urged," San Antonio Express, 
9 March 1920, 12. 
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In his report, Maus stated that there were no other “two 

countries in the world that are so close geographically yet so 

distant in sympathy, friendship and mutual understanding than 

the American and Mexican people.” He believed that the “American 

people see Mexicans as a partially developed race, on the margin of 

civilization, lacking in many fundamental qualities essential for 

producing good citizens and forming a stable government.”27   

A shortage of government funds for Americanization 

activities forced the Bexar County Board of Americanization to 

solicit donations.  The Board appealed to the employers of foreign-

born labor in San Antonio.  It made perfect sense for the employers 

to accept responsibility and provide funds to assist with 

Americanizing their laborers.  It is unclear how much money 

business owners donated to the cause; although some companies 

apparently offered their establishments for Americanization 

meetings.   

                                       
27 Coronel Maus gave Alonso Perales, a Mexican American attorney in 

San Antonio, a copy of his report during a visit that he made to Washington, 
D.C.  See Alonso Perales, “El problema de los méxico-americanos,” La Prensa, 8 
October 1924, 3.  “No hay dos países en el mundo que estando tan cerca uno del 
otro geográficamente, estén tan distanciados en simpatia, amistad y mutua 
inteligencia como el pueblo americano y el pueblo mexicano.”  Alonso Perales 
describes what he read in Maus’ report, ”el pueblo americano ve a los mexicanos 
como una raza parcialmente desarrollada, aún a la orilla de la civilización, y 
carentes de muchas de las cualidades fundamentales que tan esenciales son 
para la producción de buenos ciudadanos y para la formación de un gobierno 
estable.” 
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In some cases, companies already had designated persons 

who were responsible for conducting some kind of social work.  

The Finck Cigar Company, for example, employed a person named 

Mrs. Longega as their welfare worker.  On one occasion, Mrs. 

Longega, apparently seeking to collaborate with the 

Americanization effort, met at the company location with Miss 

Helen Horton and Miss. Edmonds, representatives of the National 

Catholic War Council.  They met to discuss the Americanization 

campaign in San Antonio.  Mrs. Longega, who also wrote for a 

Mexican newspaper, promised to write articles advertising the 

Americanization Program at the Catholic Community House, where 

Americanization workers taught everything from domestic science 

to English classes. 28 

Although the Americanization Board lacked the necessary 

funds to operate a broadly defined Americanization program, the 

government often provided textbooks and other assistance to 

collaborating organizations.29  Women’s and religious organizations 

often supplemented the effort by supplying the workers to promote 

and teach the Americanization programs.  

                                       
28 “Ask for Americanization Funds,” San Antonio Express, 9 May 1920, 

10; Council of Catholic Women: Report January 4-10, 1920, Council of Catholic 
Women Papers, Catholic Archives of San Antonio, Archdiocese of San Antonio, 
Texas (hereafter cited as Catholic Women Papers). 
 

29 "San Antonio Melting Pot Graduates Its First Class of Six in 
Americanism," San Antonio Express, 1 June 1924, 6b. 
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WOMEN'S ORGANIZATIONS 

Many women's clubs in San Antonio sponsored 

Americanization programs.  The Texas Federation of Women’s 

Clubs (TFWC) was probably one of the most active among the 

collaborating organizations.  The TFWC, the oldest women’s civic 

and social organization in San Antonio, considered 

Americanization one of its three most important club 

responsibilities.  Its motto, adopted in 1913, reflected the women’s 

mission, "In small things liberty, in large things unity, in all things 

charity.”  In the late twenties the TFWC began to practice another 

motto: "For the Good of the City, the Citizens, and the Stranger 

Within Our Gates."30  In the 1920s, Florence C. Floore, President of 

the TFWC, expressed the organization’s view of the public role of 

women.  She emphasized that women should promote community 

service to create a healthy and normal social life through 

recreation and an Americanization to “build into American life 

those ideals of which war gave us a keener consciousness.”31  Its 

members were also expected to abide by an honorable 

comportment, one especially characterized by thriftiness and 

                                       
30 "The City Federation of Women's Clubs," 1927, San Angelo W--San 

Antonio H; folder San Antonio City Federation History October 1927-May 1928, 
Texas Federation of Women's Clubs, Federation of Women's Clubs, Texas 
Woman's University, Denton, Texas (hereafter cited as Texas Federation 
Collection). 
 

31 "Club and Clubwomen," San Antonio Express, 28 March 1920, 9B. 
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savings, all the time avoiding unnecessary purchases.  The 

majority of the women in the Americanization and Citizenship 

committee who assisted the "stranger within our gates" were 

married with the exception of a few single women, including Miss 

Adina de Zavala and Miss Hannah Hirschburg.  Mostly middle to 

upper class women composed the membership ranks of the 

Federation.  The membership initiation fee of $10 was fairly steep 

for working class women in San Antonio, where the average weekly 

wage was $10.16.32  Mrs. Esther Perez Carbajal was the only other 

Spanish-surnamed member in 1927, according to the membership 

list.  The organization did not have Black members. 33   

Another woman’s club, the Women's Parliament on Self-

Culture, also participated prominently in the Americanization 

program.  The organization arranged an Americanization Program 

in 1920 that focused on into Texas history.  Miss Adina de Zavala, 

Miss Minerva Lewis, and Mrs. E. Richardson organized a "Texas 

Day" program in which De Zavala presented a talk on Davy 

Crockett's journey to Texas.  It was unclear who the targeted 

audience was.  The Women’s Parliament usually appealed to the 

                                       
32 The State Industrial Welfare Commission concluded that women 

needed to earn at least $11.71/week to live a "physically and morally healthy" 
life in San Antonio.  Harold Shapiro, “The Workers of San Antonio, Texas, 1900-
1940” (Ph.D. dissertation University of Texas, 1952), 226-227. 
 

33 The Woman's Club Year Book--1926-1927, Texas Federation of 
Women's Clubs in San Antonio--WC Sanger Com Folder, (hereafter cited as 
TFWC Collection). 
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middle to upper class women, who were already Americanized, yet 

interested in becoming more educated on Texas history.  The 

organization, however, could be said to have participated in the 

city’s Americanization program because it also sought to promote 

U.S. and Texas history so that they would also grow to love, 

respect, and, most importantly, take pride in American 

nationalism.34 

The Americanization programs were not without men.  Dr. 

Jeremiah Rodes and Professor Ehmoneal, for instance, also took 

part in efforts to convert children of Mexican into Americanized 

citizens.  They planned to Americanize even the "truly nationalist 

Mexican," by teaching about American heroes, politics, industry, 

the country's success, culture, laws, and government.  They 

anticipated that in two years a solid cultural transformation would 

occur.35  In another case, the city of San Antonio borrowed another 

American specialist, Miss Charlotte B. Fraser, from the National 

W.C.T.C. for three weeks to assist with Americanization efforts.  

She was known as the "friend of the foreigner."36  

                                       
34 "Clubs and Clubwomen," San Antonio Express, 7 March 1920, 5B. 

 
35 "Se inicia una campaña en Texas a fin de americanizar a los hijos de 

los mexicanos," La Prensa, 14 November 1924, 1. 
 

36 "Americanization Expert Coming," San Antonio Express, 7 March 
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Many married women worked alongside their husbands in 

community projects.  For example, Mrs. James Slayden 

participated in both the publicity and legislative Americanization 

committees.  Her husband was a former congressman who wrote a 

well-known article on Mexican immigrants in the Annals of the 

American Academy.  Slayden obviously reflecting on a popular 

myth about Mexicans observed that Mexicans were “as prodigal as 

the Negro.”  He also characterized their leaders as thoughtless 

persons who lured the poor and uneducated masses with promises 

of a “utopia" quickly converting them into “murderous bandits.”37  

As a writer for the Presbyterian Church, his observations were 

widely read by Presbyterians living within the Mexican community.  

Mrs. Slayden quite possibly promoted his views throughout her 

political and religious networks.38 

Middle class Mexican American organizations appear to have 

been involved in Americanization efforts as well.  Organizations 

such as the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) 

carried out an Americanization agenda as part of their civil rights 

cause.  However, LULAC members were not on a mission to 

Americanize the Mexican immigrant.  They were more concerned 

with producing loyal Americans among the upwardly mobile 
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Mexican American population.  Emma Tenayuca, a San Antonio 

born activist, noted that LULAC's policy promoted Americanization 

which she followed for "awhile."  She even delivered a paper on 

behalf of LULAC entitled, "I am an American."39  

The next section examines organizations affiliated with the 

Church that made significant commitments towards 

Americanization projects.  

CHURCH RESPONSE 

With scant federal and local money, religious organizations 

volunteered to help sustain Americanization programs in San 

Antonio.  Women were at the forefront here as well.  Their 

Americanization programs included Protestant and Catholic 

churches as well as Jewish synagogues.  This collaboration also 

created intense competition, ill feelings, and suspicion.  This will 

be addressed in a subsequent section.  

The National Catholic Community House, operating under 

the auspices of the National Catholic Welfare Council, organized 

free Americanization classes for foreigners of all nationalities, ages 

and gender.40  The Americanization classes sought to prepare 

immigrants for naturalization.  After learning that only 4 of 33 

                                       
39 Emma Tenayuca interview by Emilio Zamora, June 1986, 2, Personal 

Correspondence Zamora, Emilio, Box 5; N-2, Tenayuca Collection. 
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people had passed a naturalization examination, Miss Martina 

Please, director of the house, appealed to Charles Tucker, the 

naturalization examiner, to expand their program by establishing a 

naturalization school.  Miss Please worked with Miss Margarite 

Higgins, Mrs. Murray Allen, and Mrs. Clare Cantu to provide the 

citizenship classes on the West side of the city.41  The House was 

strategically located in the middle of the Mexican community on 

520 Matamoros Street.  The classes began with two Germans and 

one other individual whose nationality is not known.  But by 1924 

the Americanization and citizenship school had 31 students.42  In 

addition to teaching citizenship classes, the National Catholic 

Community House offered English courses three times a week.  

Advanced and basic level courses were offered from 7:00p.m. to 

8:00p.m. and between 8:00p.m. to 9:00p.m. for a $1.00 fee per 

month.43 

In 1924, the San Antonio Council of Jewish women also 

undertook the responsibility of teaching English and American 
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43 "San Antonio Melting Pot Graduates Its First Class of Six in 
Americanism," San Antonio Express, 1 June 1924, 6B; "Among the Clubs," 9 
March 1924, 10B; "President’s Report of the Diocesan Council Catholic Women," 
1924, Report January 4-10, 1920, Catholic Women's Association 1918-1927, 
Catholic Women Collection. 
 



 76 

customs to the foreigner irrespective of the person’s religious 

preference.  Classes were conducted three times a week at the 

neighborhood center located on 719 W. Poplar Street.  Perhaps due 

to a lack of communication with other community centers, the San 

Antonio Express stated that this was the “only school to which the 

foreigner (Greeks, Italians, Mexican, Russian, and Poles) may 

study in his leisure.”  The first Americanization class graduated six 

at the Temple Beth-El during its third year of night school.  The 

Bureau of Naturalization and Department of Labor granted 

Americanization diplomas to the graduates.44   

The Protestant sector was also active in teaching 

Americanization classes, but it followed a specific mandate to serve 

Mexicans in particular.  For example, the Instituto Cristiano 

Mexicano branch under the auspices of the United Christian 

Mission Society, also located on the Westside, catered to the 

Mexican community.  Yet their programs were advertised for 

everyone.  The English school served 60 working class students.  

They met three times per week from 7:30 to 9:00 in four classes 

that covered basic to advanced instruction.  The International 

Institute of the YWCA provided free English classes to 391 people.  

                                       
44 "San Antonio Melting Pot Graduates Its First Class of Six in 
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The YWCA emphasized that they refused no one because of their 

creed, color, and class. 45  

Presbyterians also articulated a strong and clear sense of 

religious service in reaching out to their Mexican population.  One 

Home Mission executive stated that  

the thousands of Mexican immigrants on our border are just 
now in a most receptive mood. Mentally, socially, religiously, 
they are in a state of transition, and the forces of evil are at 
work among them.  The question which is to be decided 
within the next few years is whether they are to be won to 
anarchy or to Americanism; to bolshevism or to democracy; 
to Trotsky or to Christ.46 

The Presbyterians obviously believed that a different approach was 

required, one that combined an evangelical with a social 

ministry.47  

Protestants, as well as others, always expressed a concern 

over how to assess the efficacy of their role as Americanization 

agents and cultural agents of change.  The Committee on Survey 

and Research of the Interdenominational Council on Spanish-

Speaking, for instance, set out to determine the effectiveness of 
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their missionary and Americanization work.  The study was 

commissioned at the Interdenominational Council in San Antonio 

in 1927.  The Committee concluded that Mexicans were less likely 

than any other group to accept American citizenship and the 

“number of Mexicans who have become naturalized averages 

somewhat less than one hundred per year.”  Robert C. Jones, a 

researcher who had built a reputation studying Mexicans added 

that a Mexican “rarely becomes a Protestant.”  Indeed, it would 

appear that Christianizing and Americanizing agents were never 

guaranteed success when working with Mexicans.48  A scholar who 

examined settlement homes in El Paso similar to the missionary 

activity in San Antonio offered a sobering observation.  He believed 

that Americanization programs in settlement homes "held out 

unrealistic notions of the American dream, romantic constructions 

of American life.  It is as if they endeavored to create a White, 

middle-class environment for Mexican youngsters."49 

Although the goal of Americanizing the Mexican may have 

seemed unrealistic, the religious organizations pursued it in 

earnest.  The demand for Americanization, Naturalization, and 

English classes was so great, for instance, that Jewish, Protestant, 
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and Catholic organizations often competed with each other for 

participants.  Although religious conversion was not always their 

explicit intent, successful Americanization efforts meant the 

possibility of more converts.  A writer for the Literary Digest in 

1920 wrote that Christian organizations have largely pulled 

together to assimilate the Mexicans, who would have otherwise 

remained a separate entity.50  Without the assistance of religious 

organizations, Americanization efforts in San Antonio would have 

completely stalled or terminated. 

The conflict between Protestants and Catholics often evolved 

around the latter concern that the former were encroaching in 

their traditional territory.  The problem was so serious that it led 

San Antonio’s Archbishop Arthur Drossaerts to caution the 

Catholic Ladies and other representatives of various Catholic 

organizations that the Protestants were posing a threat in 

competing for Mexican for souls.  Drossaerts warned that the “(sic) 

Proselyter are snatching them [Mexicans] away from the Faith; 

they have limitless funds wherewith to operate.  We must exert 

ourselves to counteract this propaganda and help these poor 

people to a higher plane of material comfort and greater 

spirituality.  We must sponsor the cause of the Home and Foreign 
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Missions."51  The Home and Foreign Missions primarily sought to 

provide opportunities for educational and personal development in 

the community.  Many people were attracted to these services 

although the Home also pursued its own spiritual objectives. 

Three years after addressing the various Catholic societies, 

Archbishop Drossaerts was still leveling attacks on Protestant 

missions.  He counted fourteen Protestant welfare centers and even 

went so far as to blatantly accuse the Protestant mission of bribing 

“these poor simple folks to come to their services; pay their rent."52  

From fears of Protestant encroachment to warnings against the 

evils of Protestantism, Drossaerts continuously professed a 

Protestants threat.  Competition over Mexican immigrants was 

often so serious that a contemporary scholar described it as 

"nothing less than a holy war for the allegiance of immigrants was 

at play in the churches."  This behavior was prevalent in places 

with large Mexican immigrant populations such as San Antonio, 

Los Angeles, Houston, and El Paso.53  

Drossaerts’ complaints seemed overdrawn when one 

considers that only five percent of the 200,000 Mexican population 
                                       

51 Archbishop Drossaerts Address at the Organization of the S.A. 
Women's Council, 20 February 1923, Most Rev. Arthur Drossaerts Speeches Vol. 
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52 St. Michael's Church---Chicago, 19 June 1926, Speeches Vol. (1923-
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in San Antonio was under the direct influence of Protestant 

churches in 1936.  The numbers were probably less in the 

twenties.54  Despite this, Drossaert’s criticisms escalated to 

apocalyptic accusations calling Protestants’ monetary 

contributions and work “nefarious” and representing the hands of 

the devil in the fight “against Mother Church.”55  

Mexican women who decided to convert to the Protestant 

faith were seen as conversions of convenience.  In one case, a 

newly converted Mexican Protestant expressed her reasons for 

leaving her Catholic faith.  She remarked that the Protestants, 

“have nice churches, they give me money for food and clothing; 

Catholic priests do nothing of the kind; I went over to that religion 

of charity.”  Another woman whose appearance Drossaerts 

described as “haggard” and “miserable” whose children he claimed 

were in rags “surprised everyone with her new, healthy, and 

prosperous appearance.”  She had converted to the Baptist 

denomination and received clothes and a monthly allotment of fifty 

cents for every family member.56  Religious conversions like these 
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were seen as apocryphal for the individual.  Drossaerts believed 

that Mexican Catholics never truly converted to the non-Catholic 

religion.  Protestants were the true enemies of the Catholic faith by 

tempting innocent and “child-like” people with material goods.  

Certainly, Drossaerts chose personal cases that reflected 

manifestations of spirituality to criticize Protestants’ monetary 

contributions. 

As poverty worsened within the Mexican community, 

Drossaerts reached for a wider audience in his appeal for further 

financial assistance.  The Mexican community’s donations were 

barely enough to cover basic operating expenses.  In one of his 

speeches, he stated that the funds donated by American Catholics 

was constantly “eaten up regularly by the schools, churches, 

clinics, and orphanages of our poor Mexican population."57  In the 

latter part of the twenties, he appealed to the American Board of 

Catholic Missions to secure more money to continue his work in 

alleviating economic conditions and thereby hindering Protestant 

influences.  His call for monetary assistance occurred at the same 

time that the Protestants were promoting their missionary 

movement across the Southwest.  Protestants’ home missions 

appeared everywhere immigrant population resided. 
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Unfortunately, in his appeal for funds he took on a paternal 

role using stereotypes, demeaning and fatalistic images, while 

attributing childlike characteristics to the poor Mexicans to convey 

a sense of urgency.   

The Mexican is a big child, with all the good and the bad 
qualities of a child.  He is warm-hearted and affectionate; 
humble, patient, and long, suffering; charitable and 
hospitable.  But also he is fickle and inconstant, 
improvident, squandering away for baubles and mere trifles 
the hard-earned wages of a week or a month…It is this child-
like people that is more and more filling our great 
Southwest…Left to themselves they can do nothing, build 
nothing, support nothing.58   

He added that the Mexicans’ demeanor resulted from acting 

on emotion and the “Indian blood in them."59  Drossaerts was 

obviously captive to the racial impulses of the day.  Perhaps 

Drossaerts compromised his racial and cultural values to cater to a 

larger audience from whom he hoped to extract funds for the very 

population he was denigrating.  

Drossaerts viewed women differently.  They were the saviors 

of Catholicism, the soldiers of God’s word, and the gatekeepers of 

Catholic homes.  In the Catholic Church as well as outside of it, 

women played a significant role in maintaining and enforcing 
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Catholic teachings, mostly through their participation in 

traditional religious organizations, such as the Hijas de Maria, the 

Guadalupanas, and the Franciscanas.  At home they taught their 

children fundamental religious principles.  Drossaerts particularly 

viewed Mexican women’s role as an asset to the race, elevating 

society to a higher plane because the “hand that rocks the cradle 

rules the nation."60  

 RESISTANCE TO AMERICANIZATION 

Americanization agents such as Drossaerts may have 

believed that Mexican women were central to the Catholic religion; 

however, they sought to replace their ethnic identity with an 

American one.  Their essentialist view of women, in other words, 

did not conflict with the Americanization project.  Competing 

movements, however, sought to preserve their ethnic culture.61  It 

is difficult to tell how Mexican and Black women perceived the 

Americanization programs and imposed American ideology 

considering the scarcity of relevant primary resources.  Some men, 

on the other hand, vehemently voiced their displeasure and sought 

to retain the Mexican culture.  Women’s voices could also be heard 
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through the Mexicanization activities that countered the 

Americanization efforts.  

Alonso Perales, an attorney and activist, probably expressed 

the clearest statement on the failure of the Americanization 

program among Mexicans from San Antonio.  He wrote in La 

Prensa that Americanization efforts largely failed because Anglos 

embraced Mexican stereotypes and the assumption that they were 

inferior.  He reached this conclusion, in part, after reading 

Colonel’s Maus report on Americanization efforts in the Southwest.  

First, Perales blamed the failure on Anglo Americans habitual use 

of demeaning terms such as greasers, “semi-developed race,” 

“perennial bandits,” and “professional revolutionaries."  He pointed 

out that the host culture was prejudiced and hostile towards 

immigrants.  Second, language and cultural differences created 

misunderstanding, distrust, and ultimately divisions.  Third, 

Anglo-Americans viewed all Mexicans, regardless of their 

citizenship, as permanent foreigners and strangers.62  

Mexicans responded to the cultural challenge by establishing 

oppositional Mexicanization programs.  The Mexicanizing effort in 

the United States emerged during the 1920s when Mexico was 

experiencing a nationalist renaissance, a revitalizing movement 
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that celebrated all things Mexican, from Indigenous, Spanish, and 

Mestizo identities to industrial and educational growth.  José 

Vasconcelos, the Secretary of Education in Mexico, headed this 

celebration of Mexican culture, art, language, education, and 

architecture.  He commissioned Mexican artists such as David 

Siquieros, José Clemente Orozco, and Diego Rivera to join in the 

effort by promoting national art in public spaces like government 

building and schools.  During this period, the Mexican government 

extended an invitation to Mexican immigrants in the United States 

to return to a changed and prosperous Mexico.  And for those 

Mexicans in the United States, the Mexican nationalist renaissance 

reintroduced them to their national treasures and Mexican pride.63 

Mexicans typically expressed a Mexicanist or 

nationalistically charged identity.  This was especially evident 

when mutual aid societies sponsored public programs to celebrate 

Mexico’s national holidays or the anniversary of a sister 

organization.  The mutual aid societies were key in a 

Mexicanization program that emerged naturally from a community 

separated from the homeland and enduring a continuous economic 

crisis as a bottom segment of the working class.  Mexicanization, 
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in other words, was not only a planned program of activities 

intended to forestall the pressures of Americanization.  It was also 

part of the way of life of a population group that needed to affirm 

its identity and reconstitute its cultural ties to adjust to their new 

surroundings.  The extensive presence of mutual aid societies, with 

their constitutive function, suggests a high degree of cultural 

activity that reinforced a Mexicanist identity.  According to one 

observer, “It is rare to find a city with fifty or more Mexicans that 

does not have a Mexican society.  In cities where the Mexican 

population is large such as in San Antonio…Mexican Nationals 

become members of the numerous Texas Mexican organizations.  

The Texas Mexicans, in turn, join the Mexican Nationals in their 

organizations.”64 

In an editorial appearing in 1925 in La Prensa, Teodoro 

Torres Jr. announced the principal aim of the overt or planned 

Mexicanization effort: to prevent Mexicans from losing their soul 

within the melting pot.  To accomplish this, he recommended to La 

Prensa readers to construct libraries and involve the Mexican 

consulate in the Mexicanization programs.  Two years after his 

editorial, he responded to comments made by female teachers, who 
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observed that Mexican children educated in the United States were 

being Americanized and losing their Mexican identity and 

language.  Torres retorted that Mexicans in the United States are 

more Mexican than the Mexicans in Mexico.  He stated,  

The Mexican child who is born in the United States never 
loses the national characteristics because along with the 
milk which gave him life, he drank the temperament of his 
race and instinct of his species….and although he never 
knew his Mexican land, he loves it with such tenderness that 
an orphan has toward a mother he never knew.65   

Another editorial in La Prensa called for the establishment of 

Mexican schools that would be responsible for teaching children 

Spanish, Mexican history and culture.  The writer expressed 

dismay at the fact that the German and Jewish communities had 

schools for their children where they instilled their own culture, yet 

Mexicans offered little to nothing in providing similar cultural 

affirmation.  The writer felt that assimilation produced shame.  

Mexicans forgot the Spanish language and the Mexican culture, 

and called themselves Spanish instead of Mexican.66  The 

sentiment to counter Americanization ran strong within the 
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Mexican community and women and men made sure that frequent 

activities promoted their language and history.   

Women active in Cruz Azul presented a motion to other 

chapters in 1925 declaring that the Spanish language and Mexican 

history be taught to Mexican children living in the United States.  

The Cruz Azul women, a Mexican women’s organization overseen 

by the Mexican Consulate, presented this resolution at the Cruz 

Azul Convention in El Paso.  They feared that the children were in 

a dreadful state of ignorance regarding their language and 

tradition.   La Prensa noted that “according to advanced 

sociological theories, language was the last resistance where native 

nationality found refuge.”  The Cruz Azul women resolved to 

counteract the grave consequences that assimilation produced by 

establishing, celebrating, and preserving their own cultural 

production and knowledge. 67    

Alejandro P. Carrillo, the Mexican Consul in San Antonio, 

determined that every Mexican community in Texas and California 

should establish a library with Mexican materials and inaugurate 

on September 16, Mexico’s Independence Day.  He recommended 

that organizations sponsored by the consulate work with others to 
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support these libraries.  He also requested posting a Mexican flag 

at the libraries.68  The consulate's resolve to pursue Mexicanization 

did not sit well with some people.  For example, Ruth Tucker, an 

anthropologist, blamed the Mexican Consulate for fostering 

Mexicanization, which she interpreted as "simply nostalgia, a warm 

relaxing bath into which immigrants can fall back."  Tucker 

concluded that Mexicanization created a timid and inactive 

leadership.  According to Gilbert Gonzalez, Tucker's view 

reaffirmed the subordinate status of the Mexican community.69 

Cruz Azul, inaugurated its library and reading room at 409 

Lakeview in 1925.  In 1926, the organization offered free Spanish 

classes at its headquarters on 933 S. Laredo Street.  Elena 

Izaquirre, who conducted studies relating to the life of her Mexican 

compatriots in San Antonio, volunteered to offer the free classes 

with the clear objective of pursuing Spanish language acquisition 

and development, and in espousing a Mexican rather than an 

American mindset.70  The library subscribed to the following 

newspapers: Diógenes from McAllen; El Cronista del Valle from 
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Brownsville; El Demócrata from Mexico City.  Cruz Azul library 

book donors included the Departments of Public Instruction of 

Mexico and of the states of Chihuahua and Coahuila, Mrs. Severa 

L. de Gómez, former president of the Cruz Azul in Shiner, Texas, 

and the public library of the city of Puebla, Mexico.  The mutual 

aid society Hijos de Mexico (Sons of Mexico) also discussed 

possible library plans, and Ignacio Lozano volunteered to organize 

the library once the location was selected.  The library was 

inaugurated in 1926.  Ignacio Lozano donated 1000 volumes to the 

library.71 

On the Southside, Blacks also organized a library with a 

similar intent, to promote cultural and educational awareness.  

The St. Louis Club, an educational and social organization, 

planned to maintain a library and reading room, where frequent 

lectures on educational culture would be given to its membership.  

The use of libraries to promote cultural awareness and knowledge 

was certainly not unusual throughout this period.72  

Cultural and racial resistance emerged from an experience of 

prejudice, discrimination, inequality, and segregation.  The spirit of 

racial pride and ethnic racial celebration reverberated in cities 
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throughout the Southwest, and San Antonio was no exception.  

The small Black community in San Antonio made itself visible 

primarily through the voting polls, especially since they had a very 

effective Black leader who knew how to work the pistons of the 

political engine.  Although Mexican and Mexican Americans 

comprised a larger population than Blacks, they did not have an 

effective voting bloc.  What they did have, though, was their 

cultural and linguistic perseverance.  

Even though few Mexicans became naturalized during this 

period, the 1920s set the stage for what some have called the 

making of the Mexican American generation.  Clearly, the clashing 

Americanization and Mexicanization efforts unfolded a new era 

where people brokered new or renewed identities. 

CONCLUSION 

The tug-of-war between the Americanization and 

Mexicanization movements created polar opposites and a middle 

ground where Mexican and American allegiances were both 

embraced.  It was not unusual for organizations to sing both 

national anthems at the beginning of celebrations and meetings.  

In fact, members of Cruz Azul chapters and Comisiones 

Honorificas, regularly sang both national anthems at events while 

presenting both the U.S. and Mexican flags.   
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The Americanization wave definitely left an impression on 

society.  As a result, the 1920s and 1930's saw a drive towards 

dual ethnicity and identity.  The push to assimilate and create a 

melting pot comforted the larger White society.  It also alleviated 

government fears of a potential racial uprising.  In addition, ethnic 

racial identity became even more solidified because many refused 

to lose their language and cultural identity. 

Americanization efforts failed to capture a larger audience 

since they did not guarantee immigrants better wages and an 

improved quality of life.  Max Handman, a sociologist, noticed the 

social paradox.  Americanizing the Mexican made little sense if 

higher wages were not provided to "live like an American."73  Yet 

many saw Americanization as the only rational answer towards 

self-advancement and economic improvement.  

Americanization efforts also influenced the next generation 

in promoting assimilation and acculturation.  Richard García 

concluded in his study that by the 1930s Mexicanos or people of 

Mexican ancestry were undergoing acculturation, leaving 

community goals for individual ones, acculturating to American 

culture, and absorbing "public culture."  Thus he says, "These 

changes were part of a slow process that began at the turn of the 
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century for many and for some even before that.  Certainly, by the 

late thirties, acculturation, class stratification, and ideological 

differentiation were noticeable in the West Side."74  

The process of Mexicanization helped fortify mutual aid and 

community organizations, which were established wherever a 

Mexican community was found.  The identity movement often 

motivated them to pursue with confidence a more active political 

stand.  Pycior's study on mutual aid societies saw this as a trend 

"responding to the postwar wave of nativism, on the one hand by 

withdrawing into Mexicanismo."75 

Americanization and Mexicanization efforts set the stage for 

further expressions of intense race relations in San Antonio and 

this, in part, determined many women’s activist agenda and 

perspectives on race.  It also motivated some women to become 

active in establishing a standard American cultural character while 

others were just as determined to maintain their Mexican cultural 
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identity.  This produced an ideologically divided racial society with 

deep suspicions of the other.  
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Chapter IV:  Cruz Azul: Soldaderas de la Colonia 

 
Sons of the Community you are oppressed by chains, 

injustice cannot continue. 
If your existence is a world of suffering, 

I would rather die, I would rather die than live as a slave….1 

 

According to labor activist Emma Tenayuca, anarchist 

ministers, politicians, and wobblies sang the words noted above in 

the Plaza Del Zacate (also known as Milam Square) during the 

twenties.  The song captured the sense of frustration that led 

numerous Mexicans to speak out on behalf of destitute Mexicans 

on the eve of the Depression.  These individuals and families also 

gathered around the square to sing for money.  Lydia Mendoza, 

who was to become a famous recording star among Mexicans in 

Texas, remembered that she sang with her siblings and mother to 
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make enough money “to pay the rent and buy clothing and food 

and everything."2   

This chapter examines the Cruz Azul Mexicana (Mexican 

Blue Cross), an organization composed mostly of Mexican women 

that emerged in San Antonio during the early 1920’s.  The 

“beneficent” organization was part of a larger self-help and protest 

effort that included labor unions, mutual aid societies and 

specialized organizations like women’s groups and literary clubs. 

The women in this organization provided important services to the 

poor and the infirm, often producing exemplary instances of 

sacrifice and dedication to their community, particularly the 

immigrant inhabitants.  In the process they negotiated race 

relations by going outside their racial group to garner financial and 

political support to benefit the Mexican immigrant.  The United 

States branch of the Cruz Azul established in San Antonio. 

Cruz Azul organizations were organized under the auspices 

of the Mexican Consulate and they reflected part of the 

Mexicanization program that sought to assist the indigent as well 

as to maintain strong cultural ties among the immigrant in the 

United States and between them and the homeland.  Initially, 

consulate staff typically called organizational meetings and guided 
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the groups with advice and some financial support.  By 1921, the 

sixteen Mexican Consulates that operated in Texas found 

themselves overwhelmed and severely understaffed by the growing 

Mexican population and their calls for help.  Mexico had 

established consulates wherever a significant Mexican population 

existed.3  As the Mexican Consulates found themselves ill-equipped 

to deal with the increasing needs of the community, organizations 

such as Cruz Azul provided a critical service in extending help to 

their communities.  

Sixteen Mexican Consulates operated in Texas by 1921 (See 

Table 1).4  The majority were located in South Texas.5  The 

Mexican population became so extensive that Mexico formed 

consulates as far away as Alaska, Oklahoma, and Idaho by 1922.6   
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Table 2:  Mexican Consulates in Texas, 1921 

City Consul Representative 

Brownsville Ismael Vasquez 
Corpus Christi  Francisco E. Cavazos 
Dallas   Roberto García 
Del Rio   José T. Montemayor 
Eagle Pass Joaquín Rodríguez 
El Paso  Luis Montes de Oca 
Galveston Mariano García 
Hidalgo  Renato Cantu Lara 
Houston  German Meade Fierro 
Laredo  Arturo de Saracho 
Orange Juan Marshall 
Port Arthur  Pablo Tamayo 
Presidio  Francisco Zubiate 
Rio Grande City Vicente Rendón Quijano 
San Antonio Enrique Ruiz 
Texas City unknown 
This information was drawn from the following sources: “La convención de 
consules mexicanos se inaugúra hoy,” La Prensa, 9 April 1921, 1, 5; “Los 
consules mexicanos inaugurarón ayer sus trabajos con una larga sesión 
secreta,” 10 April 1921, 1, 7; Adriana Ayala, “The Roots of Resistance: Mexican 
Women and Men’s Participation in Mutual Aid Societies and Consulate 
Organizations—A Case Study of Austin, Texas, 1920-1921,” (Master's Report, 
University of Texas, Austin, 1996), 94. 

 

The Mexican Consulate of San Antonio had jurisdiction over 

the region of South Texas that stretched to the international 

border.  In order to better serve its constituency, it began to 

sponsor community organizations that would be affiliated with the 

consulate.7  The Consulate encouraged communities to establish 

                                                                                                         
 

7 “Cónsules en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 29 March 1921, 1.  
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Cruz Azul and Comisión Honorífica, organizations that would serve 

as the eyes and ears of the consulate.  These organizations were 

located in both urban and rural areas and they reported on social 

and political problems concerning Mexican citizens directly to the 

consulate.  The organizations mostly addressed the problems on 

their own especially since the Mexican Consulate was overwhelmed 

with the high volume of requests for assistance.  The Comisión 

Honorífica was a male-dominated organization and the Cruz Azul 

was composed mostly of women.   

Poverty, repatriation problems, limited health care, poor 

educational opportunities, and social injustice compelled women 

all over Texas to join organizations like the Cruz Azul.  They 

accepted the responsibility of serving community needs at a time 

when society and their own community frowned on their activity 

outside their home.  Moreover, they gave generously of their time 

and even sacrificed their well-being when tending to the infirm.  

Mexican women voluntarily joined organizations and saw that as 

an extension of their social responsibility.   

ORIGIN AND GOALS 

The Cruz Azul Mexicana was established in Texas in the 

1920s by Mexican and Mexican American women in San Antonio. 

It quickly became a key woman’s voluntary association in San 
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Antonio as well as in the rest of the country.8  The San Antonio 

chapter was the first to be established in the United States.  The 

Cruz Azul in the United States was similar to its namesake in 

Mexico.  The organization grew out of the mutual aid societies that 

Mexican Americans organized beginning in the late nineteenth 

century as vehicles to combat racism and economic uncertainty.  

The main objective of the mutual aid societies was to assist 

Mexicans who found themselves isolated because of their 

citizenship, language, or culture.  It helped pay for medical, legal, 

repatriation, and funeral expenses.9 

In 1921, Cruz Azul became incorporated in the state of 

Texas.  The five women and five men who founded the organization 

included: Mrs. Reyes I. De Cruz, President; Mr. Santiago Tafoya, 

First Vice President; Mrs. Marta M. de Acosta, Second Vice 

President; Mr. Juan R. Guerra, Treasurer; Mr. G.L. Medellín, 

Secretary; Miss. Zoila P. Ruiz, Pro-Secretary; Miss Eduwiges Jaso, 

President of Festivals and Finances; Mrs. Cleotilde Villegas, 

President of Investigations; Mr. Juan Cruz, President of 

                                       
8 Cynthia Orozco, “Beyond Machismo, La Familia, and Ladies Auxiliaries: 

A Historiography of Mexican-Origin Women’s Participation in Voluntary 
Associations and Politics in the United States, 1870-1990,” Renato Rosaldo 
Lecture Series Monograph 12 (1992-1993): 61 and Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 
167. 
 

9 Teresa Palomo Acosta, “Cruz Azul Mexicana,” in New Handbook of 
Texas, vol. 2. (Austin: The Texas State Historical Association, 1996), 429 and 
Zamora, The World of the Mexican Worker in Texas. 
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Equipment; and Mr. José M. Acosta President of General 

Propaganda.  Tafoya, Cruz and Gondola G. de la Mata made up the 

Commission to study the rules.10  Men’s involvement at its 

inaugural stage was significant, although they did not predominate 

nor were they involved directly in the work of the organization to 

the same extent as women.11  

The Cruz Azul functioned as an auxiliary of the Comisión 

Honorífica, although it formally detached itself and began 

operating independently by 1923.  The women noted during a 

statewide conference for both organizations that they would no 

longer be subordinate to the Comisión Honorífica because they 

were concerned that the men were too intrusive in leadership and 

budget matters.  The male members of the Comisión may have 

imposed a financial burden on the charitable organization by 

demanding funds without expecting to pay it back.  La Prensa 

reported that the Cruz Azul would stop giving money to their male 

counterpart.  During this same conference, the members of the  

Comisión Honoríica were advised to cooperate and maintain 

harmonious relations with the female Brigades, as the Cruz Azul 

members’ were also called.  Neither group was subordinate to the 

                                       
10 “El consejo superior de la cruz azul mexicana de esta ciudad,” La 

Prensa, 21 November 1921, 5; “Instalación de la nueva directiva de la Cruz Azul 
Mexicana,” La Prensa, 6 December 1921, 5. 

 
11 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes.” 
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other.  Budgetary matters were also clarified.  A reserve fund was 

created on the basis of monthly contribution of $2.00 monthly 

from each Comisión chapter and $1.00 monthly from each Cruz 

Azul chapter to support their community activities.  With 

approximately 300 of these organizations established under the 

jurisdiction of the San Antonio consulate, an income of $700 

monthly was almost always assured, according the San Antonio 

Express newspaper.12  

By 1925, a Cruz Azul Brigade and Comisión Honorifica could 

be found wherever a Mexican community existed (see Table 2).  

The editors of La Prensa noted that the organizations “will extend 

to all locations within the United States, where Mexicans reside 

with the mandate to help ill and homeless Mexicans, and those 

suffering from any adversity.”13  The Mexican Consulate helped 

organize chapters of the Cruz Azul and the Comisión Honorífica by 

regions that were administered by individual consulate offices.  

The San Antonio Consulate oversaw division 1 in Texas and 

Oklahoma, while the San Francisco Consulate directed division 2 

                                       
12 “Anoche fué clausurada la convención,” La Prensa, 17 August 1923, 

10; “Recomendaciones de las comisiones y subcomisiones honoríficas,” La 
Prensa, 23 August 1923, 3; “Mexican Bodies Found Funds for Industrial School 
and for Defense of Nationals,” San Antonio Express, 19 August 1923, 7.  
 

13 “Se están activando los preparativos para La convención de la c. azul y 
comisiones honoríficas,” La Prensa, 1 August 1923, 10. “Se extendará por todos 
los lugares de los Estados Unidos en donde radiquen mexicanos, a efecto de 
auxiliar a todos los mexicanos enfermos, desamparados o que sufran cualquiera 
adversidad.” 
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in California, the El Paso Consulate managed division 3 in New 

Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado, and consuls from New York, 

Pennsylvania, and Illinois administered division 4.  Division 4 was 

in the planning stages.  A total of 135 Cruz Azuls were active in 

division 1, and more than fifty of them operated in Texas.14  Cruz 

Azul organizations emerged in Los Angeles and as far away as 

Minnesota.  The Cruz Azul’s widespread popularity prompted a 

Mexican composer, Agustin Alanis Chavero, who resided in 

Kingsville to compose a hymn in 1925.  By 1927 the San Antonio 

region, covering East, Center, South of Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, 

and Nebraska, counted 203 Cruz Azul brigades and 163 

Comisiones Honorificas (see Table 3).15  The organizations 

appeared throughout the state.  The brigades outnumbered the 

Comisiones Honorificas.  They were evident in both small towns 

and large cities, and the organization varied in size. 

 

 

 

 

                                       
14 “Se formará la tercera Division de la Cruz azul mexicana,” La Prensa, 

27 March 1925, 6.  
 

15 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 187-193; “Un compositor mexicano ofrece 
un himno para la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 25 April 1925, 8.   
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Table 3: Cruz Azul and Comision Honorifica Organizations in 
Texas, 1920-1930 

 
Cruz Azul  Cruz Azul Cont.   Comision Honorifica 
1. Alice   36. Port Arthur   1. Austin 
2. Austin  37. Poteet   2. Avalon 
3. Beeville  38. Prairie Lea   3. Cibolo (Sub) 
4. Cano   39. Rio Grande City  4. Camaron 
5. Charco  40. Robstown   5. Creedmore (Sub) 
6. Charlotte  41. Rockdale   6. Charlotte 
7. Cibolo  42. Rockport   7. Cuero 
8. Creedmoor  43. San Angelo   8. Dallas 
9. Cuero  44. Seguin   9. Donna (Sub) 
10. Dallas  45. Sanderson   10. EastlandDolores(Sub) 
11. Del Rio  46. Sweetwater   11. Encinal (Sub) 
12. Edinburg  47. Thorndale   12. File (Sub) 
13. Encinal  48. Von Ormy   13. Floresville 
14. Falfurias  49. Victoria   14. Fort Stockton 
15. File   50. Weesache   15. Fort Worth 
16. Floresville  51. Waco   16. Gonzalez 
17. Gonzalez  52. El Paso   17. Guda 
18. Buda      18. Kingsville (Sub) 
19. Hebbronville     19. Lockhart 
20. Hondo      20. Lavernia 
21. Houston      21. Lytle 
22. Karnes City      22. Mercedes (Sub) 
23. Kingsville      23. Maxwell (Sub) 
24. Knippa      24. Malakoff (Sub) 
25. Laredo      25. New Braunfels 
26. Lavernia      26. Odem (Sub) 
27. Lockhart      27. Pearsall 
28. Luling      28. Pleasanton 
29. Lytle      29. Poteet 
30. Mercedes      30. San Marcos 
31. McAllen      31. Seguin  
32. New Braunfels     32. Sonora 
33. Northhem      33. Thorndale 
34. Pearsall      34. Von Ormy 
35. Pleasanton      35. Yoakum 

 
 
 
Source:  La Prensa 1920-1930.  The list only includes organizations noted by the 
newspaper.  Others surely existed.  Communities typically had a Cruz Azul and 
Comisión Honorífica organization.  
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The Cruz Azul’s motto of “Charity, Abnegation, and 

Patriotism" captured the essence of the members’ charitable 

mission.16  The symbolism of the word Cross in Cruz Azul’s name 

indicated self-sacrifice and altruism in their service to their 

communities.  It was a popular symbol embraced by other 

contemporary charitable organizations, such as the Cruz Blanca 

(White Cross) and Cruz Roja (Red Cross), which mostly provided 

medical assistance to the injured and the poor.  The Cruz Blanca 

was established in 1913 by Leonor Villegas de Magnon during the 

Mexican Revolution to help the wounded and the sick and the Red 

Cross established by Clara Barton in 1881 provided relief for 

victims of disasters.   

Members wore white uniforms with long white head gear 

similar to a nun’s habit.  The women displayed a blue cross on the 

front of their hats, and they wore a sash imprinted with the words 

Charity, Abnegation, and Patriotism.  The White Cross and Blue 

Cross members wore similar uniforms.   The Red Cross women, on 

the other hand, wore plain clothes.  The symbolism of their 

uniform suggested an extension of their domestic responsibility 

and a reflection of their Christian values of nurturing and assisting 

the defenseless and infirm.  Indeed, wearing the uniform 

                                       
16  Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 187-193.  

 



 107 

legitimized their acts of charity.  Their male counterparts in the 

Comisión Honorifica wore regular clothes.   

Their uniform became an issue at a joint conference of the 

Cruz Azul and Comisión Honorífica.  Consular Lubbert, agreed 

with the women that a simple distinctive armband or sash be used 

with regular clothes instead of the uniform.  He noted that 

uniforms were not necessary for the work that the women did.  

Jesus Franco, one of the founders of the organization, argued that 

women should continue to use the uniform on official occasions.17 

The majority of the women in the Cruz Azul most likely 

belonged to the professional and business classes.  Their fund-

raising activities were usually directed at the better placed Mexican 

sector.  On one occasion, for example, the organization sponsored 

a public program with singing that involved a tenor, soprano, 

pianist, and violinist.18  In another instance, La Epoca noted that 

members of “high” society had organized a benefit dinner.19  La 

Prensa confirmed the type of benefactors that the organization 

sought when its editors noted that many “distinguished ladies of 

the Mexican society in San Antonio” attended the fundraisers.  

                                       
17 “Anoche fué clausurada la convención de las brigadas y comisiones 

mexicans,” La Prensa, 17 August 1923, 10.   
 

18 “El proximo jueves dara una fiesta la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 2 August 
1925, 1.  
 

19 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 189. 
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Although the Cruz Azul drew much of its support from the 

well-positioned members of their community, the organization’s 

fundraising activities at times drew class based critiques.  The 

Cruz Azul leaders, for instance, were taking to task for embracing 

elitist tastes, especially when they sponsored, “vain literature,” 

costly banquets and conferences, and prolonged Mexican 

independence day festivities, which were “more for pomp than 

useful…”20  In a similar vain, La Prensa admonished the 

organization for choosing the exclusive Gunther Hotel rather than 

meeting in the “heart of our barrio Mexicano.”21  Rodolfo Uranga’s 

caustic criticism of Cruz Azul’s elaborate conferences and 

presentations as “mas aparatosa que util” (more for show than 

practical) caused friction within its ranks.22  Rodolfo Uranga 

editorial in La Prensa, on the other hand, explained that the 

directors of the organization and not the committed, loyal and poor 

workers were to blame.  He also praised the Cruz Azul members’ 

because they helped without charging a cent, protected the raza 

against discrimination, and received the needy with open arms.23  

It is easy to dismiss working class women's involvement in Cruz 
                                       

20 Rodolfo Uranga, “Glossario del dia,” La Prensa, 15 August 1927, 1. He 
calls the literature  “literatura vana,” and “mas aparatosa que util." 

 
21 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 187-193  

 
22  “Glossario del dia,” La Prensa, 15 August 1927, p. 1.  
 
23 Ibid.  
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Azul because documented evidence is scarce.  However, even 

though middle to upper class women dominated the membership 

of most charitable organizations during this period, such a 

grassroots organization would not have been successful without 

the larger support of the community, including its well-to-do 

benefactors. 

The Cruz Azul, unlike other organizations in the community, 

was inclusive, that is, it admitted both Mexico and U.S.-born 

Mexicans.  Only Mexican citizens, however, could serve on the 

Board of Directors.24  The organization also served the community 

without regard to the nativity of the person.  This helped it 

maintain good relations with different sectors in the community.25   

The Cruz Azul was clear in its purpose, mission, and goals.  

The next section examines the organization’s activities in the 

Mexican community to demonstrate how issues of race affected the 

group and how Cruz Azul women dealt with race relations.  

SOLDADERAS DE LA COLONIA 

The Cruz Azul members saw themselves as a band of 

soldiers, a brigade that combated injustice throughout the country.  

This was during the 1920s when the United States conducted the 

                                       
24 “Habra en El Paso una convencion de comisiones honorificas y 

brigadas de la cruz azul nexicanas,” La Prensa, 26 August 1923, 11. “Todas las 
personas que así lo desean, sos de este Estado.” 
 

25 Orozco, “The Origins of the League of United Latin American Citizens.” 
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first repatriation campaigns that returned unemployed Mexican 

laborers to Mexico.  Cruz Azul volunteers assisted their Mexican 

compatriots who congregated in San Antonio whose seasonal and 

underpaid employment left them with little savings to arrange their 

repatriation and to subsist.  Since San Antonio was the doorway to 

the border region, many unemployed Mexicans were drawn here.   

The San Antonio repatriates that the Cruz Azul assisted came from 

numerous places, including Forth Worth, San Marcos, and Dallas 

on their way to Mexico on trains.26  In the process, the women 

became integrated into dramatic historic moments that defined 

relations between Mexicans and the larger society.  This section 

examines such activities to assess the manner by which the Cruz 

Azul influenced and reflected race relations in the 1920s. 

Cruz Azul women fed and helped more than one thousand 

compatriots waiting to be repatriated in Dallas.  Even though 

Mexican President Alvaro Obregón promised to send five thousand 

dollars to pay for the travel expenses, charitable organizations like 

the Cruz Azul often footed the bill.  This placed a financial strain 

on the organization.  The Cruz Azul in Laredo, for instance, 

reported in 1923 that they could no longer provide travel 

                                       
26 For more on repatriation efforts in the United States see, Abraham 

Hoffman, Unwanted Mexican Americans in the Great Depression: Repatriation 
Pressures, 1929-1939 (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1974). 
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arrangements for returning Mexican families.27  Some members 

called on the employers who had laid off the workers, but they 

usually did not respond.  Unemployed laborers also suffered the 

wrath of insensitive police departments that arrested them on 

vagrancy charges.  On one occasion, authorities arrested several 

men who had decided to walk towards San Antonio from 

Hillsboro.28  

The repatriation campaign saw Cruz Azul organizations 

collaborating to provide additional services to the repatriates.  One 

of the most significant acts was the building of shelters.  A case in 

point was the work of the El Paso Brigade.  With the help of other 

Cruz Azul organizations, the group established a Casa de 

Repatriado (House of Repatriates) in Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua, 

across the border from El Paso.  The Casa provided room and 

                                       
27 “Importante labor desarrollada por las brigadas de la cruz azul y las 

comisiones honoríficas,” La Prensa, 8 July 1923, 12.  
 

28 “Repatriación de cinco mil mexicanos,” La Prensa, 17 April 1921, 1; 
“Se hara sin demora la repatriacion de los mexicanos sin trabajo que se hallan 
en Fort Worth, Texas,” 25 April 21, 1, 5; “Empezo la repatriacion de los 
mexicanos en Fort Worth” 5 May 1921, 1, 5; “Empezaron a ser repatriados 
algunos mexicanos de San Marcos, Texas,” 26 April 1921, 8; “Empezarón a ser 
repatriados los mexicanos muy necesitados que estan en Dallas y Fort Worth,” 
20 April 1921, 1; “Cinco mil dolares para repatriar a mexicanos,” 29 April 1921, 
1; “Los mexianos de Fort Worth seran repatriados,” 2 May 1921, 1; “Cuarenta 
mil mexicanos solicitan su repatriación,” 4 May 1921, 1; “El peonaje de los 
braceros mexicanos a la frontera deberá ser cobrada a las companias que las 
contratarón,” 6 May 1921, 1; “Aprhenden como vagos a unos mexicanos,” 7 May 
1921, 8. 
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board while the repatriates waited for travel arrangements to other 

locations.29 

While some women helped with the repatriating efforts, 

others established a clinic for poor Mexicans.  Ever since 1922, the 

San Antonio organization had discussed the possibility of building 

a clinic similar to the one established by the Cruz Azul in San 

Francisco, California.  Finally, after much planning, the Cruz Azul 

acquired an ambulance and a building equipped with a hospital 

and a surgical room.  They also had an operating budget of one 

thousand dollars. 30  The founding budget was maintained by 

continuous fund raising efforts.  In one instance, the Cruz Azul 

and General Consul of San Antonio, Alejandro Carrillo, organized a 

fund-raising subscription campaign for the hospital.  

Contributions from civic organizations, personal donations, and 

other sources enabled the organization to complete its clinic by 

1925.  Men and women who donated to this cause received a 

memorial with a blue cross on it.  La Prensa publicized that the 

memory of donors and members would be honored upon their 

                                       
29 “Quedaron ya terminados los preparativos para el 2o congreso de 

brigadas de la cruz azul y comisiones honorificas,” La Prensa, 23 January 1925, 
6; “En enero se efectuara la convencion de la cruz azul,” 28 December 1924, 4.  
 

30 “La cruz azul será reorganizada debidamente,” La Prensa, 5 February 
1922, 1.  
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death, depending “upon their merits, will be given a small 

monument, having the Blue Cross.”31  

The organization, however, had its problems.  Even though 

San Antonio was the first city in the nation to organize a Cruz 

Azul, a lack of leadership and constant internal reorganizing 

prevented it from accomplishing what the Cruz Azul from San 

Francisco had completed within a short time.32  The Brigade in 

San Francisco was the first to open a hospital.   

By 1925, the Cruz Azul had collected $4,000 dollars, which 

enabled it to set up the clinic dedicated to poor Mexicans.  The 

clinic and its offices were located on 933 S. Laredo St. and were 

inaugurated on May 30th.  Several dignitaries and community 

leaders attended the clinic’s opening.  They included Aaron Saenz, 

Mexico’s Secretary of Foreign Relations, Phil Wright, representative 

of the Mayor of San Antonio, and Florence Griswold, President of 

the Pan American Round Table in San Antonio.  The clinic was 

humble in its beginnings.  It had only one operating room and a 

single air-conditioned sitting area.  Nevertheless, it had the 

capacity to accommodate 70 patients.  The organization also 

                                       
31 “Se formalizo el projecto para construir un hospital mexicano en San 

Antonio,”La Prensa, 13 April 1925, 1.  “Se acordó que al morir un miembro de 
las citadas instituciones, según su méritos se le ejevará un pequeño 
monumento, en el cual figurará en lugar prominente una Cruz Azul.” 
 

32 “La cruz azul será reorganizada debidamente,” La Prensa, 5 February 
1922, 1.  
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purchased a Ford automobile for $600.  Six doctors, Drs. Saturino 

Guzman, Gustavo Martinez, Joaquin Gonzalez, Angel Levya and 

Dra. Delfina R. del Castillo, and Dr. Urrutia offered their services 

to the clinic.33   Approximately 200 barrio residents visited the 

clinic every month and received free medical assistance, medicine, 

and food.  According to La Epoca, Doña Consuelo Z. de Cuéllar, 

head of the Cruz Azul in 1927, expanded her charitable labor with 

six staff members who conducted daily examinations and provided 

free check-ups in the clinic.  In two months they provided free 

medical attention to approximately 591 Mexicans from San 

Antonio and nearby communities. 34 

The brigades also contributed and used their resources to 

defend Mexicans accused of crimes.  The Cruz Azul collaborated 

with the Comisión Honorífica in this effort by creating a “Mexican 

fund” and a “fund for national defense” for the legal defense of poor 

Mexicans.35  The organizations, in turn, cooperated with the 

Mexican consulate of San Antonio in identifying needy persons.  

Mexican nationals from South Texas who had been convicted of 

                                       
33 “Inauguración de la clinica de la cruz azul nexicana,” La Prensa, 20 

May 1925, 1; “Se inauguro anoche la clinica publica de la cruz azul mexicana,” 
La Prensa, 1 June 1925, 1.  
 

34 Pycior, La Raza Organizes, 198-200. 
 

35 “Mexican bodies found funds for industrial school and for defense of 
nationals,” San Antonio Express, 19 August 1923, 7; “Recomendaciones de las 
comisiones y subcomisiones honorificas,” La Prensa, 23 August 1923, 3.  
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crimes regularly sought the help of the Mexican Consulate.  The 

organization thus assumed an important function of the consular 

corps.    

Although a lack of funding limited the Cruz Azul from doing 

more, its members used various methods to advance its mission.  

For an organization that claimed to be apolitical, its members were 

strikingly astute political players.  Soon after the Cruz Azul became 

incorporated as an organization in the state of Texas, it presented 

honorary memberships to several local politicians.  On February 

1922, for instance, Luisa Garza, the President of the organization 

designated Pat Neff, the Governor of Texas, an honorary member 

during a public ceremony.  The ceremony included the Mayor, the 

Chief of Police, County Commissioners, court officials, and 

members of the Chamber of Commerce of San Antonio.36  A lavish 

and formal ceremony was organized at the Beethoven Hall in San 

Antonio, where recitals, dances, and speeches celebrated the 

occasion.  The organization bestowed the same honor to Miriam 

“Ma” Ferguson, James Ferguson, Jacobo Rubiola, a local County 

Commissioner, and the Secretary of the Community Chest, a city-

supported fund to help the indigent.37  In selecting James 
                                       

36 “Una gran velada organizará la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 8 Feburary 
1922, 1; “Hoy será la velada de la cruz azul mexicana en el Beethoven Hall,” La 
Prensa, 11 February 1922, 8.  
 

37 “Se nombro socia de la cruz azul a la Señora Ferguson,” La Prensa, 29 
July 1925, 1.  
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Ferguson, the Cruz Azul women may also have been demonstrating 

political naiveté as he was known for his racist views and ties to 

the Ku Klux Klan.38  The former governor had reportedly stated 

that “a Black person is more superior than the Mexicans in all 

necessary attributes in becoming a good citizen.”39  In his defense, 

Ferguson retorted that he had been misinterpreted and that he 

was referring to the actions of one individual.  Regardless of his 

failings, Ferguson also received the organization’s cherished honor.  

Once the Cruz Azul women had established its political 

connections, they sprang into action.  A month after they had 

honored Governor Neff, the Cruz Azul joined other organizations, 

including the Pan American Round Table and the Mexican 

Consulate, to ask the governor to commute the sentence of death 

to life in prison for a  Mexican National named Pedro Sanchez.  

Sanchez was one out of three men arrested for a serious crime.  

Jordan Israel, one of the accused, later confessed that Pedro 

Sanchez was indeed innocent.  The governor eventually agreed to 

commute the sentence.  He attributed his change of heart to the 

                                       
38 “Las declaraciones de Mr. Ferguson,” La Prensa, 21 August 1924, 3; 

"La Sra. Ferguson declara que dara igual protección a mexicanos y americanos," 
23 August 1924, 1;  "Jim Ferguson ha cometido una injusticia,” 26 August 
1924, 1, 10; “La cruz condecoró a la governadora del estado Sr. Ferguson,” 16 
September 1925, 1.  
 

39 “Las declaraciones de Mr. Ferguson,” La Prensa, 21 August 1924, 3.  
“Que el negro es muy superior al mexicano en todos los atributos necesarios 
para hacer un buen ciudadano.”  
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Cruz Azul.  Governor Neff wrote the officers of the organization that 

“It was a pleasure being favored with your opinions regarding the 

derived judgment.”40  

Many of the members of the Cruz Azul demonstrated their 

commitment to the community by participating in other 

organizations.  María Hernandez, for example, also belonged to the 

Cruz Blanca and La Sociedad de la Unión.  She was a strong 

advocate of improving educational opportunities for youth and, 

along with some LULAC members, was responsible for founding 

the first junior high school on the West Side, Sidney Lanier.  The 

Cruz Azul joined with other organizations in raising funds in 1923 

for the school, a vocational/industrial school.  The school provided 

training in auto mechanics, carpentry, photography, printing, 

typewriting, music, and sewing.41   

Cruz Azul women stood out in other ways.  María Luisa 

Garza, for instance, was the Cruz Azul President at the same time 

that she established herself as a well known journalist with La 

                                       
40 “El gobernador contestó a la cruz azul y a los masones mexicanos,” 4 

March 1922, La Prensa, 8. "Tuve gran placer en haber sido favorecido con tus 
opiniones repecto al juicio derivado..."; “Nuevas gestiones en pro de la vida de 
Pedro Sánchez,” 23 February 1922, 1. 
 

41 Emma Tenayuca, interview by Emilio Zamora, June 1986, Personal 
Correspondence Zamora, Emilio; Box 5; N-2, p. 10, Tenayuca Collection; “La 
Escuela ‘Sydney Lanier’ Es Util a Los Mexicanos,” La Prensa, 4 October 1927, 
10; “Un establecimiento educativo de gran útilidad para los mexcianos,” La 
Prensa, 2 June 1925, 5; “Mexican Bodies Found Funds for Industrial School and 
for Defense of Nationals,” San Antonio Express, 19 August 1923, 7. 
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Prensa and La Epoca under the pen name of “Loreley.”  She also 

joined a Mexican delegation to the Pan American Women’s 

conference in Baltimore.  Garza was selected by compatriots on 

both sides of the border to represent the Mexican woman at the 

conference.  She was a spokesperson for women and one of San 

Antonio’s few Mexicana journalists.  She eventually resigned from 

La Epoca and established her own periodical called Alma Feminina 

or Feminine Soul.42 

PRESERVING FAMILY UNITY AND CULTURAL IDENTITY 

According to Tenayuca, organizations such as Cruz Azul 

offered support, hope and encouragement to families in San 

Antonio.  It was not unusual for members to pass the hat to collect 

funds for families to relocate or reunite family members with one 

another.  The Cruz Azul often purchased train tickets to reunite 

families.43  One of the most important Cruz Azul activity involved   

charitable acts.  On Christmas Eve, for instance, the group 

distributed clothes, toys, and shoes to the poor children of the 

community.  On other occasions, the members would provide 

services to families that were typically associated with mutual aid 

societies.  Mara Sonora, Vice President of Cruz Azul, at one point 

                                       
42 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 76.  

 
43 “Anoche fué clausurada la convención,” La Prensa, 17 August 1923, 

10. 
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collected funds to pay for the burial expenses of a person named 

Aneceto Hernandez and made a donation to his widow and five 

children.  The members also assisted the unemployed and 

homeless in finding work and shelter.  Initially cash assistance was 

provided; however, this was deemed ineffective because some 

people abused the service.  During the Depression, members 

distributed 1,000 loaves of bread, 3,000 tortillas, and 100 gallons 

of milk to the poor.44 

San Antonio was the only large city in Texas that did not 

dispense direct relief before the Depression; thus, community 

organizations had to assume the responsibility by creating the 

community chest in 1925.  The Cruz Azul participated in this 

effort.  City officials claimed that the city’s charter prohibited them 

from dispensing relief, and doing so would only open the door to 

lawsuits.45  Charitable organizations throughout the city 

cooperated to raise funds for the umbrella organization.  In 1925, 

the Community Chest planned to raise $428,062.00 in San 

Antonio by targeting large and small donors during a span of six 

days.  Thirty-four charitable and philanthropic organizations in 

charge of protecting the children and elderly of San Antonio 
                                       

44 “Se repartira ropa a los niños pobres, por la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 24 
December 1924, 4;  "Una colecta para el entierro de un mexicano,” 12 April 
1925, 8; “Mexican Charity Group Feeds 4,000,” San Antonio Express, 2 August 
1932; “Anoche fué clausrada la convencion,” 17 August, 1923, 10.  
 

45 Shapiro, “The Workers of San Antonio, Texas,” 240. 
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composed the Community Chest.  Two members of the Cruz Azul 

assumed the responsibility to collect money for the community 

chest in the Mexican community.46      

A small portion of the government funds distributed to 

charities in San Antonio during the late 1920s through the 1930s 

went to organizations serving Mexican Americans and African 

Americas.  For example, the YWCA received $83,000, the 

orphanages $91,000, Social Services and the Council of Jewish 

Women $30,828, the American Red Cross $8,800, the Salvation 

Army $29,999, and the Catholic Women’s Association $20,000.  

Less than $3,000 to the Cruz Azul.  The limited funding explains 

why Cruz Azul members searched for other funding sources.47  

With limited funds, fund-raising activities were a regular and 

preferred activity.  Dances, recitals, literary and theatrical events, 

festivals or “jamaicas” were frequently planned and extremely 

popular within the community.48  Bazaars were also popular.  

Events that involved other organizations netted the most 

                                       
46 “Todo Está ya listo para la gran campaña de la community chest,” La 

Prensa, 25 October 1925, 1; “Hoy comienza la community chest su campaña,” 
15 November 1926, 1. 
 

47 C. H. Dudds, Charity Begins: A Brief Record of Welfare in Bexar County 
(San Antonio: Merchants Printing Company, 1974), 73.  
 

48 “Baile de la cruz azul mexicana,” La Prensa, 12 July 1925, 8; “El 
proximo jueves dara una fiesta la cruz azul,” 2 August 1925, 1. 
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revenue.49  On other occasions, the fund-raising activities fell short 

of expectations.  On one occasion, La Prensa reported meager 

proceeds during a Jamaica.50   

Cruz Azul used its political influence to conduct fund-raising 

activities outside the Mexican community.  On May 5, 1925, Mayor 

Tobin declared a “Tag Day” for Cruz Azul, an official city designated 

day for fund-raising.  Mayor Tobin, an honorary member, stated 

that he respected the Cruz Azul much like he did the Red Cross 

because of their charitable and humanitarian work.  Six groups of 

Cruz Azul women, each with seven members, solicited funds in 

downtown San Antonio.  In all, 45 members participated in tag day 

and a total of $246.29 was collected.51 
                                       

49 For example, at one of the festivals held on the rooftop of the Labor 
Temple, the Hijos de Mexico (Sons of Mexico) bought 100 tickets, the 
Benevolencia Mexicana (Mexican Benevolence) 50 tickets; and Club Recreativo 
Anahuac and Chapultepec (Recreation Clubs) more than 250 tickets.  At the 
same festival, John W. Tobin, Mayor of San Antonio, and Jacobo Rubiola, 
County Commissioner, presided over the festival and provided “moral, material, 
and economic support.”  The festival netted approximately $403.90. See “Fue 
constituida anoche la junta patriotica mexicana,” La Prensa, 24 July 1925, 1; 
“Se nombro socia de la cruz azul a la Señora Ferguson,” 29 July 1925, 1; “El 
proximo jueves dara una fiesta la cruz azul,” 2 August 1925, 1; “La cruz azul 
hara un gran festival,” 5 August 1925, 1, 5; “Tuvo un gran exito la fiesta de la 
cruz azul,” s18 August 1925, 12. 
 

50 La Prensa newspaper blamed the meager proceeds of $57.75 to poor 
organizing for the Jamaica.  The director of the Cruz Azul retorted that aside 
from the $57 the executive committee collected $240.00 from items sold.  See 
“La gran kermess de caridad de la cruz azul mexicana,” La Prensa, 26 June 
1925, 1; “Una fiesta de color, de gracia y de belleza fue la jamaica de la cruz 
azul,” 29 June 1925, 1; “La kermess de la cruz azul produjo $57.75,” 4 July 
1925, 1; “La directora de la cruz azul hace una declaración,” 5 July 1925, 1.  
 

51 The Pan American Round Table alone made a $17.00 donation.  See 
“Podra colectar fondos en esta CD. la brigada de la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 11 
April 1925, 1; "Hoy sera el "Tag Day" de la c. azul mexicana,” 5 May 1925, 1; "A 



 122 

Cruz Azul women also sponsored a Mexicanization project.  

Fearing that the children of Mexican parents were in a “state of 

ignorance” of their cultural identity, the Cruz Azul and Comisión 

Honorífica urged their sister organization throughout the state to 

devise methods that would encourage children to learn their 

history and the Spanish language.52  As a result, some Cruz Azul 

chapters contributed to the previously noted Mexicanization 

project.  Members refused to be swayed by the dominant social 

thinking in the Americanization project in undergoing a complete 

cultural and linguistic transformation. In San Antonio, Miss Elena 

Landázuri contributed to the effort by offering free Spanish classes 

in the Blue Cross Building at 933 S. Laredo.53    

The organization’s library was also intended to maintain a 

Mexican identity and the Spanish language.  By 1925, the Cruz 

Azul, under the direction of its President, Mrs. Ana H. de García 

opened its library at 409 Lakeview Ave.  Aside from providing 

literature in Spanish from Mexico and the United States, the 

library offered workshops on sewing, embroidering, and flower 

                                                                                                         
$246.29 ascendio la cantidad colectada en el ‘tag day’ de la cruz azul,” 7 May 
1925, 8.  
 

52 “Quedaron ya terminados los preparativos para le 2o congreso de 
brigadas de la c. azul y com. honorificas,” La Prensa, 23 January 1925, 1, 6; "La 
proxima convencion de la cruz azul en El Paso, Texas sera muy importante," 26 
January 1925, 7.  
 

53 “Clases de español gratuitamente una mexicana,” La Prensa, 24 
October 1926, 3.  
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making.54  The San Antonio brigade also published a magazine 

entitled “Revista Azul” (Blue Magazine) in an effort to strengthen 

community bonds and spread the news about the disadvantaged.  

Its first issue consisted of twenty-four pages.55 

Cruz Azul women often offered their assistance for projects 

in Mexico.  For the centennial celebration of Mexico's 

independence, for instance, the Cruz Azul along with the Comisión 

Honorífica and La Prensa launched a fund-raising campaign to 

establish two schools in Dolores Hidalgo, Guanajuato, Mexico, the 

“cradle” of Mexico’s independence.  Enough money was eventually 

recovered with donations from Mexicans from throughout the state 

to establish “las escuelas del centenario” (the centenary schools), 

in anticipation of Mexico’s one-hundred year celebration of its 

independence.  The ceremonies that opened the schools included 

Mexican government officials as well as representatives of the San 

Antonio community, including Ignacio Lozano, the editor of La 

Prensa.56 

                                       
54 “Próxima apertura de un salón de lectura de la cruz azul,” La Prensa, 

7 March 1925, 6; “Ha quedado abierto el salón de lectura de la cruz azul,” 11 
March 1925, 12.  
 

55 “Una nueva revista en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 20 May 1925, 12.  
 

56 “El concurso de la colonia mexicana de los Estados Unidos, en el 
centenario,” La Prensa, 14 June 1921, 1, 7; “La colonia mexicana responde al 
llamamiento para que contribuya a la celebración del centenario,” 15 June 
1921, 1. 
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Although the Cruz Azul women never totally embraced the 

Americanization project, they understood that Mexicans had to   

acculturate.  At the same time, they never promoted the retention 

of the Mexican culture and the Spanish language as an exclusive 

project that all Mexicans should follow.  Living in a cultural 

borderland, the Cruz Azul women strategically embraced both 

cultures as noted previously.  According to a scholar who has 

written extensively on Americanization in the United States, many 

Mexican women respected the Americanization staffs’ endeavors, 

yet never quite accepted a complete cultural conversion.57  The 

Cruz Azul women appeared reluctant, if not defiant, in giving up 

their heritage.  They obviously felt it their duty to maintain the 

community’s cultural integrity in the face of an Americanization 

project and racial discrimination.   

CONCLUSION 

By the time of the Depression, the Cruz Azul’s began to 

disintegrate.  Declining funds contributed to the group’s demise.  

First of all, the members of the Cruz Azul found it difficult to keep 

the clinic and library doors open while continuing to assist with 

funeral expenses and legal counsel.  The hard times of the 

Depression also kept many people from contributing to the coffers 

of the organization.58  In addition, President Franklin D. 
                                       

57  Sanchez, “Go After the Women.”  
58  Blackwelder, Women of the Depression.  
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Roosevelt's New Deal programs replaced grassroots charitable 

organizations like the Cruz Azul. 

The political climate in Mexico also contributed to political 

differences in San Antonio and undermined the unity that 

sustained the Cruz Azul.  Mexico’s anti-cleric policies that had 

prompted the Cristero Rebellion antagonized many Mexicans in 

San Antonio, prompting Mexican and Mexican Americans alike in 

the United States to distrust organizations connected with the 

Mexican Consulate.59  Ignacio Lozano, for instance, had been one 

of the most loyal supporters of Cruz Azul's clinic and library, but 

he now decided to support another organization.  He made his 

position clear in 1927 when his newspaper criticized Mexican 

President Plutarco Elias Calles for his anti-clerical position, 

“charging him with persecuting the Catholic Church.”  President 

Calles, the former governor of Sonora, had closed religious schools 

and convents in 1926 and ordered clerics to register with the 

government.60  The Mexican Government’s position against the 

Church and the policies of President Calles prompted Ignacio 

Lozano and other Mexicans in San Antonio from supporting 

institutions with ties to the Mexican government.   Lozano 

                                       
 

60 “Por medios violentos se hicieron la deportaciones de sacerdotes todos 
los colegios Catolicos del Distrito Federal han sido clausurados,” La Prensa, 20 
February 1926, 1; “Cuarenta y dos religiosas de México se refugian en San 
Antonio,” 9 March 1926, 1.  
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eventually cooperated with another community organization to 

establish another clinic in the city.61  Others followed suit and 

severed relations with the Cruz Azul.  Little was heard from Cruz 

Azul members in the thirties.  The organization disappeared as 

quickly as it had spread in the twenties. 

The Cruz Azul women had actively and successfully 

immersed themselves in the world of racial politics for more than a 

decade.  They protected the Mexican immigrant during the time of 

the great deportations when Mexicans served as scapegoats for the 

economic crisis in the United States.  They also provided farm 

laborers counsel during an era where “peonage”, laborer 

repression, was a common practice throughout Texas.   Cruz Azul 

women also tried to keep immigrant families together by providing 

money for transportation.  Some of the members were immigrants 

themselves and understood too well the difficulties faced by 

immigrants in a foreign and unwelcoming place.   

In a changing society that devalued cultural difference, the 

Cruz Azul women fought for cultural preservation in their 

Mexicanization project although they knew that acculturation was 

inevitable.  Protecting Mexican immigrants took on a deeper 

meaning than merely providing financial and medical assistance.  

                                       
61 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 202-203; Acosta, “Cruz Azul Mexicana”; 

Balderrama, In Defense of la Raza. 
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These women established a library to teach the children of Mexican 

parents about their heritage.  Medical assistance could be accessed 

in Spanish with Mexican doctors, who were culturally sensitive 

rather than have their children serve as translators in American 

hospitals.  They published the Revista Azul to publicize their 

charitable efforts.  Through these efforts, the Cruz Azul members 

made a clear statement about racial politics; namely, that the 

retention of Mexican culture and language were necessary in the 

immigrants’ survival in the United States.  

Their diplomacy, connection to the community, and ties with 

politicians helped them accomplish their mission.  As they 

navigated within a racialized environment and accepted the 

complexities of the stratified society, the Cruz Azul Soldaderas 

survived and thrived in this world.  I use the term Soldaderas to 

characterize the Cruz Azul women’s role and responsibilities and 

as a cultural symbol.  La Prensa often called the Cruz Azul a 

brigade who attended the sick and needy, much like the caregivers 

of the Mexican revolution and other wars where soldaderas played 

prominent roles.62  They directly shared in the misfortunes and 
                                       
62 I draw the term Soldaderas from Elizabeth Salas, Soldaderas in the Mexican 
Revolution: Myth and History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990); Anna 
Macias, “Women and the Mexican Revolution, 1910-1920” Americas 37:1 (July 
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hardships of immigrants rather than merely participating in the 

sidelines.  

                                                                                                         
1980); and Shirlene Soto, Emergence of the Modern Mexican Woman (Denver, 
Colorado: Arden Press, 1990). 
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Chapter V:  “Liking Comes with Knowing”: The Pan 
American Round Table of San Antonio 

The Pan American Round Table of San Antonio was 

composed primarily of upper class European American women.  

The organization was mostly interested in improving 

understanding between the United States and the twenty-one 

nations to the south, but also sought to improve relations between 

Mexicans and the Anglo society in places like San Antonio.  The 

true spirit of Pan Americanism embodied cooperation and good will 

throughout the American nations.   

This chapter examines the history of the organization, 

particularly the way its members negotiated their racial privilege as 

Anglo-American women.  This chapter also seeks to demonstrate 

that the Round Table’s female membership greatly influenced both 

Anglo Americans and Mexicans in San Antonio.  Through its 

prominent political ties, the organization was able to exercise 

widespread influence.  And because of their influence, the women 

also criticized for not doing enough towards improving race 

relations in the United States, especially in their hometown of San 

Antonio.   

The members of the Round Table made an effort to 

understand race relations in Texas and to contribute to improved 
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relations.  The history of the organization allows us to ask if an 

organization known for its desire to improve relations at the 

international and domestic levels could contribute to significant 

change locally.  It is obvious that the members tried to understand 

their neighbors to the South and they tried to empathize with the 

Mexicans among them as a way to capture the true meaning of Pan 

Americanism.  

ORIGIN AND GOALS 

The Pan American Round Table was established on October 

16, 1916 in San Antonio, Texas by Florence Terry Griswold who 

served as its Director General from 1916 to 1941.  Griswold was 

motivated to form the Round Table in response to the grave 

conditions of the women and children who sought refuge in Texas 

from the Mexican revolution of 1910.  The organization also sought 

to improve relations between the United States and Mexico.1  

Moreover, the Round Table sought to unify women from the 

Western Hemisphere in mutual understanding, firmly believing 

that when “women understand each other that men will no longer 

misunderstand each other.”2  The first Pan American Round Table 

noted the following objectives in 1921:   

                                       
1 Pan American Round Table of San Antonio, summary by Jill Jackson, 

RG:03, Round Table Collection. 
 

2 “Pan-American round Table,” n.d. circa 1921, p. 1-2, Box 16: Folder 34, 
Round Table Collection. 
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1) to promote unification and friendship among the women 
of the American countries,  

2) to develop mutual understanding and true friendship 
among the women of the American countries,  

3) to promote all good movements, which shall lead to a 
higher civilization, especially those which effect the welfare of 
the women and children of the American countries.3 

Griswold credited the idea of mutual understanding to the many 

“thoughtful Mexican women.”4  Although Griswold does not offer 

the names of these Mexican women whom she credits with the idea 

of mutual understanding, it prompts questions regarding the role 

of Mexican women in the formation of the Round Table.  Mexican 

women belonged to the organization and no doubt contributed as 

mediators between the Mexican community and the organization.    

The Round Table was an independent, nonsectarian, 

nonpolitical, and nonfederated women’s organization.  It borrowed 

heavily from the Pan American Union.  This was evident in its 

name, organizational structure and symbolism, such as the idea of 

a round table and having members represent each of the American 

nations.5  The prefix “pan” which derives from a Greek word 

                                       
3 “Pan American Round Table,” circa 1921, p. 2.Box 16: Folder 34, n.d, 

Round Table Collection. 
 

4 Letter from Florence Griswold to Robert Lansing, Secretary of State, 22 
May 1918, Box 1: Folder 10, Round Table Collection.  
 

5 “Pan American Round Table,” circa 1921, p. 2.Box 16: Folder 34, n.d, 
Round Table Collection. 
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meaning all, and placed in front of Americanism suggests a joining 

and cooperation of all republics in the Americas.   

The Round Table’s founding occurred at a time when 

relations between the United States and Mexico were on a 

downward spiral.  Tensions between the United States and Mexico 

that began during the Texas rebellion and the Mexican American 

War continued with the U.S. takeover of Veracruz in 1914.  Also, 

during the latter part of the nineteenth century the United States 

acquired a sphere of influence over Puerto Rico and Cuba.  This as 

well as other subsequent U.S. imperialist’s ventures in Latin 

America deteriorated international relations. 

The founders chose the medieval round table as a symbol 

that had “no beginning and no ending, symbolizing unity, 

perpetuity, equal representation, and opportunity.”6  Members 

were expected to come together around a symbolic round table to 

discuss, share knowledge, and ask questions about the women of 

the Americas, North, South, and Central.  Griswold often noted the 

Round Table’s motto of “One for all and all for one” and relentlessly 

pursued her objective that “liking comes by knowing.”  Members 

were affiliated with different religious denominations.  Some were 

Jewish while others were Protestant or Catholic.  The intent was to 

                                       
6 “The Origin of the Pan American Round Table,” n.d. p. 1-2, Box 1, 

Folder 1, Round Table Collection. 
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strive for a diverse coalition of persons of different backgrounds to 

promote the idea of a non-sectarian orientation.7  Griswold also 

spoke Spanish, which facilitated communication local Mexican 

women and their counterparts from the southern sister Republics.8 

The Round Table was unlike other civil organization in its 

social objective.  The members studied the social customs from all 

the countries in the Americas and used this knowledge in their 

political activities.  During her tenure as Director General, for 

instance, Griswold corresponded with three Mexican Presidents: 

Adolfo de la Huerta, Venustiano Carranza, and Alvaro Obregón.  

She also dined in the White House with Presidents Calvin Coolidge 

and Herbert Hoover.9  Even before the United States officially 

acknowledged a particular presidential administration in Mexico’s 

Government, Griswold had worked incessantly to improve the 

U.S.’s ties with the Sister Republic.  She frequently corresponded 

with governors, mayors, senators, and politicians from both 

countries.  The organization was also interested in shaping public 

opinion and they used their associations with officials to give 

                                       
7 Letter from Florence Griswold to Miss Mary Woolley, Peoples Mandate 

Committee Chairman, 13 November 1939, Box 3: Folder 10, Round Table 
Collection.  
 

8 Mrs. Griswold to Mr. Robert Lansing, secretary of state, Washington, 
D.C., 22 May 1918, Box 1: Folder 10, Round Table Collection.  
 

9 Mrs. Griswold to Lois Marchbanks, n.d., Box 2: Folder 9, Round Table 
Collection.  
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legitimacy to their activities and their call for improved relations.  

The women of the Round Table attempted to educate the men from 

both countries about the benefits of goodwill if only through 

mutual cultural understanding.  The Round Table’s successes 

depended greatly on its political associations and networks, which 

illustrated the skills of the leadership and the interest by the State 

Department to encourage such organizations to do the work of 

improving relations.    

Members met twice a month for a luncheon to discuss and 

ask questions about different countries.  One woman or group of 

women were asked to represent a country and to “lose her identity 

as an American and see things through the eyes of her Latin-

American sister,” according to Griswold.10  The women addressed a 

number of issues, including Pan Americanism versus Latin-

Americanism, Relations with Brazil and the United States, Why 

were the U.S. Marines in Haiti, Santa (sic) Domingo and 

Nicaragua?, Laredo’s Experiences in Pan-Americanism, the Monroe 

Doctrine in Latin-America, the Report of the Central-American 

Court of Justice, and the history of the Cinco de Mayo.11   

                                       
10 “Pan American Round Table,” S8 Speeches by Florence Terry 

Griswold, Box 16: Folder 34, n.d., p. 2, Round Table Collection. 
 

11 “Pan-American Round Table Program—1922-1923,” Box 11: Folder 4, 
Round Table Collection.  
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The hope was that promoting positive knowledge of Latin 

America would open the doors to empathy and understanding.  

Members believed that the human tendency to generalize on 

insufficient evidence and judge an entire race based on the actions 

of a few could have tragic consequences.  These expressed 

concerns strongly suggest that the women in the Round Table 

clearly made an effort to walk in the shoes of the “Latin-American 

sister” who lived outside of the United States.  Their Pan 

Americanism, however, focused more on international rather than 

domestic issues, more on relations between nations than between 

Anglos and Mexicans in the United States.  They occasionally 

recognized Mexicans in Texas, although minimally and with some 

prejudice.  Thus, Pan American issues were dealt with in 

connection to other countries, and not with immigrants within the 

U.S.  

Regarding the organization’s declared non-political and non-

sectarian orientation, Griswold often remarked that society had too 

much “Churchanity” and not enough “Christianity.”  She meant 

that people more often followed the dictates of institutions and 

political parties rather than the principle of good will.12  This 

became evident when the United States refused to recognize 

                                       
12 “Address by Florence Griswold in Mexico City,” 7 October 1938, p. 3, 

Box 16: Folder 32, Round Table Collection.  
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Mexican President Obregón.  The organization reached out to 

Mexican women to establish Round Tables in Mexico City, 

presumably to demonstrate by example the kind of amicable 

relations that they wished to see between both governments.  They 

were also obviously building a network that could help them to 

maintain open channels of friendly communication that could 

influence U.S. policy towards Mexico.   

Although Griswold claimed to be non-political and seemed to 

be preoccupied with promoting an accommodationist agenda of 

improved relations, at times she resorted to stronger measures.  

For example, when the President of Mexico sent birthday greetings 

to the German Kaiser in 1939, the organization launched a 

vigorous protest.  The organization also protested when the Texas 

governor suggested intervention into Mexico.13  Griswold also 

helped Congressman Paul Kilday get elected in large part because 

she was vehemently opposed to the other candidate, Maury 

Maverick, the popular new deal figure from San Antonio.  In the 

late 1930s she commented, “I am partially responsible for 

Congressman Kilday being elected as we could not stand Maury 

Maverick and his radicalism.”  Even though Maury Maverick did 

                                       
13 Pan-American Round Table, p. 3-7, Box 16: folder 34; “Resolution 

Regrets Hobby’s Change of Front As to Mexico,” scrapbook, newspaper 
unknown, 1919, Round Table Collection. 
 



 137 

become Mayor of San Antonio, she placed her politics aside to work 

with him.14 

The organization’s annual membership fees in the 1920s 

were $5.00.  They were raised to $10.00 in the thirties in order to 

provide support for the national organization.15  Only the middle to 

upper classes could afford such high fees.  The earnings for a 

Mexican worker averaged $3.50 and 3.75 per week.16  Garment 

workers averaged $3 to $4 per week, part-time domestic workers 

earned $2.50 per week plus carfare and lunches, and salesgirls 

earned about $6 weekly.17  Since the majority of the members 

usually belonged to the more privileged classes, it was not 

uncommon for members to be married to prominent men such as 

Maury Maverick, Paul Kilday, Ignacio Lozano, Alonso Perales, C.K. 

Quinn and other distinguished officials and professionals.18   

                                       
14 Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. William Dunne, 14 March 1939, Box 1: Folder 

17, Round Table Collection. 
 

15 Program of Pan American Conference, San Antonio, Texas, 16-20 
October 1939; Box 10: Folder 6; “Pan American Round Table: Monies received 
by the Treasurer, Mrs. Edward W. Heusinger, For Assessments for April State 
Convention,” 1935-1936, Box 8: Folder 1, Round Table Collection.   
 

16  Handman, “San Antonio: The Old Capital City of Mexican Life and 
Influence,” 165. 

 
17 Selden C. Menefee and Orin C. Cassmore, The Pecan Shellers of San 

Antonio: The Problem of Underpaid and Unemployed Mexican Labor (Washington 
D.C.: Works Project Administration, 1940), 31. 
 

18 Program of Pan American Conference, San Antonio, Texas, 16-20 
October 1939; Box 10: Folder 6; “Pan American Round Table: Monies received 
by the Treasurer, Mrs. Edward W. Heusinger, For Assessments for April State 
Convention,” 1935-1936, Box 8: Folder 1, Round Table Collection.   
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In addition, many of the Pan American Round Table 

meetings and ceremonies were often held at exclusive hotels such 

as the Gunter Hotel or St. Anthony Hotel.  The organization 

incorporated these hotels into their work in other ways.  Griswold, 

for instance, established reading rooms with literature on the 

Americas in the Gunter Hotel.  In 1927 the Gunter Hotel 

acknowledged its association with the Round Table by naming one 

of its rooms the Pan American room or “Sala Pan Americana.”  The 

Pan American room was the only one of its kind outside of 

Washington D.C.19  The St. Anthony Hotel also opened a Pan 

American Reading Room in 1936.  The reading room offered 

literature on Latin America for guests interested on Pan American 

topics.  To maintain the reading room, Griswold asked people to 

become sustaining members with donations of $100.00.20   

The organization established seven chapters throughout 

Texas and one chapter in Mexico City between 1916 and 1937.  

They were located in San Antonio, El Paso, Laredo, Austin, 

                                                                                                         
 

19 Pamphlet, Dedication of the Pan American Room of the Pan American 
Round Table of San Antonio Texas, 15 November 1927, Box: 130;  “Pan-
American Room Outside of Washington Dedicated in San Antonio Tuesday 
Night,” San Antonio Express, n.d., Box 8: Folder 1; “Pan American Round Table: 
Monies received by the Treasurer, Mrs. Edward W. Heusinger, For Assessment,” 
Box 8: Folder 1; Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. Lenor Villegas Magnon from Mrs. 
Griswold, 6 August 1938, Box 2, Folder 8, Round Table Collection. 
 

20 Mrs. Griswold to Mr. Hon. W.B. Tuttle, San Antonio Public Service 
Co., 30 November 1936, Box 3:Folder 5, Round Table Collection. 
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Brownsville, McAllen, and Dallas.  Aside from the chapter in 

Mexico City, another organization affiliated with the Round Table 

was also established in Mexico City.  It was called la Unión 

Femenina Ibero-Americana.  The two organizations were 

established due to disagreements among the women in Mexico 

City.  One was for English speaking women and the other for the 

Spanish speaking.  By 1940, nine chapters had organized in Texas, 

two in Mexico City, including the Unión Femenina Ibero 

Americana.21   

Griswold also spread the gospel of goodwill and mutual 

understanding through her prolific writing that included speeches 

and numerous letters to political officials.  She was a seasoned 

stateswoman who always jumped at every opportunity to promote 

Pan Americanism.  For example, upon finding out that President 

Carranza of Mexico expressed interest in retiring after the end of 

his term, Griswold wrote a personal letter to him.  She 

acknowledged that the United States and Mexico had often been at 

political odds, but that hoped he could express to his people the 

importance of Pan-American fellowship.22 

                                       
21 “The Pan American Woman,” S.8 Speeches, Box 17: Folder 30, n.d., p. 

2; Mrs. Griswold to Mr. Nelson Aldrich Rochefeller, 4 December 1940, Box 2: 
Folder 15, Round Table Collection. 
 

22 Mrs. Griswold to Robert Lansing, Secretary of State, 22 May 1918, Box 
1: Folder 10; Mrs. Griswold to President of the Republic of Mexico, Señor 
Venustiano Carranza, 2 April 1920, Box 1: Folder 10, Round Table Collection.  
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INTERNATIONAL SCOPE 

In the spirit of good neighborliness, the Pan American Round 

Table regularly invited Mexican and American officials to speak at 

banquets and thus contribute to a public discourse on the subject 

of international relations.  The Round Table, for instance, invited 

Mexican political representatives in 1921 to participate in the 

inauguration of Governor Neff.  Always the savvy political and 

social strategist, Griswold organized a banquet and invited 

international and domestic dignitaries to the Gunter Hotel to 

celebrate friendship and reinforce political connections.  Five 

hundred people attended, including the Mayor of San Antonio Sam 

Bell, officials representing President Obregón, and representatives 

from the state of Nuevo León, Tamaulipas and Chihuahua.23  On 

another occasion, Griswold invited Mexican Consuls from 

California and Texas to the Gunter Hotel to discuss commerce and 

to strengthen relations between the United States and Mexico.  On 

this occasion, Griswold noted that American women wanted to 

work with Mexican women.  Cordiality and equality would unite 

both governments as well as promote mutual business interests.  

In attendance were Sam Bell, Mr. Morris Stern, President of the 

Chamber of commerce in San Antonio, T.U. Purcell, Director of 

                                       
23 “Mexicanos y americanos se estrecharon ayer en un abrazo fraternal 

en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 18 January 1921, 1, 8.  
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Mexican Trade Bureau, Dr. J.M. Soriano, Lozano, Federico Allen 

Hinojosa, Chief of Editor of La Prensa, and Jesus Franco, an 

official affiliated with the Mexican Consulate in San Antonio. 24 

To reciprocate the Round Table’s gesture, the Federated 

Chambers of Commerce in Mexico extended an invitation to the 

Round tables to a conference in Mexico City.  Through the mutual 

cooperation of María Luisa Garza, future President of Cruz Azul, 

and President Obregón’s wife, transportation was provided for 

twenty-two women representatives of the organization.  The train 

took them to Mexico City, along with other officials from Laredo, 

Texas to Mexico City.  According to Griswold, “For the first time in 

the history of that country American women participated in the 

exercises which (sic) was formerly opened by the President, 

General Alvaro Obregón, who requested that a committee from the 

Round Tables sit on the platform with him and other dignitaries.”  

Griswold was greeted with a “rousing ovation” and President 

Obregón “lauded the spirit of the organization and said that his 

was the first body of Americans that had come to Mexico with their 

hearts in their hands.”  According to a letter to the editor of the 

                                       
24 “Se abogo por una alianza de México y Estados Unidos, en el banquete 

de la pan american round table,” La Prensa, 12 April 1921, 1, 5. 
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San Antonio Light, Griswold was the first American woman to 

address this Mexican conference. 25   

While the organization was promoting good neighborliness in 

establishing important organizational ties in Mexico and at home, 

the Round Table found itself embroiled in an unexpected firestorm.  

The local papers initiated the crisis.  Upon returning from the 

Mexico City conference, the San Antonio Light and the San Antonio 

Express criticized the group for their political activities in Mexico.  

One critic complained that the organization had recognized 

President Obregón’s government when the United States 

government had not officially acknowledged his administration. 

Another critic admonished the women for asking the President of 

Mexico to arrange for their transportation.  The women responded 

that they sought a better understanding between the two nations 

and that the organization never asked for transportation support.  

María Luisa Garza, a Mexican journalist in San Antonio, had 

coordinated the transportation plans with President Obregón’s 

                                       
25 “La delegación de la pan-american round table,” La Prensa, 15 June 

1921, 1; “La delegación de San Antonio al congreso de comercio en México 
tendra extraordinaria fuerza moral,” La Prensa, 16 May 1921, 1; “Outline of Pan 
American Activities Under Direction of Pan Amercian Round Table of San 
Antonio, TX, 1916-1936”, n.d., Box 1: Folder 3; “Four Members Resign from 
Pan-American,” San Antonio Express, 10 July 1921, p. 10-A;  Editorial, “Deny 
Pan American Friction,” San Antonio Light, 10 July 1921; “Texas Woman Tells 
Mexico of Ideals,” Dallas News, 1921, n.d. n. pg. And “Facts and Fancies About 
People at Home and Abroad,” unknown newspaper clipping, Box 130, Round 
Table Collection.  
 



 143 

wife. 26  Despite the sensible explanations on the planning of the 

trip, it was obvious that the Round Table had exceeded its non-

political claims.  The crisis also demonstrated that the organization 

had its critics and the good neighborliness had its limits.27 

Operating within these limits, on the other hand, could bring 

the organization credit for improving social and diplomatic 

relations.  This was no more evident than when members like 

Griswold promoted good-will in gendered terms and received praise 

from key members like Mrs. Alicia Lozano, Ignacio’s wife.  She 

wrote Griswold a poem in Spanish called “The Love of Country” in 

appreciation for everything that she had done to foster 

understanding.  According to Lozano, a child asks his mother the 

meaning of fatherland.  The mother explains that the fatherland 

“nourishes protects, cherishes, and loves her children.”  Suddenly 

the child utters, “Oh, mother you are my fatherland.”28  In this 

poem Mrs. Lozano expressed, in part, Griswold’s vision that women 

are responsible for nourishing the citizens of tomorrow.  Griswold 

admitted that the “man is the brain,” but women are the “heart of 

humanity.”  In the same breath, Griswold called men fools for 
                                       

26 “Four Members Resign from Pan-American,” San Antonio Express, 10 
July 1921, 10-A; “Deny Pan American Friction,” editorial, San Antonio Light, 10 
July 1921.  
 

27 Ibid. 
 
28 Mrs. Lozano to Florence Griswold, circa 1921, RG: 3; Box 130, 

Scrapbook, 1916-1941, Round Table Collection. 
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thinking that they are the only ones who have made history 

because the “names of the foremothers will be written too.”29 

Round Table members believed that women were central to 

the project of improving relations with Mexico.  They held that 

American and Mexican mothers tended to raise culturally sensitive 

children who were inclined towards mutual respect.  In Griswold’s 

speech to the Federated Chamber of Commerce, the San Antonio 

Chamber of Commerce, local businessmen, and media 

representatives at the Gunter Hotel, she emphasized that women 

had a major responsibility to produce good citizens.  She added,  

We would like to unite with the Mexican woman so that we 
can be close, so that mother, and sisters, and wives are 
united with the women of this country, since the day that 
the Mexican mother teach their young children to respect 
and love the United States flag, and the mothers from this 
country teach their children to love and respect Mexico’s flag 
it will be on that day when both people will be saved and 
strongly united because a generation has nurtured from the 
warmth of the cradle a love towards their sisters in the 
neighboring county, with the kisses from their mothers who 
taught them to respect and venerate the flag from both sister 
republics.30 

                                       
29 “Pan-American Round Table,” Speech by Mrs. Griswold, Box 

16:Frolder 34, pg. 4, Round Table Collection. 
 

30 “Fue agasajada la delegación mexicana en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 17 
April 1921, 1, 7. “Queremos unirnos a la mujer mexicana para estar cerca de 
ellas, para que las madres, y las hermanas y las esposas esten unidas con las de 
este pais, pues el dia que las madres de mexico enseñen a sus tiernos hijos a 
respetar y a querer a la bandera de los Estados Unidos, y las madres de este 
pais enseñen a los suyos a querer a respetar la bandera de México, ese dia los 
pueblos estarán salvados y unidos fuertemente, porque habrá una generación 
que nutrio su amor a los hermanos de las republicas vecinas en el calor de la 
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The Round Table worked hard to weave good relations with the 

sisters from the South, and the women of Mexico strove towards 

similar ideals.  To work closer with Mexican women, Griswold 

planned on establishing a Club de Damas Mexicanas to pursue the 

ideals of unity and harmony.31  

Griswold’s speech on the cult of motherhood and 

womanhood yielded praise especially from Enrique Ruiz, the 

Mexican Consul of San Antonio.  He believed that women’s role 

were as cultural producers and soldiers of peace.  The domestic 

sphere belonged to the woman, there she taught her children good 

Christian values and respect for others.  Ruiz expressed distress 

because Griswold, an Anglo American woman, in his opinion, had 

shown more interest in unifying the Mexican colonia than Mexican 

women.32   

The praise directed at the Round Table contrasted with the 

critique that some men leveled against Mexican women, suggesting 

a lack of proportion in assessing women’s work in the community.  

This was evident in a critique that The Herald of Mexico leveled 

against Mexican women.  The newspaper praised Griswold and 

                                                                                                         
cuna, con los besos de sus madres que les enseñaron a venerar y respetar 
también las banderas de las dos repbúlicas hermanas.”  
 

31 “La Union de toda la colonia en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 7 May 1921, 
1. 
 

32 Ibid. 
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declared that Mexican women had not reached the level of dignity, 

independence, and altruism evident among Anglo women.  The 

Herald stated that “our women have much to learn from their 

friends from the North, the high concept of dignity and 

independence that these women enjoy, their capacity to self-

sustain their enthusiasm and interest for altruistic ideas which are 

grandeur moral elements.”33   

The critique was unfair, especially if one considers the 

Mexican women from San Antonio.  Mexican women were already 

active in the community organizations like the in Cruz Azul and 

mutual aid organizations, such as the Beneficiencia Mexicana.34  

The newspaper editor may have been more concerned about seeing 

women involved in improving relations between the United States 

and Mexico rather than in assuming responsibility over the needy 

in their community.  The majority of the Mexican women’s 

organizations, civic and charitable in nature, during this time were 

more community oriented than international in scope.   

                                       
33 “La union de toda la colonia en San Antonio,” La Prensa, 7 May 1921, 

1, 5.  Article taken from El Heraldo de Mexico and reprinted in “La unión de 
México y Estados Unidos mediante el intercambio femenino,” 8 May 1921, La 
Prensa, 3. “nuestras mujeres tienen mucho que aprender de sus amigas del 
Norte, El alto concepto de dignidad e independencia de que éstas disfrutan, su 
cadencia de que éstas disfrutan, su capacidad de sostenimiento propio su 
entussiasmo e interés por las ideas altruistas, son elementos de grandeza 
moral....” 
 

34 Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 187-193.  
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Griswold often stated that she wished to labor in the 

Republic of Mexico to reach Mexican women.  Griswold felt 

strongly about breaking the barriers of misunderstanding that had 

historically kept these two countries divided politically, 

philosophically, and economically.  By using the Round Table as a 

platform to improve understandings, Griswold was ahead of her 

time, especially considering the turbulent history of war, 

colonization, and racial and cultural adversity that characterized 

relations.35   

Several people, however, criticized Griswold for her 

international focus.  Pauline Kibbe, a journalist and scholar who 

wrote a monograph on Latin Americans in Texas, stressed that 

civic organizations played an important role in promoting 

understanding and eliminating prejudice.  She, however, faulted 

the Round Table for its international emphasis and for 

disregarding the Mexican community in Texas.36  Echoing similar 

sentiments, Alonso Perales, a civil rights attorney and diplomat, 

wrote to Griswold in 1935 with an attached a letter he had written 

to Lyndon B. Johnson, Director of the National Youth 

Administration, protesting the segregation of Anglo-Americans and 

                                       
35 “Se abogo por una alianza de México y Estados Unidos, en el banquete 

de la pan american round table,” La Prensa, 12 April 1921, 1, 5. 
 

36 Pauline Kibbe, Latin Americans in Texas (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1946), 263.  
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Mexican youth camps for women in San Antonio.  Perales informed 

Mr. Johnson that segregation would cause more harm than good.  

He recommended that one “good” camp was necessary,  

where the members of our two great Races may mingle and 
fraternize freely without discrimination of any sort; thus, 
symbolizing the love, friendship and understanding which 
for good and weighty reasons should characterize the 
Mexican and Anglo-American inhabitants of our beloved 
State of Texas.37 

Perales proposed to Griswold that if her organization was to be 

“crowned” a success that, “you ladies would do well to exert your 

powerful influence on behalf of a better understanding between our 

two great Races in our own country.”38  Perales further stated that 

if the Pan American spirit prevailed at home, and that if Pan 

Americanism succeeded abroad, yet failed at home, it would be 

nothing less than embarrassing.  Griswold’s reply is not known.  

In 1939, several years after Perales had criticized Griswold 

for neglecting race relations at home, Griswold expressed concern 

over the issue.  This suggests that Kibbe, Perales and others may 

have influenced a new direction in the work of the Round Table.  In 

a letter to Miss Mary Woolley, Chairman of Peoples Mandate 

Committee, Griswold said she “found” that there was “a lack of 

                                       
37 Alonso Perales to Mrs. Griswold, 27 August 1935, with the following 

attached letter to Honorable Lyndon B. Johnson, National youth Administration 
Director for Texas, from Alonso Perales, Chairman, educational committee, 
council no. 16 of LULAC, 27 August 1935, Box 2: Folder 13, Round Table 
Collection.  
 

38  Ibid. 
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tolerance in our own country against the Latin-Americans,” which 

could be “done away with by bringing together the Latin-Americans 

in the community to break bread with those in charge of Pan 

American work.”  She proudly informed Woolley that they were the 

first organization in the state of Texas to “break bread with the 

Mexican women.”  In addition, Mrs. Griswold emphasized that 

Mexicans are entitled to their opinion just as “we are entitled to 

ours.”39 

After 1921, the Round Table endeavored to include Mexican 

women from Mexico at conferences in the United States even 

though Mexico’s President had not yet obtained recognition.  The 

organization also helped the League of Women Voters secure 

Mexican representation at the Pan American Conference in 

Baltimore in 1922.  Approximately six delegates attended the 

conference.   Elena Torres, President of the Mexican delegation 

spoke eloquently about the issues that she would present at the 

conference.  Torres bitterly disagreed with the negative manner in 

which the American public portrayed the Mexican Indian.  She 

said, “we are going to say the truth to the Americans and tell them 

that these Indians…who cover their head with a palm hat, have 

                                       
39 The People’s Mandate Committee worked towards Inter-American 

Peace.  Mrs. Griswold to Miss Mary Woolley, Peoples Mandate Committee 
Chairman, 13 November 1939, Box 3: Folder 10, Round Table Collection. 
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desires for self improvement.”40  María Luisa Garza “Loreley”, one 

of the few Mexicana journalists in San Antonio and President of 

Cruz Azul in 1922 also attended the conference as a representative 

of both the State of Tamaulipas and La Prensa.41 

ACTIVITIES IN THE COLONIA 

Despite the criticisms that Griswold received regarding the 

organization’s lack of attention to the local Mexican community, 

some women from Mexico also expressed their respect for her 

unselfish dedication to improving race relations.  For example, 

Mrs. Rosa de Castañeda from Mexico City dedicated her 

unpublished novel, Rancho Estradeño, to Griswold in gratitude for 

her work with the “peons.”  Castañeda thanked her for helping 

many Mexicans, who crossed into the United States only to be 

persecuted, for they “ignore the laws, ignore the language.”  She 

was especially grateful that Griswold fought to save a Mexican from 

the electric chair.42  Criticisms at home, however, continued.  

By 1936, Alonso Perales again felt compelled to broach the 

issue with Griswold concerning Anglo American abuses of 

                                       
40 “Outline of Pan American Activities Under Direction of Pan American 

Round Table of San Antonio, TX, 1916-1936”, n.d., Box 1: Folder 3, Round 
Table Collection. 
 

41 “Los Trabajos de la Pan American Round Table de San Antonio, 
Texas,” n.d., scrapbook, B: 130, Round Table Collection.  
 

42 Mrs. Rosa de Castañeda to Mrs. Griswold, 22 December 1938, Box 4: 
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Mexicans in the United States.  He spoke to community 

organizations, such as the Round Table, the Rotary, the Lions, and 

the Kiwanis Clubs, and Chamber of Commerce groups that 

declared an interest in promoting improved understanding between 

the peoples of Mexico and the United States.  Perales illustrated 

how Anglo-Americans frequently committed crimes against 

Mexicans resulting in injury and even murder.  He identified Anglo 

American farmers who cheated Mexican farmers out of their share 

of crops by running them off their property for the slightest reason, 

or by giving them a minimal share of the proceeds.  As an attorney, 

Perales acknowledged that Mexicans could defend themselves by 

bringing their cases to the courts, however, he argued that racial 

prejudice had influenced public opinion to such an extent that the 

Mexican, rather than the Anglo, was usually declared guilty.  To 

this end, Perales called upon the organizations to change public 

opinion and remedy the racial conflict.  “The situation being what 

it is,” Perales said “there is only one practical remedy and that is to 

change public opinion: that is, to create a sympathetic 

understanding in the minds and hearts of our Anglo-American 

fellow-citizens of Texas toward the Mexican.”  Again, he stated, 

that international good will could only succeed with good will at 

home.43 

                                       
43 Alonso Perales’ speech to the Texas Pan American Round Tables, 
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Sounding like Griswold, Perales invited everyone to open 

their eyes, minds, and hearts in empathizing with Mexicans in 

Texas.  At the end of his speech, Perales left the leaders in the 

audience with a call to arms that “the time had come for the real 

Anglo-American friends of the Mexican people in Texas to come out 

and openly demand and insist that justice be done to the Mexican: 

that he be treated like a human being and not like a slave and an 

outcast.  We need many defenders of Anglo-American descent.”44 

Although the Round Table’s work among Mexicans in the 

United States was not as fruitful and did not receive the 

widespread attention as their international efforts, they were aware 

of the Mexicans living among them.  Griswold viewed immigrants 

as temporarily displaced and she welcomed everyone to the United 

States regardless of class, political refugee status, creed and 

politics.  According to her,    

all we knew was that the Mexicans within our gates were in 
distress and we gave such aid as we could, believing that 
their own troubles would soon be adjusted and they would 
come back to their native land with a broader and better 
understanding of Pan-Americanism as exemplified by us.45   

                                                                                                         
Rotary, Lions and Kiwanis clubs, Chambers of Commerce and all other 
organizations interested in promoting good will and cooperation between the 
peoples of Mexico and the United States,” 1 May 1936, San Antonio, TX, pgs. 1-
2, Box 2: Folder 13, Round Table Collection.  
 

44 Ibid. 
 

45 “Pan American Round Table,” n.d., pg. 6, Box 16: Folder 34, Round 
Table Collection. 
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The type of aid rendered to the “Mexican within our gates” by 

the Round Table is unclear.  Clearly, it did not involve the type of 

care that Mexican organizations like the Cruz Azul offered their 

community, especially during the critical periods of the 1910s and 

1920s when large numbers of Mexicans left their homeland to 

escape the violence of the Revolution and the economic uncertainty 

of the post-Revolution period.  Throughout this turbulent period in 

Mexico, Griswold dedicated her efforts to establishing amicable 

relations with the Presidents and with the Mexican women.46   

Griswold’s vision was the following: 

(She) saw the men and women of Mexico, who had been 
living in my country for the last few years lay aside prejudice 
and political differences, and with glad faces and hope in 
their breast, approached the Rio Grande; when they reached 
the port of entry for a moment they faltered, as timid 
children; then with a look of determination and love, they 
boldly stepped across and said:--“I will return, she is my 
country, my native land, my Mexico. I love her and there is 
no sacrifice too great, nothing that I will not endure; I will 
stand privation and toil, anything to bring peace and 
prosperity to my native land.47   

The Round Table’s domestic influence in the Mexican San 

Antonio community lacked in vigor and dedication, but made up 

for in hope and mission.  People believed in Griswold’s influence 

and held her in high esteem because of her vision to create better 

                                       
46 Ibid., 9. 

 
47 Ibid., 9. 
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understanding in the Americas.  Not many people at the time 

would have made themselves as vulnerable as Griswold often did. 

CULTURAL AND FUNDRAISING ACTIVITIES 

The Round Table regularly celebrated events important to 

both Mexico and the United States and in doing so embraced an 

inclusive racial vision.  For example, they celebrated events such 

as “cinco de mayo,” in honor of the victorious Mexican battle 

against the French, and Christopher Columbus day.  Usually 

dignitaries, community leaders and people of the middle to upper 

classes were invited.  Most events were held at the exclusive 

Gunter Hotel.  Governor Neff, Mrs. Clara Driscoll, one of the 

women credited with saving the Alamo from destruction, and Dr. 

Max Handman, a professor from the University of Texas at Austin, 

were invited on one occasion.48  Five governors of Mexico and two 

General Consuls attended the celebration honoring Columbus.  

The event ended with a visit to Fort Sam Houston.49  

The Round Table regularly donated money to fund-raising 

activities and participated in local celebrations.  The Round Table 

donated $17.00 to the Cruz Azul’s Tag Day, a city designated fund-

raising day for charitable organizations in San Antonio.  A total of 

                                       
48 “Pan American Luncheon,” San Antonio Express, 5 May 1923, 8.  

 
49 “Program honoring Christofor Columbus,” 16 October 1932, Box 10: 

Folder 6, Round Table Collection. 
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$246.29 was raised.50  In addition, Griswold participated in the 

inauguration of Cruz Azul’s public clinic.51  The organization also 

raised funds to promote Mexican and Latin American leaders and 

culture by securing the Monte Albán collection and by collecting 

books for the Pan American library located in the St. Anthony 

Hotel.52   

The organization continuously raised funds in San Antonio 

for needy Mexican children.  They welcomed cash, shoes, clothes, 

and jackets.  For the Christmas holidays they collected toys for the 

children.  It was unclear whether the charitable items were 

donated to the Mexican children in Mexico or to those in San 

Antonio.53  Pan American members also collected clothes and 

bedding for the storm victims in Tampico, Mexico.  A relief 

headquarters was established at 902 West Houston St. to receive 

donations and a designated committee solicited funds from 

department stores such as Woolworth’s and Kress.  The Missouri 

                                       
50 “A $246.29 ascendio la cantidad colectada en el ‘tag day’ de la cruz 

azul,” La Prensa, 7 May 1925, 8. 
 
51“Se inauguro anoche la clinica publica de la cruz azul mexican,” La 

Prensa, 1 June 1925, 1.  
 

52 Mrs. Griswold to Honorable W.B. Tuttle, San Antonio Public Service 
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1920, 1; “Importante reunion de damas,” La Prensa, 20 December 1927, 1, 10.  
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Pacific Railway cooperated by transporting the boxes of donations 

to the border at no cost, and the Mexican consul saw that the 

boxes reached Tampico.54 

The San Antonio Pan American organization also encouraged 

cultural awareness.  For instance, the Round Table secured the 

Monte Albán collection of jewels for an exhibit at the Witte 

Museum in San Antonio.  Monte Alban, located in Oaxaca, Mexico, 

was considered one of the few intact examples of Zapotec 

architecture. 55  The Round Table also erected a bronze marker on 

the international bridge of Laredo in 1935, known as the Pan 

American Highway.  Another marker was later placed at the border 

between Brownsville, Texas and Matamoros, Mexico.  The marker 

symbolized the “spirit of lighting the way toward true 

understanding” for both races.56  The marker had the following 

inscription: “to the women of the Western Hemisphere in the spirit 

of lighting the way for true understanding.”  The following Spanish 

inscription was also suggested:  “Erigido por las Mesas Redondas 

                                       
54  Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. Chase, 30 September 1933, with enclosed 

newspaper clipping, “Round Table Aids Tampico Victims,” n.d., newspaper 
unknown, Box 1: Folder 16, Round Table Collection.  
 

55 Mrs. Griswold to Mr. W.B. Tuttle, 12 September 1933, Box 3: Folder 5; 
“Monte Albán Exhibit, Minutes—Pan American Committee,” September  9, 1933, 
Witte Museum, San Antonio, Texas, Box 9: Folder 24, Round Table Collection.  
 

56 Mrs. Griswold to Senator Hon. Morris Sheppard, 7 December 1934, 
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Pan Americanas, 1916-1934.  A Iniciativa de las Directoras 

Regionales de los Estados Unidos y Mexico.”57 

A look at the Round Table’s cultural and fundraising 

activities highlights the women’s goal to bridge the cultural gap in 

San Antonio between racial groups.  They regularly held discussion 

groups and celebrations to make people aware of the vast and rich 

history in the Americas.  

RELATIONS WITH MEXICANS AT HOME 

San Antonio’s racial politics were similar to those around the 

nation, but the city was unlike other places as it had one of the 

largest concentrations of Mexicans during the early 1900s.  

Mexicans and Anglo-Americans had learned to live side by side 

within their segregated neighborhoods even though they had a 

history of conflict.  The general perception was that the Round 

Table sought better relations between both Mexico and the United 

States by using their political and social influence.  Members 

understood that race relations were fragile and they struggled to 

mend the ties.  One of the underlying questions in this chapter has 

been how the Round Table members viewed Mexicans in San 

Antonio?  According to Madeline Clark, the Pan American Round 
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Table viewed the “Spanish-American girl of the public school class” 

as generally achieving a goal that would maintain a rather low 

standard of living.  Her “language handicap and her emotional and 

temperamental instability” were offered as the only discernible 

reasons for her sub par achievement.58    

After War World I, Griswold assessed relations between the 

United States and Mexico.  She described the United States as a 

“great, rich, strong, well organized, well governed, with such a 

formidable power of expansion.”  She also described Mexico as 

having “natural resources, is undoubtedly socially poor, weak, 

badly organized, not educated, sensitive and fearful.”59  For a 

Round Table leader, Griswold constructed a duality predicated on 

dominant vs. subordinate notions between neighborly nations.  

She understood the dichotomous relationship to have produced a 

“weak” race who felt “themselves victims of the strong, mistaking 

the measure of their fears and of the evils which creat (sic) them.  

The Mexicans, through this conditions (sic) believe themselves 

wronged.  There the reason of a visible bad will towards the U.S.”60  

Yet she foresaw the codependence of both nations.  The United 
                                       

58 Madeline Clark, “A Preliminary Survey of the Employment Possibilities 
of the Spanish-American Girls Receiving Commercial Training in the San 
Antonio Secondary Schools” (Master’s Thesis, University of Texas, 1936), 23, 74.  
 

59 “Mexico & the United States,” Speeches, 1922, pg. 1-3, Box 16; Folder 
29, Round Table Collection.  
 

60 Ibid., 3. 
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States was clearly present in Mexico’s destiny and Mexico was a 

key element in the United States’ political world.  Perhaps Griswold 

understood the racial implications of working together within the 

American continent because otherwise too much apathy and 

adversity could lead to potential conflicts.  

In 1924, the Round Table announced that several Mexican 

women would become members of their organization.  It was not 

customary for the organization to publicly announce new 

members.   The organization probably wanted to show diversity 

within its ranks.  The majority of the members were generally 

upper middle to upper class Anglo-American women.  In 1924, the 

organization had a membership of twenty-two women representing 

twenty-two countries, an associate membership of thirty: fifteen 

native born American women, and fifteen Mexican women.61  

Fourteen years after the Latino youth organization had 

suggested that Anglo-American women promote the use of the 

Spanish language, the Round Table suggested legislation to have 

Spanish taught in all public schools throughout the state of 

Texas.62  The outcome of the legislation is unknown.  Griswold was 

interested in seeing Spanish taught in the public schools in the 
                                       

61 “Mexican Women Made Members of Round Table,” San Antonio 
Express, 4 March 1924, p. 10; “Pan-American Round Table,” pg. 2, Box 16: 
Folder 34, Round Table Collection.  
 

62 Minutes or informational sheet of PART—circa 1935 or 1936, Box 1: 
Folder 15, Round Table Collection.  
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third or forth grades.  She believed that language was the “dividing 

line between nations.”63  Contrary to criticism that Griswold and 

the Round Table did little within the domestic sphere, Griswold’s 

determination to require the Spanish language in the public 

schools demonstrated her acceptance of a dual language society in 

the U.S. 

Apparently, Griswold also had to resolve disagreements 

between Anglo American and Mexican women living in Mexico City.  

The Anglo-American members of the Pan American Round Table in 

Mexico City (known as la Mesa Redonda Panamericana de la 

Ciudad de Mexico) complained to Griswold of their difficulty in 

working with Mexican women in the same city.  The Mexican 

women seceded from the Round Table in Mexico because the 

meetings were held in English and most Mexicanas did not speak 

the language.  As a result, the Mexican women formed their own 

Mexican section, which caused friction with the Anglo-American 

members.  In 1935, Mrs. J. Walter Christie, representing the 

Anglo-American Round Table in Mexico City, wrote that they had 

the sole right to represent the Round Table in Mexico City because 

they had registered the organization first.   In a threatening tone, 

Christie declared “we must be advised of any meetings 

                                       
63 Mrs. Griswold to Miss Mabel Vernon, Director Peoples Mandate 

Committee Hay Adams House, 10 May 1939, Box 3: Folder 9, Round Table 
Collection.  
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held…otherwise we have the right to proceed legally against any 

person or group of persons who, without our consent, should 

attempt to organize under our name.”64  The seceding Mexican 

section, thus, resolved to form a Mexican branch called the Unión 

Femenina Ibero-Americana, breaking completely away from the 

Round Table.  After talking to both sides, Griswold concluded that 

the Anglo American ladies “failed to grasp the true meaning of Pan 

Americanism.”65  M.C. Gonzalez attempted to mediate the problem 

between the Mexican and Anglo-American women, but the damage 

had already been done.  Reconciliation was impossible.  Gonzalez 

recommended that the Pan American activities in Mexico should 

still be carried out regardless of the conflict especially since 

prejudice continued to exist between the Latin-American people 

and the Anglo-Americans.66  Griswold decided to accept both the 

Anglo American Pan American Round Table and the Mexican 

Unión Femenina Ibero-Americana in Mexico City as part of the 

larger organization headquartered in San Antonio.  Actually, 

                                       
64 Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. Walter Christie, 16 November 1935, Box 5: 

Folder 9, Round Table Collection.  
 

65 Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. Luz G. Cosio de Lopez, 6 December 1935, Box 
5; Folder 9, Round Table Collection.  
 

66 M.C. González to Mrs. Griswold, 24 November 1936, Box 1: Folder 21; 
Luz G. Cosio de Lopez, Union Femenina Ibero-Americana, to Mrs. Griswold, 6 
April 1936, Box 5: Folder 10; Luz G. Cosio de Lopez to Mrs. Griswold, 12 
December 1937, Box 5: Folder 11; Mrs. Griswold to Mrs. Clark Stern, 8 
December 1938, Box 3: Folder 4, Round Table Collection.  
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Griswold wrestled with a number of obstacles to keep the Mexican 

branch in the organization, even if it alienated the Anglo-American 

branch in Mexico City.67 

 CONCLUSION 

The Pan America Round Table’s efforts were extensive and 

influential.  Round Tables chapters were established throughout 

Texas and Mexico City and many prominent women participated as 

members and supporters.  Clearly, the Round Table became the 

voice for many women who sought better relations in the Western 

Hemisphere, especially since the politicians across the American 

continent had created a history of apathy and distrust.  Women 

like Griswold were dedicated to their mission of promoting 

understanding.  They represented the true Pan American spirit of 

mutuality and reciprocity.  

The Round Table had some success in the international 

arena but fell short of its goals locally.  By focusing on 

international matters, the Round Table neglected domestic issues 

on race relations.  This silence was uncommon for an organization 

that was quick with its responses and skilled in using the 

newspapers as a vehicle to defend itself and promote its ideals.  

The members understood that Mexican immigrants in San Antonio 

                                       
67 Griswold to Mrs. Lopez, 6 December 1935. Box 5: Folder 9, Round 

Table Collection. 
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were experiencing discrimination.  Why then did the Round Table 

not do more to promote racial understanding in the United States?  

The members may have seen Mexicans as a primarily immigrant 

community that was going to be in San Antonio temporarily and 

that they would eventually return to Mexico.  Or perhaps they 

believed that Pan Americanism only applied to relations between 

countries and not within the U.S.  At any rate, the Round Table 

failed to promote better relations in the United States between 

Mexicans and Anglo-Americans.  

Aside from the organization’s shortcomings on race relations 

in San Antonio, the Round Table did set an example on working 

with women from different racial groups.  Mexican and Anglo 

women were part of the organization.  The Round Table also 

regularly donated funds to organizations such as the Cruz Azul.  

Griswold, in particular, made an effort to work with Mexicans in 

San Antonio.  Most importantly, she was ahead of her time in 

embracing racial difference within her own organization.  
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Chapter VI:  Racialized Faith-Based Charitable 
Organizations 

This chapter examines faith-based organizations, their work 

in assisting people from different ethnoracial groups, and their 

methods of dealing with race relations in San Antonio.  This 

chapter also seeks to demonstrate that religious organizations 

conformed to the popular racial norms in society.  Religious 

organizations adhered to the racial standards of the day even if 

this was inconvenient.   

Often, Protestants and Catholics established two or three 

organizations and Temples/Churches that catered to Whites, 

Blacks, and Mexicans.  Church leaders may have offered sensible 

or practical reasons for separating the races, but they did it 

nevertheless.  Archbishop Drossaerts, for instance, deeply 

regretted that racial prejudice had pressured the Catholic 

Archdiocese into building two Churches in the same locality, one 

for the American “White” Catholics and the other for the Mexicans.  

A missionary, on the other hand, described the situation blithely 

as having “an American church for the White people and a mission 
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church for the Helots, the Pariahs of the community, our poor 

Mexican Catholic people and their little ones."1  

Despite the internalization of current racial norms, some 

Mexican and White religious organizations exercised goodwill 

towards each other.  At the same time, however, they generally 

excluded Blacks.  If and when organizations served Blacks, they 

usually attended to them in separate facilities.  The YWCA, for 

instance, provided separate quarters for them.  Often organizations 

having a health component usually offered racially separate 

facilities.  In his study of the African American community in San 

Antonio, Kenneth Mason concluded that established segregation 

practices "complimented mutual desires to achieve ‘good race 

relations.’"  Segregation and social control allowed both Blacks and 

Whites to maintain good relations.  Whites exercised paternal 

behavior and Blacks were expected to accommodate to the 

situation.2   The same could not be said of the Mexicans.  Having 

one of the largest populations in San Antonio and considering their 

regional history, some Mexicans refused to accommodate (see Cruz 

Azul).  

                                       
1 Most Rev. Arthur J. Drossaerts, “The Children of Guadalupe,” 

Extension Magazine 32:5 (October 1937): 3-4, 33-34; Blackwelder, Women of the 
Depression, 112.  
 

2 Mason, African Americans and Race Relations in San Antonio, 165.  
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According to Richard García and Mason, the Black 

community in San Antonio had a more extensive professional 

leadership and lived better there than in any other city in the 

South.  The Mexican community, on the other hand, trailed Blacks 

in San Antonio because of the following reasons: social differences, 

larger population, lack of education and of political knowledge.3  

The Black community was fairly self-sustaining and economically 

better off than the Mexican community due primarily to the 

leadership of Charlie Bellinger, a political machine boss in the 

Black community.  Bellinger’s political clout afforded the Black 

community few perks, such as paved streets, sewer connections, 

schools, parks, firehouses, a library and an auditorium.4  Angela 

Chappelle reported in her study of local welfare work in religious 

organizations that even though only 42% of the Black population 

was involved with the church, they accomplished far more than the 

Mexican groups in terms of welfare.  She assessed that "all Negro 

congregations" practiced social welfare compared to only one-half 

of the Mexican groups.  Chappell attributed this to the Mexican 

                                       
3 García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class, 211 and Mason, 

African Americans and Race Relations in San Antonio. 
 

4 García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class, 211.  
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standard of living which was too low "to enable them to care for 

their own people."5   

San Antonio was the only large city in Texas that did not 

dispense direct relief.  City officials contended that a charter 

limitation prevented them from distributing aid.  In addition, they 

wanted to avoid a potential lawsuit.6  Thus, community and 

religious organizations established a community chest fund to 

centralize fund-raising activities and equitably distribute funds to 

charitable organizations.  Community chests were not uncommon 

in the 1920s.  Los Angeles also had one.7  Community chests were 

created for two reasons:  1) keeping faith with the agencies that 

had entered the community chest movement, and 2) promising the 

public that the chest would prevent frequent fund-raising drives by 

single agencies that have been inefficiently run.  Approximately 

thirty-five charitable and welfare agencies participated in the Chest 

movement.8  Cruz Azul, YWCA, the Catholic Ladies Organizations 

were three of many charitable organizations who participated.  

Unfortunately, the community chest was short lived in the twenties 
                                       

5 Angela Marie Chappelle, “Local Welfare Work of Religious Organizations 
in San Antonio, Texas” (Master’s Thesis, University of Texas, 1939), 21-22. 
 

6 Shapiro, “The Workers of San Antonio, Texas,” 240.  
 

7 Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American,  212.  
 

8 “Community Chest Operation Assured; Soliciting Funds Closed with 
Report Monday,” San Antonio Express, 2 March 1926, p. 7; “Sera fundada en 
San Antonio una sociedad filantropica,” La Prensa, 25 January 1925, 1.  
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because of lack of support from the city.  Individual organizations 

had to compete for funding for their charitable works.  

Community organizations with strong religious leanings 

accepted the moral responsibility of helping the poor and 

unemployed.  Christian values guided their good acts.  Thus, 

although religious organizations closely resembled other civic and 

charitable organizations in practice and in philosophy, they 

differed because of religious affiliation and institutional support.  

For example, to conform with the separation of church and state 

requirements, the Cruz Azul’s and Pan American Round Table’s 

(see chapters IV and V) missions frequently emphasized their non-

sectarian and non-denomination status.  In the early nineteen 

hundreds, Mexico experienced the Cristero Movement, which shut 

down Churches and expelled many clergy from the country.  Many 

of these clergymen ended up in San Antonio.  Thus, religious 

organizations in San Antonio took a renewed interest in 

proselytizing and acculturating Mexicans through acts of good will. 

Religious organizations were usually sustained by an 

organized institution, such as the Catholic, Presbyterian, 

Methodist, and Baptist churches as well as by their respective 

congregation and other charitable organizations.  Their activities 

typically carried an explicit religious message.      
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Mexicans and Mexican Americans were often on the 

receiving end of these acts of good will in San Antonio, as they 

overwhelmingly represented the unemployed, indigent, and the 

“less fortunate.”  San Antonio became the hub for seasonally 

unemployed Mexicans returning from their temporary field jobs in 

the Midwest and throughout Texas, giving it the largest 

concentration of Mexicans in the 1920s.  Compared to Anglo-

Americans and Blacks, Mexicans had the highest mortality and 

tuberculosis rates.  They were a reliable and cheap labor force 

which agribusiness heavily recruited not only in Mexico, but 

throughout Texas as well.  Yet these same farmers washed their 

hands of any responsibility for the laborers during recessions or at 

the end of seasonal work.  As a result, many Mexicans found 

themselves seeking sanctuary in the nearest city with a 

sympathetic population.   

Most primary documents indicate a strong presence of 

charitable work in the Mexican community.  Blacks were still in 

the minority in San Antonio and they were also better off 

economically.  They had the support of their political machine 

leader as discussed earlier.   
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CHRISTIAN SOCIAL CENTERS 

Linna Bressette, who conducted a survey of Mexicans in the 

United States on behalf of the National Catholic Welfare 

Conference in 1928, reported that approximately one hundred and 

ten Protestant centers existed throughout Texas.  These centers 

offered services to the community and became a place for residents 

to gather for social activities.  The Presbyterians led in the number 

of Mission Centers, followed by methodist, baptist, and 

congregationalist.  The Protestant churches typically provided 

greater financial resources to their Mexican congregations or 

center that served the Mexican community.  For example, an 

unknown attorney from San Antonio donated $50,000 to the 

Wesleyan institute.  Bresette reported that Protestants believed 

Catholics were neglecting Mexicans because they provided less 

economic aid to them.  Protestant groups were consequently 

successful in proselytizing Mexicans, according to Bresette.  

Professor Max Handman echoed her sentiments.  Protestants were 

making in-roads into “traditional Faith of the Mexican people.”9  

Nothing was mentioned as far as the African American community 

in San Antonio.  

                                       
9 Linna Bresette, “Mexicans in the United States: A Report of a Brief 

Survey” (Washington, D.C.: National Catholic Welfare Conference, 1928), 22.  
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The Christian Centers allowed the Protestant Churches to 

evangelize the Mexicans.  This was a relatively new development.  

In 1908, the Presbyterian Synod of Texas only had 1,000 Mexican 

members.  This clearly indicated that Protestant organizations had 

done insufficient Christian outreaching to Mexicans.10  Soon 

thereafter, however, the Protestant Home Mission boards made a 

commitment to reach out to the Mexican communities and the 

numbers increased.  In the process, the Church provided 

important services to Mexican working families throughout the 

state.  Noted below are some of the recommendations made by the 

Protestant Home Mission:  

1) industry and social service agencies be encouraged to 
stimulate activity for Mexicans during idle time, capitalizing 
on their talents,  

2) organizations and individuals concerned with Mexican 
labor, be encouraged to foster thrift among their employees,  

3) the work being done by the Council of Women for Home 
Missions among migrants and cannery workers, and call 
upon our churches and community houses to cooperate in 
this service.11 

The Protestant organizations represented a combined effort 

in fighting the three prevalent enemies of society, namely poverty, 

                                       
10 B.A. Hodges, “A History of the Mexican Mission Work,” The 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America in the Synod of Texas, 
(published by The Woman’s Synodical of Texas, 1931). 
 

11 Home Missions Council, “The El Paso Conference,” 11-16 December 
1926, 3-12. 
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ignorance and immorality.  The conference held in El Paso in 1923 

resolved that aside from focusing strictly on religious work that 

organizations needed to join with other social agencies and labor 

organizations.  The alliance would work to develop “higher moral, 

social, and economic standards among Mexican workers, believing 

that the raising of their level of social and economic life will reflect 

itself in a spirit of material independence and a positive 

contribution to the religious and cultural life of our society.”12 

Five community centers served the Mexican community in 

the 1920s and by 1939 only four were reported.  These included 

the Wesley Community Center (Methodist); the Goodwill Center 

(First Baptist Church); the Mexican Christian Institute (Christian); 

the San Antonio Mission Home and Training School (Methodist), 

and the House of Neighborly Service (Presbyterian).  According to 

Chapelle, the centers focused on building “Christian character” 

and providing “social, recreational and religious opportunities for 

the Mexican community."13   

The Wesley Community House located in what one scholar 

considered the “densest delinquency area in San Antonio,” 

provided a Christian social space for Mexicans in the tradition of 

                                       
12 Ibid.   

 
13 Chappelle, “Local Welfare Work of Religious Organizations,” 70.  
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the settlement home.14  Located at 150 Colima St. the center 

provided a kindergarten, free clinic (a few doctors dedicated one 

day every two weeks to the free clinic), day nursery (15 cents a 

week for day care), English classes, and an employment agency.  In 

1924, the Wesley house treated 2,300 poor women and children.  

Approximately, 706 women patients and 1,534 children were 

treated.  According to the San Antonio Express, most patients 

suffered from hunger, or improper food, and “bad” living 

conditions, possibly contributing to the fact that 500 patients were 

diagnosed with anemia and 200 with tuberculosis in one year.15  

The Green Hospital made available its basement to be used as the 

tubercular sanitarium. The newspaper also reported that the 

Mexican community suffered the most from tuberculosis.  Poor 

living conditions helped spread tuberculosis.16  

Christian organizations funded their charitable acts through 

tenacious fund-raising drives.  Wesley Home, for instance, netted 

$2,000 dollars in one tag day, a much higher amount than the 

$85.59 that the Catholic Association raised in 1925.  The city 

granted charitable organizations tag days during which time the 

                                       
14 Floy Claiborne Finney, “Juvenile Delinquency in San Antonio, Texas,” 

(Master’s Thesis, University of Texas, 1932), 35-39.  
 

15 “Wesley House Treated 2,300 Poor Women and Children in year: 
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designated charity was allowed to solicit funds throughout the 

city.17  This was the second tag day for the Wesley House.  Their 

first one dated back to 1922.  The newspaper editor noted that 

Mexicans contributed to the event although they only did it with a 

few pennies.  He was impressed:  “it was inspiring to know that the 

people for whose benefit the undertaken is conducted were 

becoming more concerned about it.”18 

The Mexican Christian Institute (better known in the 

Mexican community as the Instituto Cristiano Mexicano) also 

emulated the settlement house pattern.  The Christian Women’s 

Board of Missions, under the auspices of the United Christian 

Mission Society, founded the Institute in 1913 in San Antonio.  

Although the institute was exclusively for “Mexico Texans” and 

Mexicans, its programs were extended to everyone.  The Mexican 

Christian Institute located on 1000 San Jacinto was one of five 

branches in the United States sponsored by the Christian Mission 

Society.  The other branches were located in Saint Louis, Missouri; 

New York; Los Angeles, California; and Seattle, Washington.   

                                       
17 “Teams Appointed for Wesley house Tag Day,” San Antonio Express, 1 

February 1924, 11; “Community Home Plans Tag Day,” 4 February 1924, 18; 
“Tag Day Nets $2,000 in Cash,” 15 February 1924, 15; “Wesley Home Tag Day 
Feb. 14,” 4 January 1924, 9; “Local Council of Catholic Women,” San Antonio, 
Texas, June 1925, Council of Catholic Women, Catholic Archives at San 
Antonio.  
 

18 “Tag Day Nets $2,000 in Cash,” San Antonio Express, 15 February 
1924, 15.  
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In 1923, under the direction of Mrs. Z. Tuller, the Instituto 

Cristiano Mexicano offered Kindergarten classes for three to seven 

year olds (approximately 75 students).  It also provided a women’s 

club (20 members); a gymnasium; an athletic club for boys; 

religion classes; English classes (approximately 60 working class 

students met three times per week); a clinic, a day care center 

(charging 5¢ a day), and an employment service especially for 

immigrant women.  Five doctors operated the clinic twice a week in 

the morning.  Within a two-year span, doctors saw 300 patients, 

regardless of age, religion, or sex.  If patients were unable to pay, 

the service was free.  Free care was also provided to children below 

three years of age.  On June 9, 1927, a nurse reported that 98 

infants were registered and after only a month 428 patients had 

been examined.19   

The Presbyterian Church also established the Home of 

Neighborly Service to promote evangelical work in the Mexican 

community.  Dr. Robert McLean, the Superintendent of Mexican 

work for the Board of Home Missions, suggested the Home was 

crucial in reaching out to approximately 200,000 to 300,000 

Mexicans in Texas.  By 1931, the Presbyterian Church had three 

missions in Texas at San Angelo, El Paso, and San Antonio.  Miss 
                                       

19 “El instituto cristiano mexicano y la semana anti-narcotica en San 
Antonio,” La Prensa, 20 November 1923, 1, 10; Pycior, “La Raza Organizes,” 113, 
“Los niños pobres mexicanos recibirán atención médica,” La Prensa, 6 July 
1924, 1.  
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Bessie Sneed served as the first supervisor of the Home in 1920.  It 

was located on 1515 Lakeview Avenue in the Mexican community.  

Frances Scott, Superintendent of the YWCA, commented to Miss 

Sneed that “you surely have gone into one of the most corrupt 

vicinities of Mexican life.  Do you think you will ever get anywhere 

in such a shifting group.”20  Regardless of the “corrupt vicinity” 

surrounding the Home, the center’s activities resembling the 

settlement home mission provided much needed services.  The 

Home of Neighborly Service provided Kindergarten, employment 

search services, English instruction, weekday Bible School, music 

lessons, and Christian-based instruction.  Unlike the other Centers 

that promoted services rather than a religious education, the 

Presbyterian Church made it very clear that they had an 

evangelical objective.  Volunteers refused to confine their ministry 

to one place, but “extended it into the homes of the people, 

teaching the Word of Life, ministering to the sick and needy, 

comforting those in sorrow, and in every way bearing the burdens 

of those in need.”21 

The San Antonio Mission Home (Methodist) opened its doors 

to destitute unwed mothers, “reclaiming the most destitute of 

                                       
20 B.A. Hodges, “A History of the Mexican Mission Work,” The 

Presbyterian Church in the United States of America in the Synod of Texas, 
(published by The Woman’s Synodical of Texas, 1931) 19-27. 
 

21 Ibid. 
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human kind, the outcast girl, and her homeless child.”22  

Approximately 2,000 homeless women found refuge in the home, 

where about 2,000 children were born.  By 1923, thirty women 

resided in the home.  Twenty-two were already mothers, and eight 

were mothers-to-be.  The House’s striking origins reflected a spirit 

of religious conversion.  Having experienced a change of heart, a 

Madame converted her Brothel into an unwed mothers “rescue 

home” and school.  This was the beginning of the San Antonio 

Mission Home and Training School, located on San Saba Street 

and Monterrey Street.  The Mission Home catered to women who 

were “victims of illegal love.” 23 

The San Antonio Mission Home provided shelter and job 

placement opportunities.  Mrs. Culberton, also known as “mother” 

of the house, explained to a reporter from La Prensa that women 

were usually admitted to the home for a year.  There they received 

classes in music, typewriting and other practical instruction.  After 

a year, the young mother left the home with her child and with a 

job. 24 

                                       
22 “$5,000 Need of Mission Home,” San Antonio Express, 12 July 1923, 

20.  
 

23 David Bowser, “San Antonio’s Old Red-Light District: A History 1890-
1941,” 1992, Prostitution Vertical File, pg. 11, The University of Texas Institute 
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Mission Home,” San Antonio Express, 12 July 1923.  
 

24 “En el centro de la alegria hay en San Antonio una casa de tristeza y 
de dolor,” La Prensa, 8 November 1923, 1, 9. 
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Not unlike other charitable organizations at the time, the 

San Antonio Mission Home excluded African Americans.  

According to the Mission Home Director, R.L. Culberton, shelter 

was given to all women regardless of nationality, religious belief, or 

race, except to Blacks.  She offered no explanation for excluding 

them.  The majority of the occupants were Anglo-American women; 

others were Polish, German, Italian, Mexican, and Central 

American women.25   

Christian institutions that provided health care services were 

usually racially segregated throughout the early nineteenth 

hundreds.  For instance, in 1927, one clinic was designated for 

Blacks in South San Antonio; three health clinics catered 

specifically to Mexicans, the Instituto Cristiano Mexicano, Wesley 

house, and another clinic located on 1117 San Carlos Street.  Two 

of them were for “Americanos” on 2101 Nebraska and 901 Pine 

Street.  The nurses at these clinics examined the children and 

based upon their diagnoses of need, illness, under nourishment or 

weight state, milk and ice were distributed.  On the first day of 

Instituto Cristiano Mexicano’s opening on June 9, 1927, 98 infants 

were registered and 428 were examined.  Twenty received milk and 

                                                                                                         
 

25 Ibid., 1, 9.   
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ice daily.26  Death rates decreased once milk and ice were offered 

on a regular basis.   

Miss. Delight Stone, director of public nurses of San Antonio, 

supervised the medical services to the indigent and sick and 

delegated her workforce to labor in segregated medical clinics.  In 

1926, she designated Miss. María Márquez to attend to the 

Instituto station, Mrs. S. Nolan to the Wesley house, and Mrs. T. 

Maddox and Sara Bray to head the Army Post and Cunney School 

(for Blacks).27  The city went along with the Christian and non-

Christian clinics’ racial policies to keep a lid on social/racial 

control.  In one case in Fort Sam Houston’s Base Hospital, where 

Black and White men had allegedly shared the same room, Mary 

Preston protested vehemently until she was assured by a 

congressman and by military leaders that no such interracial 

rooming had happened, nor was it currently occurring.  She was 

also informed that Blacks and Whites were mixed only in the 

venereal disease sector, insane section, and in two surgery wards.  

                                       
26 “Holagueños resultados de la campaña en pro de la salúd de los niños 

San Antonianos,” La Prensa, 24 July 1927, 1; “4 Milk Stations will be Opened,” 
San Antonio Express, 3 July 1924; “Dará comienzo el reparto de leche y hielo a 
los pobres,” La Prensa, 28 May 1926, p. 1; “Actividades en Pro de los Niños 
pobres,” La Prensa, 6 June 1926, 5.  
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This was because of space and the limited number of health 

providers attending to patients.28 

YOUNG WOMEN’S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION (YWCA) 

Church women were especially instrumental in bringing the 

Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and its activities to 

their communities.  The YWCA was established in San Antonio in 

1913.  It provided services to women of all racial groups in San 

Antonio, although they too complied with the city’s tacit racial 

edicts.  Three racially separate organizations constituted the 

YWCA’s in San Antonio: the Main building, the International 

Institute (for Mexico-Texans) and the Colored Branch.29  Racial 

segregation was not new to the YWCA.  The first segregated Black 

YWCA was chartered in Dayton, Ohio in 1893.30  According to 

Ruthe Winegarten, Black women had to wage a prolonged struggle 

for equal treatment in the YWCA.  During segregation, the YWCA 

was often the only place where Black women could hold meetings 
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and social events.  The organization became integrated in 1946.31  

Aside from helping Mexicans search for jobs, the Institute also 

provided board, accommodations, meals, recreational classes, free 

English classes, and summer camps for all women.32 

The purpose of the YWCA was not to proselytize, according 

to a YWCA worker, but to enrich and afford a safer, happier and 

more useful life for women and girls.  The worker observed that the 

YWCA workers “took up work only where the Catholic left off on 

account of the rules of the church.”  For example, in one case a 

mother of three who had been married by the Catholic Church left 

her husband because of cruelty and non-support.  She later found 

a male companion who was good to her and wanted to marry her, 

but the Catholic Church refused.  Thus, the YWCA helped her 

obtain a divorce and arranged for a second marriage.  The Catholic 

Church never would have approved.33  

The YWCA experienced an incredible surge in its population 

service base during the first ten years.  The organization dedicated 

its first building in 1913.  A ten year study was conducted to show 
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the YWCA’s progress. The study illustrated that in 1923 the YWCA 

served 4,546 women and girls compared to 905 in 1913; the 

employment bureau placed 1,366 compared to only 144 in 1913; 

and education classes served 789 compared to 273.34  The study 

looked at the three racially segregated YWCA establishments: the 

main building, the international institute (for Mexico-Texans), and 

the Colored branch.  

Max Handman’s detailed study of San Antonio’s Mexican 

and White populations throughout the Southwest exposed how 

racial assumptions thwarted racial harmony.  He explained that 

Whites categorical described poor Mexicans as peons, and they 

excused the White community’s failure to supply workers with 

better conditions.  Very few exceptions existed.  The “active 

International Institute of the Y.W.C.A., the health and social 

agencies, municipal and private” as well church organizations were 

among these.   But they tried to help “under the guise of faith,” 

according to Handman.35   

Guiding by faith and with honest intentions to provide better 

conditions for the Mexican community, the YWCA’s International 

Institute succeeded where others failed.  The YWCA accommodated 
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Mexicans cultural background by hiring Spanish-speaking 

directors and naming their branch the Instituto Internacional.  The 

YWCA carried out its work in the Mexican community through the 

International Institute in San Antonio.  The institute’s director was 

usually a “Mexican specialist” who spoke Spanish fluently and had 

settlement experience.36   

Nevertheless, the YWCA reinforced racial distinctions.  Miss 

Lela McNemar, secretary of the International Institute for eight 

years and in charge of the Employment Department, for instance, 

usually tried to place Mexican women as domestics.  An article 

featured in La Prensa confirmed that McNemar’s placement efforts 

reflected a larger trend in society.37   

The YWCA was successful in its fund-raising activities.  In 

1923, the YWCA planned to raise $40,000 for its activities.  

However, their ambitious aims never failed to gain the necessary 

enthusiasm and widespread support.  The YWCA regularly and 

successfully collaborated with faith-based and non faith-based 

organizations.  People trusted that the YWCA would somehow 

serve everyone.  Early on, they accomplished this through their 

three racially specific branches.  On one occasion, several 
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Churches and organizations supported the YWCA’s effort by 

teaming up with them in their fund raising drive.  The cooperating 

groups included the First Baptist Church, the Travis Park 

Methodist Church, the Federated Women’s Clubs, the College 

Club, the Madison Square Presbyterian Church, the Central 

Christian Church, the First Presbyterian Church, the St. Marks 

Episcopal Church and the International Institute of the YWCA.38    

Protestant organizations regularly worked with each other.  

Christian directors met to discuss plans for an orphanage 

specifically for children of Mexican descent.  The future orphanage 

would be named Orphan Home for Mexican children, and was to 

be built in the heart of the Mexican community on the West Side.  

The house would serve a dual purpose.  It would be an orphanage 

as well as a child care center for working parents.39  Miss Bessie V. 

Sneed, President, Miss. M.A. Fall, Vice President, and Miss Delight 

Stone constituted the Board of Directors along with an auxiliary 

commission composed of different San Antonio women in high 

social positions.  The auxiliary commission included the following 

women and community organizations, Mrs. Mary Fuller, director of 
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Mexican Christian institute; Mrs. L. Curlberson, San Antonio 

Mission Home and Training School; Mrs. Florence Black; Miss 

Eugenia Smith; Miss Francis Scott of YWCA International Institute; 

Miss Ruth Miru, Rev. Frank S. Onderdons; Mr. Don C. Allensworth 

and Mr. Jackson, and Mrs. D.A. Livingston.  La Prensa newspaper 

praised these women leaders for such an ambitious project and 

because it was the first of its kind to establish a Mexican 

orphanage.40  In 1926 two gifts were made to the Protestant 

Orphanages Home.  Mrs. Dora Livingston donated 650 acres of 

land and C.S. Boradben donated $5,000 to support an endowed 

fund for the children.41  It is unclear if part of this donation was 

also given to the Orphan Home for Mexican children, but it is 

highly probable because Mrs. Livingston was on the planning 

committee for the Mexican orphanage.  

CATHOLICS 

The Catholic Community Center, located on 520 Matamoros 

Street offered a settlement house, a kindergarten, a gymnasium, 

religion classes, and an employment service especially for 

immigrant women.  Clara Cantú, a Mexican American staff 
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member, served as House secretary, ran the employment 

department, and supervised the Americanization and citizenship 

school.42  Although the Catholic Center was initially founded to 

serve the community, Pycior suggested that it may have hoped to 

draw Mexicanos away from the Instituto Cristiano Mexicano, a 

highly successful enterprise.43  Pycior’s conclusion was not too far 

off the mark.  In 1923, Archbishop Drossaerts encouraged Catholic 

women to spread the gospel of union and cooperation, while 

cautioning them that "Proselyters are snatching them [Mexicans] 

away from the Faith; they have limitless funds wherewith to 

operate. We must exert ourselves to counteract this propaganda 

and help these poor people to a higher plane of material comfort 

and greater spirituality.  We must sponsor the cause of the Home 

and Foreign Missions."44   

Faith-based institutions increased their services to the 

Mexican community as its population grew in Texas.  Historian 

George Sanchez described denominational competition, specifically 
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between Protestant and Catholics, for converts as “nothing less 

than a holy war.”45  Archbishop Drossaerts’ concerns regarding the 

evangelical “limitless fund” used to captivate the Mexican was well-

founded.  The Protestants held conferences to collaborate on ways 

to understand and assist their neighbor from the South.  They had 

plenty of money in their coffers to address the “Mexican Problem” 

(see Chapter II).  Bresette thought the “well-organized, well-staffed, 

and well-financed Protestant Mission Schools,” were the “greatest 

danger” to the Mexicans’ faith.46 

Mary Robbie, President of the Diocesan Council of Catholic 

Women during 1924, wrote a scathing report on the Catholic 

House, which she described as a “great failure.”  According to 

Robbie, Catholic women and the City of San Antonio failed to 

support the altruistic venture that addressed the “Mexican 

Problem.”  After earnest attempts at reforming the ailing House, 

the Bishop decided to terminate all activities on February 1, 1924.  

The results had not justified the expenses.  The Catholic 

Association made several attempts at fund-raising through Tag 

Day where they raised a meager $85.50 and various music 

programs, but donations were minimal.  The cost of maintaining 
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three teachers, two secretaries, a janitor, a cook, electricity, heat, 

and other incidentals totaled up to $5,000.  After closing the 

center, the Americanization and English classes remained open 

and were relocated to the San Fernando School for Girls located at 

215 San Saba Street.  Two rooms were reserved for two teachers.  

The classes were fully enrolled to capacity.  After the school’s 

reopening, approximately 479 students registered, averaging 55 

students nightly.47  Discouraged and disillusioned by the lack of 

support she received from fellow Catholics, Mary Robbie stressed 

that the Mexican problem was one of the most important works for 

the Catholic women of the Southwest.48  Protestants also used 

faith to transform the Mexicans into the “kind of citizen we help 

him to become,” according to B.A. Hodges, who wrote about the 

Mexican Mission on behalf of the Presbyterian Church in the 

United States of America.49  

Most women leaders in the Diocesan Council of Catholic 

Women in 1923, like members of other charitable organizations, 

were married.  Approximately 18 married and 5 single women led 

this organization.  Of the 23, four had Spanish surnames, 
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including Miss Adina De Zavala, who represented the Ursuline 

Alumnae.50 

By 1927 another Catholic Community Center reopened and 

was intensely involved within the community.  The 1927 Catholic 

Community Center activity report listed a social service 

department, an employment bureau, a night school for adults, 

citizenship classes, a girl’s club, and sewing classes.  In that year, 

fifty-five women were assigned jobs, and approximately 161 adults 

on average attended night school.  These adults were Mexican, 

German, Spanish, Cuban, South American, Central American, 

Puerto Rican and Polish.  Nineteen students also enrolled in 

Citizenship classes.  The Catholic House averaged 225 visits 

daily.51  The 1930-1931 report listed Mrs. Clara Cantú as 

secretary.  Approximately $384.00 was given in financial 

assistance to approximately 1,153 people (598 were placed in jobs, 

350 people were given clothing and shoes, and 205 received 

miscellaneous help).52  In comparison, to the House that 

archbishop Drossaerts closed in 1924, the community center in 

1927 had a more seasoned activist leadership.  For example, Clara 
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Cantú, who witnessed the closure of the first House, provided 

stability and experience as the center’s veteran staff.  When the 

Center closed in 1924, Clara Cantú continued to run the adult 

school and the citizenship classes, which were the only two 

activities that were kept opened by the Archbishop.  

Finances continued to plague the Catholic Center 

throughout the twenties and thirties.  They were continuously 

burdened by the lack of public relief work and a growing Mexican 

community with great needs.  For example, Mrs. Agnes Regan, 

Executive Secretary of the National Council of Catholic Women, 

wrote to Mrs. L. B. Randall to inform her that the National council 

had no money to fund local organizations.  She explained that 

Kansas City, Missouri and Ventura, California, as well as other 

cities, were experiencing an increase in the number of Mexicans 

needing assistance.  Catholic organizations were realizing that they 

were not financially equipped to meet the growing needs of this 

community.53 

Casa Regina was the Catholic Church’s response to young 

women in need, it sought to morally shape Catholic womanhood.54  

The Casa welcomed young business women with average incomes 
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and women with children who were abandoned by their husbands.  

Protestants were also welcomed into Casa Regina, although they 

were in the minority.  During 1928, 31 Protestants and 81 Catholic 

women were recorded as visitors to the Casa.55  Children were 

often placed in institutions and their mothers given jobs.  Others 

were able to keep their children by getting day work.  For the 1925 

year, approximately $1,437.35 was spent on Girl’s Welfare, 

according to a tax audit.56  By 1931, Mrs. Emilie McNamara, who 

had directed Casa Regina for two years, found herself unable to 

carry out the Girl’s Welfare Work to meet the National Council of 

Catholic Women’s expectations.  Burdened by high unemployment 

rates and an untrained staff, McNarama felt the burden of the 

increasing need for help.  Usually young women came to large 

cities to make a living and send a portion of their income back 

home. 57  From January 1, 1930 through February 1, 1931, 727 
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girls and women and 9 men were placed in employment positions 

at a cost of $371.15 for food, beds, etc.58 

After the collapse of the community chest, the Catholic 

organizations were slow in searching for other funding sources.  

C.B. Mendel, the retiring President of the Local Council of Catholic 

women, indicated that unlike the Catholics, Protestant 

organizations were rising to the occasion by concentrating their 

efforts on raising drives.59   

The Local Council of Catholic Women also maintained three 

health centers specifically for Mexicans.  They were located at 

Church sites: the Perpetual Help Church, at 2101 Nebraska Street; 

the St. Alphonsus Church, at 1202 S. Zarzamora Street; and the 

Immaculate Heart of Mary Church, at S. San Saba Street.  These 

clinics were designated for Mexicans, and it was not clear whether 

other church clinics were designated for Blacks or European 

Americans.60    
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INTERDENOMINATIONAL ASSISTANCE 

Since San Antonio did not dispense public relief funds, 

secular and non-secular organizations often cooperated with each 

other to support the community chest.  It was clearly an effort to 

organize an umbrella philanthropic organization to dispense relief 

funds to community organizations.  Rabbis, priests, and ministers 

worked together to collect money for mutual causes.  On one 

occasion, various religious leaders designated “Sunday Welfare” to 

collect funds for the Community Chest to enable it to continuer its 

philanthropic work.61  Religious institutions campaigned and 

participated in fund-raising activities, such as Tag Days and other 

fund-raisers.62   

The efforts were not always successful.  Mrs. Mendel, 

President of the Catholic Women's Association, once reported that 

the Community Chest had failed in spite of the united efforts of 

Catholics, Jews, and Protestants.  The citizens of San Antonio, 
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according to Mendel, had not supported the Chest.63  The lack of 

funds resulted in changes in the social programs.  On November 

29, 1927, for instance, the Local Council of Catholic women passed 

a resolution to accommodate a decrease in their share of the 

Community Chest.64  By the time of the Depression, the 

Community Chest had become defunct and San Antonio was left 

with few relief sources to rely on. In her study of Women of the 

Depression, Julia Blackwelder noticed that the unemployed could 

only turn to private charities such as the Salvation Army, Junior 

League, the International Institute, Catholic and Protestant 

churches, convents, and settlement houses because San Antonio 

and Bexar County did not dispense local public relief funds.65  This 

was also the case during the 1920s because the Community Chest 

lasted several years and ultimately failed to produce revenue.  

Even though the Community Chest idea failed, the cooperation 

between denominations and racial groups was impressive.  

There were other important instances of cooperation.  In 

1923, a number of faith-based organizations provided a health 

conference to address the increasing health problems of the 
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children of foreign parentage.  The cooperation between the Wesley 

House of Neighborly Service, the National Catholic Community 

Home, the Mexican Christian Institute, the Good Will, and the 

International Institute of YWCA allowed for the examination of over 

400 children, from 6 months to 7 years of age.  They were 

examined at the YWCA during a four-day health conference.66  The 

YWCA had a reputation for working well with other denominations 

most likely because their mission was one of service to enrich and 

afford a more useful life for women and girls rather than to 

proselytizing on behalf of any particular denomination.  

Cooperation was also evident on special occasions, like the 

Christmas celebration.  On Christmas Eve, La Prensa newspaper 

publicized the charitable undertakings by the National Catholic 

Community House, International Institute of the YWCA, Mexican 

Christian Institute, Good will, Wesley community House, and the 

San Antonio Mission Home and Training School.  These 

organizations provided much needed food and gifts to poor 

children and assisted mothers and orphans.67  
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The Local Council of Catholic Women reported in their 1929 

annual report that they had cooperated with numerous secular 

and non-secular organizations, including the Associated Charities, 

the Humane Society, Public Health, All orphanages, the Salvation 

Army, State Sanatorium, YWCA, Santa Rosa Hospital, the 

International Institute, the American Red Cross, and the Social 

Welfare Bureau, among many others on the list.68  The report 

showed that the Catholic Women’s organization cooperated most 

often with the Red Cross and the YWCA.  Interestingly, two ardent 

Mexican American activists, Clara Cantú, secretary of the Local 

Catholic Council, and Miss Alicia Lozano, daughter of the owner of 

La Prensa, had previously worked in the Mexican department of 

the Red Cross.69 

Women and men constantly juggled their acts of good will 

with the social and racial standards of the day, which inevitably 

and frequently compromised one or the other.  For example, at the 

League of Women Voters’ Fourth Regional Conference, several 

women recommended that members of different organizations work 

with each other regardless of creed for the betterment of the home 
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and women and children.  On a similar note, another woman 

discussed the “dark cloud, "which is hovering over the country and 

threatening religious and racial intolerance."70  Women activists 

understood the grave consequences of the racial climate, yet many 

faith-based organizations continued to segregate themselves.   

In their book, Divided by Faith, Michael Emerson and 

Christian Smith argued that “evangelicals stayed in sync with the 

status quo to prevent disruption and disorderly conduct along 

racial lines.”  Women activists from San Antonio apparently 

understood the consequences of challenging the racial climate.  It 

was enough that they were extending help to the needy regardless 

of ethnic origin or class background.  They may have thought that 

segregation and racial attitudes that encouraged discrimination 

and reinforced inequality were a necessary evil, or that such 

problems were beyond the purview of their socially redeeming 

programs.   

In 1919, a Commission on Interracial Cooperation was 

founded and continued until 1944 to improve interracial relations, 

which was part of "a larger interracial movement in the 1920s and 

1930s."  Church members, not the Church itself had established 

this commission.  Contemporary writers described the commission 
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as “a fresh wind in American race relations."71  Although many 

church members broke away from society’s racial proscriptions, 

the church and often its membership refused to embrace racial 

integration and cooperation.  
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Chapter VII:  Conclusion 

San Antonio’s racial politics were not unique in this 

borderland region.  San Antonio simply followed the rest of the 

country’s racial standards, etiquette, and patterns of racial control 

within society.  Women and men constantly negotiated their racial 

identities fully understanding that identifying with the racial 

politics of the dominant culture would produce more beneficial 

economic and social results, than the alternative.  Opposing the 

dominant racial politics meant fighting old and well-established 

institutions, which for many meant social suicide.  Most people 

opted for a combination of carefully navigating between 

communities before returning to their own.   

Florence Terry Griswold, the director and founder of the Pan 

American Round Table, attempted to create understanding and 

fondness between Americans and people from different countries in 

the western hemisphere, but failed to apply Pan American values 

within the United States.  She expected nothing less than a spirit 

of good neighborliness that would result in commercial, social, 

economic, military, and political cooperation among the nations of 

North, Central, and South America.  However, her attempt to 

achieve international harmony was, in part, undermined because 

she ignored the racial reality at home.  She attempted to repair 
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race relations between the United States and Mexico, but not in 

Texas or San Antonio.  Alonso Perales criticized Griswold for her 

myopic Pan American vision, which clearly ignored the salient and 

public outcries of racial discrimination in San Antonio.  Pan 

Americanism in Griswold’s world, obviously extended to Latin 

Americans outside the United States, not inside.   

Alonso Perales, a critic of Griswold and her Pan American 

Round Table, criticized Griswold for her organization’s shortfall.  

Perales stated, 

It occurs to me that if the efforts of your wonderful 
Organization are to be crowned with success, you ladies 
would do well to exert your powerful influence on behalf of a 
better understanding between our two great races in our own 
country.  The spirit of pan -Americanism should prevail at 
home among us all. Otherwise, we might be left in the 
embarrassing position of endeavoring to accomplish abroad 
what we cannot do at home.1 

It is difficult to know the intent of the Pan American Round Table 

in San Antonio’s world of race relations.2  Perales advised Griswold 

that if she was accused of being a “Mexican lover,” to respond that 

"you are honest-to-goodness American and genuine promoters of 
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interracial cooperation" and demand that the Mexican be "treated 

like a human being and not like a slave and an outcast."  Perales 

further implored Griswold by saying that, "We need many 

defenders of Anglo-American descent...We cannot succeed in our 

endeavor without your cooperation and support."3  Despite these 

kinds of encouragements, Griswold remained silent on the 

domestic front.  Griswold may not have recognized the urgency in 

the problem because she was under the impression that Mexican 

laborers in the United States were only temporary sojourners who 

would “return to their country with new ideas and new ambitions, 

and at the same time learn that we are not a Nation to be 

despised.”4  

In her own way, however, Griswold and the Pan American 

Round Table fought against racial discrimination by educating 

themselves and the public on South and Central American 

countries.  The Pan American Round Table members believed that 

ignorance bred discord and violence; thus, they fought against this 

destructive mentality via education.  The Round Table women in 

San Antonio celebrated el cinco de mayo, established Pan 
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organizations interested in promoting Good Will and Cooperation Bewteen the 
Peoples of Mexico and the United States, 1 May 1936, Box 2: Folder 13, Round 
Table Collection.  

 
4 Florence Griswold to Mrs. Florence C. Porter, 29 March 1927, Box 1; 

Folder 27, Woman’s Club of San Antonio, 1898-1994, UTSA Archives, Library, 
University of Texas at San Antonio. 
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American libraries in exclusive hotels, and regularly honored 

presidents and public officials from Latin American countries.  The 

members were also encouraged to step into the shoes of their Latin 

American neighbors by immersing themselves in their culture and 

history and presenting what they had learned to the rest of the 

members.  They believed that through education, their eyes and 

minds would open to believe in Pan American values.  The question 

remains, however, why did they not focus domestic relations?   

Griswold did not completely ignore domestic race relations.  

She regularly donated funds to Mexican organizations in the 

United States such as the Cruz Azul.  She also corresponded with 

very influential Mexican and Mexican American women activists in 

San Antonio and across the border.  She communicated with 

Jovita González de Mireles, an educator, scholar, and writer; 

Leonor Villegas Magnón, founder of the Cruz Blanca (White Cross) 

from Laredo; Alicia Lozano, founder of the Sociedad de la 

Beneficencia Mexicana and wife of La Prensa newspaper owner, 

and other prominent men and women in the Mexican community.5  

Griswold’s frequent interaction with Mexican activists in the United 

States suggest that she was clearly aware of the racial problems 

between Mexicans and Anglo-Americans in Texas.  As a fluent 
                                       

5 Florence Griswold to Mrs. Jovita González de Mireles, 7 January 1939, 
Box 2: Folder 8; Jovita González de Mireles to Griswold, n.d. Box 2: Folder 8; 
Leonor Villegas de Magnón to Griswold, 25 July 1938, Box 2: Folder 8, Round 
Table Collection. 
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Spanish speaker, Griswold also read newspapers in both English 

and Spanish and surely must have recognized the emerging social 

and cultural problems in her hometown.  

The resolve of the members of the Pan American Table to 

educate themselves was admirable, yet were they prepared to 

confront what they uncovered?  If they were conscious of the social 

problems at home, were they ready to challenge the racist 

institutions, practices and ideas associated with the racial world of 

San Antonio and the rest of the United States?  Research on the 

Pan American Round Table in San Antonio, Texas has shown that 

members cared deeply about improved relations across the racial 

divide.  Certainly, they wanted nothing more than better cultural 

understanding and sensitivity.  The Pan American Round Table 

methods and approach on the domestic front could have improved 

and been more aggressive.  It will remain unknown whether the 

organization acquiesced to the dominant racial standards of the 

day or whether their organization’s international objective deterred 

them from targeting San Antonio’s Mexican colonia?  Had Griswold 

accepted the term “Mexican lover” would this have helped further 

interracial cooperation in the United States or destroyed the Pan 

American Round Table? 

Religious organizations also adhered to the racial standards 

of the day by offering separate services to different ethnoracial 
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groups.  The YWCA, for example, established three branches in 

different San Antonio communities:  The main building (for 

Whites), the International Institute (for Mexico-Texans), and the 

Colored Branch.  The San Antonio Mission Home offered shelter to 

all women except for Black women.  San Antonio’s Archbishop 

Drossaerts’ also demonstrated that the Catholic Church was not 

above the segregating ways of most San Antonians.  Although 

some interracial churches existed in San Antonio, many churches 

and temples chose to segregate their congregations by race.   As a 

result, their institutions became complicit in the racial order.  

A glaring example of religious organizations’ compliance with 

the racial order was their participation in Americanization and 

naturalization classes. Religious organizations contributed to 

Americanizing projects by offering citizenship, naturalization, and 

English classes.  As apolitical and religious organizations, their 

actions were charitable and altruistic in practice, oftentimes 

politically motivated, which helped in determining cultural and 

language domination and cultural capital.  What motivated these 

organizations to concentrate on such non-spiritual objectives?  

First, religious organizations helped protect Mexicans from racial 

antagonism by Americanizing them.  Second, these organizations 

also wanted Mexicans, especially their children, to become 

acquainted with all things Americans.  Finally, others believed in 
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the Americanization project’s political agenda to help secure the 

United States national defense.   

Unlike the Pan American Round Table and religious 

organizations, the Cruz Azul Mexicana targeted only one group, 

Mexican immigrants living in the United States.  As an 

organization associated with the Mexican Consulate, the Cruz Azul 

carefully and strategically conducted their activities within a 

racially stratified society to achieve their mission.  The organization 

assisted Mexicans who found themselves isolated due to 

citizenship, language, or culture, and without money to pay for 

medical, legal, repatriation, and funeral expenses  

The Cruz Azul women understood that they lived in a 

dominant Anglo society and in order to successfully assist their 

compatriots they relied on diplomacy.  At every official and public 

ceremony, the Cruz Azul women sang the U.S. and Mexican 

national anthems and placed the national flags of the respective 

countries on the speaking platforms.  They also extended honorary 

membership to governors and other important political figures.  

These public figures in turn supported the efforts of the Cruz 

Azul’s in assisting the Mexican community, which to some extent 

legitimized and sanctioned Cruz Azul members’ activities in the 

publics’ view.   
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While the Cruz Azul organization built bridges with the 

Anglo-American community in San Antonio, they also made a 

conscious effort to focus on Mexicanization projects, promoting 

Mexicanidad.  Noticing that Americanization programs infiltrated 

their Mexican community and fearing that their children were at 

risk of losing their culture and language, the Cruz Azul went on 

the offensive.  They built libraries and produced a magazine called 

Revista Azul (Blue Magazine) with the clear intent of strengthening 

cultural ties in their community.  Mexican and Mexican American 

women negotiated their social space by living in what Gloria 

Anzaldua has coined the “nepantla” or borderland state, an in-

between space that is neither here nor there.6  They worked in this 

racial in-between space.  Even though the Cruz Azul women 

invested time and energy in fostering, promoting, and maintaining 

their culture and language, the organization was known more for 

its work in the poor Mexican immigrant colonias.   

Cruz Azul’s unprecedented growth in the early twenties does 

not adequately explain its demise by the 1930s.  Had Cruz Azul 

failed in the long run to convince the general population of their 

importance or had the Mexican community shifted their identity 

politics from Mexican to an emerging Mexican American 

                                       
6 See Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San 

Francisco: Aunt Lute Books, 1987). 
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generation?7  Organizations such as Cruz Azul helped fortify the 

identity of the next generation, which continued to reinforce its 

Mexicanidad, accept assimilation, or embrace cultural 

accommodation.  

As much as this study has attempted to represent a 

polyracial perspective, covering Mexicanas, European American, 

and Black women activist in San Antonio, Black women’s story of 

activism, in this case, is either not readily available or limited.  The 

primary sources dealing with the 1920s still need to be further 

sifted and new information uncovered.  Even though their 

population was the smallest of the three groups, this study has 

sought to bring Black women’s story into the picture at least as 

much as was possible.  It was important to incorporate three racial 

groups even though some Black activists may not have been 

featured so extensively within the parameters of this study.  In 

comparison to Anglo American women, Mexican and African 

American women left few primary documents.  The primary 

sources include private archival collections, organizational papers, 

church records, and English and Spanish-language newspapers 

from San Antonio.  

This study has shown that women active in religious and 

civic organizations throughout the twenties were apt at negotiating 

                                       
7 García, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class; García, Mexican 

Americans. 
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their racial space.  Race was a principal organizing factor in 

women’s everyday lives and decisions.  Behind every action and 

decision that women made race was hardly an afterthought but a 

central consideration.  This was evident in the Pan American 

Round Table, the Cruz Azul, and numerous religious 

organizations.  Many women knew their place in the social order 

and acted accordingly.  Others handled their racial cards 

strategically by playing both sides effectively.    

Women dealt as best as they could to their immediate 

surroundings within and outside their community.  They somehow 

found a way to coexist within this racialized society by using the 

social rules to their advantage.  Cruz Azul wisely selected respected 

politicians and officials as honorary members to bolster their 

standing within the city.  In doing so, they established relations 

with Texas governors and community leaders.  Griswold did the 

same for the Pan American Round Table.   

Interestingly, as they negotiated their racial identity, they 

also found a way to work together or, at least, communicate with 

each other.  Women organizations knew about each other and 

publicly recognized the other, but kept their distance.  I started 

this project looking for interracial connections, whether negative or 

positive.  Women’s interracial relations were well calculated and 
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handled delicately.  Careful not to stir racial tensions, women and 

men of this era acted with a heightened racial awareness. 
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