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Initial Discussion Question: 

Who owns history?



Objectives
What are our goals for today?

(and next Thursday)



Objective 1

Understand that the existence of the current 
California Delta as a physical and economic 

space was and is made possible by the labor 
and culture of communities of color.



Objective 2

Frame the construction of conveyance infrastructure 
to increase water-exports for agriculture and desert 

housing as a state-sanctioned white-supremacist 
threat to the livelihoods of low-income communities 

in the California Delta.
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the human histories,  cultures, 
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What we’re actually looking at 



What we’re actually looking at 



From San Francisco Bay to the northern boundary of California : from explorations and surveys. 
Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 



Import Labor for 
Capitalist Usage of 

Land

Reap the Benefits 
of Genocide and 

Pandemic 

Our process is easyKey Process of Anglophone Colonialism in Americas

Explore and 
Settle New 

Territory

Dehumanization of Indigenous and Immigrant Peoples
Disenfranchisement of Communities by Metropole 

Erasure of Human Narratives for Political Ends

 



 
Shattering the Myth of 

Preservation: 
Indigenous Peoples in 

the Delta



Archaeological evidence and oral traditions of the Miwok show that the 
Delta has been occupied by indigenous communities since at least the 
end of the last ice age, 13,000 years ago.

The Northern Valley Yokuts and Sierra Valley Miwok language 
communities were the two primary  linguistic communities of the 
region.

A popular narrative commonly seen in historical ecology and water 
histories of the region is that the Delta region was only inhabited by 
indigenous peoples  along the Eastern Rim of the region.  Trained 
historians and anthropologists, including leading expert Dave Stuart, 
generally dispense with this notion. Spanish and early Anglo 
documents indicate quite clearly that the whole region was densely 
populated. 

Indigenous peoples of the region were incredibly active in land 
management for the purposes of maintaining productive ecosystems.

Indigenous Communities of the Region





Yokuts and Miwok communities in the Delta 
actively used fire to clear understory growth, 
control tule vegetation, and create habitat for 
elk, deer, and salmon. 

Spanish and early anglo observers refer to indigenous fire 
practices in the Delta. Burning created park-like spaces in the 
oak-forest ecosystems along the Eastern and Northwestern rims 
of the Delta. Historical reports of the Central Delta, the marsh 
islands, often shaped like shallow bowls, typically contained 
large meadow-like spaces of tule grasses that were burned 
seasonally.

The Southwestern Delta, consisting of tidal flats and the slopes 
of the Diablo range, also used burning for ecosystem 
management.  

Fire and Water: Indigenous Food Systems 



Genocide and Pandemic 

Beginning in the 1810s, Spanish soldiers and priests from Mission San Jose in Fremont 
began to force Delta Yokuts and Miwok peoples into the missionary sphere. By 1827, a 
Delta Yokuts chieftain, Estanislao, had organized a large uprising against the 
Spanish-Mexican yolk. Despite an eventual peace, thousands of native peoples died. In 
1832, the California Malaria Pandemic hit the Delta particularly hard, leading to an 
estimated 80% decline in population over two years. 



Removal to the Missions

“Yokuts-speaking Indians from the central and southern portions of San 
Joaquin County— from the Jalalon, Nototomne, Yatchicumne, Passasimi, 
and Lacquisemne nations—appear in the Mission San José records 
during the 1814–20 period. Natives from the southern edge of 
present-day San Joaquin County also went to Mission Santa Clara de 
Asís. Yokuts dialects from the northern San Joaquin Valley were “the 
predominant native language at missions Santa Clara and San Juan 
Bautista during the late mission period.”” - Dave Stuart

In the wake of Estanislao’s uprising, many Northern Delta tribal entities 
moved to Mission San Jose in the late 1820s and early 1830s. 





Most likely brought by Hudson’s 
Bay Trappers to the region in 1832, 
a wave of malaria spread rapidly 
in 1833, killing up to 80% of the 
indigenous populations of the 
Delta, based off of Mission 
estimates. The Ylamne 
community, near present day 
Clarksburg, dwindled from 
200-250 to 48 by 1837.

The marshland ecosystems of the 
delta were conducive to mosquito 
populations, and may account for 
the scale of the pandemic in this 
region of California. 

Malaria Pandemic of 1833



John Sutter settled near present day 
Sacramento in 1839, establishing his 
fort and his planned New Helvetia 
Colony. Popularly known for his role in 
the Gold Rush and establishment of 
Sacramento, Sutter used violence and 
coercion to enslave Miwok, Nissenan, 
and Maidu natives in the South 
Sacramento Valley. Notably, his raid 
on the Moquelumne and Cosumne 
led to depopulation

Johann Sutter and the North Delta Peoples



Theodore Cordua’s Account in 1855

“When Sutter established himself in 1839 in the Sacramento Valley, new misfortune came upon these 
peaceful natives of the country. Their services were demanded immediately. Those who did not want to 
work were considered as enemies. With other tribes the field was taken against the hostile Indian. 
Declaration of war was not made. The villages were attacked usually before daybreak when everybody 
was still asleep. Neither old nor young was spared by the enemy, and often the Sacramento River was 
colored red by the blood of the innocent Indians, for these villages usually were situated at the banks of 
the rivers. During a campaign one section of the attackers fell upon the village by way of land. All the 
Indians of the attacked village naturally fled to find protection on the other bank of the river. But there they 
were awaited by the other half of the enemy and thus the unhappy people were shot and killed with rifles 
from both sides of the river. Seldom an Indian escaped such an attack, and those who were not murdered 
were captured. All children from six to fifteen years of age were usually taken by the greedy white people. 
The village was burned down and the few Indians who had escaped with their lives were left to their fate. 
Sutter usually claimed the children as a payment for the cost of the war. They became regular commercial 
objects because the inhabitants of the coast preferred the Indians of the Sacramento Valley as servants, 
and paid good prices for them. In this way a regular trade of human beings developed.” 



“In a short time [I] have [a] whole tribe 
as willing serfs. They submit to 
flagellation with more humility than 
the negroes. Nothing more is 
necessary for their complete 
subjugation, but kindness in the 
beginning, and a little well timed 
severity when manifestly deserved.... 
Throughout all California the Indians 
are the principal laborers, without 
them the business of the country 
could hardly be carried on.”

John Marsh and the Delta Yokuts



Charles Weber & Jose Jesus

Charles Weber leaves behind a less violent legacy 
concerning the local native tribes. Jose Jesus, the 
chieftain of the Delta Yokuts and Miwok 
communities, became a strong ally and close friend 
of Weber. This was mutually beneficial - Joses Jesus 
was provided with an ally against Sutter and the 
Mexican government, and Weber received 
protection and geographical consultation for his new 
community.  Weber also worked with Jose Jesus to 
make the Stockton Mining Corporation successful, 
hiring indigenous Yokuts peoples to mine for gold in 
the Southern lode. Laborers were paid in gold. 



In 1849, Weber was pressured to and led 
a raid on a Miwok village near modern 
day Copperopolis. An influx of 
decommissioned union soldiers to the 
area, many of whom had experience in 
leading Indian raids in the Southwest, 
who saw indigenous peoples as targets. 
The political calculations of the day 
concerning local governance in his 
newly founded city, and his petition to 
the Federal government to recognize his 
land grant, appear to have influenced 
Weber to allow for Mckinley Park to be 
used as a training ground for death 
squads.

Weber’s Complicity in Anglo-Genocide







Between pandemic, dislocation to 
MIssions, and anglo-violence, the 
indigenous peoples of the Delta 
were greatly reduced between 
1827-1860. Remnants of dislocated 
Delta Yokuts can be found in the 
Bay Area and in East Contra Costa 
County. Most native peoples of the 
Delta who escaped the anglo death 
squads of the 1850s and 1860s 
generally settled in the Sierra 
foothills, where they were 
economically marginalized. 

Survival on the Margins







 
Creating a New Economic 

Geography: Chinese 
Labor as the Foundation 
of the Regional Economy



Economic Chaos and Gold Mountain

The California Gold Rush coincided with a period of immense economic 
instability in the Qing Empire of China. The opium war of 1839-1842 led to a 
shattering of market norms in Southern China, and a large decline in the livability 
of agrarian lifestyles in particular. Due to these conditions, large numbers of 
young men from agricultural prefectures in Guangdong Province, especially from 
Taishan, began to immigrate to California in hopes of obtaining wealth. 

From the beginning, discrimination and persecution was common. Communities 
were segregated, and mob violence in the gold fields was the norm.  Chinese 
laborers would travel to the Sierras by way of SF and Stockton/Sacramento,



Taishan Prefecture within Guangdong Province, China. 









In the 1860s, California industrialists 
pushed hard to build a 
transcontinental railroad between the 
Bay Area and Missouri. Chinese labor 
was recruited heavily, both in 
California and in Guangdong, to 
achieve this industrial goal. Numerous 
academic and popular histories have 
been written on this topic, but one 
thing to note - the last piece of rail 
track laid in connecting the Bay with 
Sacramento was in the Delta, near 
Lathrop. 

Rail and the Delta



In 1850, the federal Swampland 
Regulation Act allowed for the 
first time to the transference of 
federal swamp land to private 
landowners. In the 1860s, the 
State of California deregulated 
reclamation, leading to a swarm 
of capital from the Bay Area for 
the purchase and reclamation of 
marshland. 

Although technologies for 
reclamation existed in the 
European spheres of 
engineering, the most 
inexpensive means of 
reclamation was to hire 
Chinese laborers, who had 
experience with reclamation in 
the Pearl River Delta. 

Swampland Reclamation and Wheelbarrow Brigades









“In December 1880, Newton Sewell a 
county assessor and landowner in 
Yuba, was granted U.S. Patent 
235967, which describes a passive 
hydraulic method for levee formation 
through the construction of check 
dams within sediment-laden rivers. 
The dams would divert accumulated 
sediment to a series of settling 
enclosures that in turn would 
become a levee.” - Richard Hindle 

Innovation Reduces Labor Needs



A New Labor Force for Reclaimed Land 

John Marsh stated in 1849: 

“Throughout all California the Indians are the principal 
laborers, without them the business of the country 
could hardly be carried on.”

How did anglo settlers plan to “carry on” the business of 
California after indigenous genocide?





Agriculture in the Delta: a Chinese Innovation

As the first large tracts of land in the delta were reclaimed, 
Chinese labor became indispensable in the creation of a 
productive economic geography. 

According to Sucheng Chan: “In fact, it can be argued that 
without [Chinese tenant farmers and farm laborers] the 
Delta would have taken decades longer to develop into one 
of the richest agricultural regions of the world.”



Chinese Labor and Leasing

Chinese immigrants participated as wage laborers, 
but also as early pioneer tenants of newly reclaimed 
land. Based on assessors books, we know that from 
1870 on, Chinese tenant cooperatives would lease 
newly reclaimed land, create a diversified 
agricultural portfolio, make profit, and eventually use 
that profit to invest in other ventures.  Chinese could 
not own land, per the California Constitution. 





Over time, the Chinese 
agricultural community 
came to specialize in crops 
that were a) difficult to 
grow and b) maximized 
profit margins. This meant 
potato agriculture. 

Potato Kings







Winemaking



Sugar Beets



Violence and Public Health 

Chinese labor communities in the Delta were subjected to a 
spectrum of rhetorical, political, and physical violence. 
Social-darwinist language was common, and Chinese 
culture was attacked as a public health threat. Municipal 
ordinances in Stockton in the 1860s, 1870s, and 1890s 
targeted farm labor housing and Chinese laundries. Arson 
attacks on Chinese businesses was a monthly occurrence, 
and it was not uncommon for . 





Brack Tract Case Study: the built environment 

The archeological and oral 
histories of the delta are full of 
remnants from this era. They need 
to be preserved. 



Bract Tract Case Study

Chinese farmers and laborers  left their mark on the built environment of the Delta. An 
unassuming shack and water tower at the end of Woodbridge Road was built in 1910 
and converted into a boarding house for Chinese laborers. In Sucheng Chan’s 
Bittersweet Harvest, a magisterial study of Chinese involvement in California 
agriculture, Chan presents a map titled “The Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta: 
Steamboat Landings Named after Chinese and Japanese, 1913.” The map uses data 
from a 1913 county map to clearly show four boat landings with Chinese names on 
Staten Island and Terminous Tract, across the water from Brack Tract. Chan postulates 
that the map may have contained inaccuracies, as the landings on the map exist on 
land that was never leased to Chinese tenants. The archaeological record on Brack 
Tract supports this hypothesis.



Arc Piling



Bract Tract Case Study

Steamboat landings listed as Quong Lee and Quong Goon on Chan’s 
map lie directly opposite the remains of steamboat landings on the 
Westernmost edge of Bract Tract. One can still see the pilings rising out 
of the Mokelumne at low tide. Prior to levee maintenance in 2013, piles 
of rotting wooden rubble could be seen on the river’s banks. Similarly, 
the steamboat landing named Gee Fung, listed as having existed on 
Sycamore Slough (originally Otter Slough) lies directly opposite a 
peninsula on Brack Tract that contains mounds of rubble and extensive 
bittermelon patches. Eric Merlo, whose family purchased this area of 
Brack Tract in 1948, remembers his grandfather Emil and great-uncle 
Cesare discussing this camp as a child.





Bract Tract Case Study

The ability to hire large teams of Chinese workers allowed for farms to grow in size. 
Between 1891-1899, Brack leased small ranches of 90-115 acres a piece on Brack 
Tract to various farming concerns, for eight dollars an acre, plus varying percentages 
of crop yields. By 1920, the average lot on the tract was 500 acres, with all farms 
relying on a traveling seasonal workforce to function. To keep costs down and allow 
for profitable enterprise, farmers pitted ethnic groups against each other: Sikh, 
Japanese, Chinese, Mexican, and poor white contracting outfits were used across the 
Delta, and strikes and unions were actively put down through the leverage of the 
employer’s market: if one group demanded too high a wage, a farmer could simply 
call another contractor. Labor firms were segregated, helping to facilitate the system. 
Based off of the evidence available, it’s reasonable to conclude that agriculture in the 
Delta would not be industrial in scale if it were not for the availability of a low-cost 
labor force.















Alien Land Laws,
 Exclusion Acts, and a Transition to Urban Life

In the 1890s and 1910s, demographic analysis of census records, 
tax assessments, and lease records shows that the Chinese labor 
force of the delta transitioned into urban occupations. Alien Land 
Laws in the State Constitution and the 1913 state Alien Land Law 
prevented ownership or long-term leases. Furthermore, the 
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prevented further inflow of 
low-income Chinese labor. By 1920, most Chinese residents of 
delta counties worked in urban settings. This transition was 
mirrored by Japanese, Italian, Portuguese, Mexican, and Filipino 
immigration to California, the subject of next week’s talk.
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Successive Waves of 

Immigrant Labor, 
Oppression, and 

Community Resilience



◉ In-Depth Social or 
Cultural History

◉ The Complexities of 
California Water Law

◉ Ecological History

◉ Environmental Zoning 
Laws and their 
Discriminatory Practice

◉ Housing Issues in the 
Delta 

What We Haven’t Time to Cover 



A Note on Cosmopolitanism

Various viewers from last week’s lecture contacted me concerning 
histories of diverse ethnic communities across the Delta region. It is 
critical to note that the Delta has always been an incredibly 
culturally and ethnically diverse place. Across the region. 
Indigenous Hawaiians, Spanish laborers from Hawaii, Tahitians, 
Basques, Chilenos from Valparaiso, Koreans, Punjabis, Volga 
Germans, Bavarians, Dutch, Greeks, Lebanese, Assyrians, 
Palestinians, Ukrainians, Moldovans, and Yakuts all settled in this 
region. Due to time constraints, we could not possibly cover all of 
these communities - it would be a disservice and a dishonor to 
their stories to even make an attempt in such a short time frame. 



A Note on America’s Alchemy of Race

As a social construct, race is malleable over time and space. In the context 
of anglophone North America, inclusion and access to white racial identity 
grew from a limited acceptance of wealthy Western-European merchant 
and noble elites to extended acceptance of Germanic, Gaelic, Scandinavian, 
Mediterranean,  Slavic, Persian, and Semitic peoples over time. As migrant 
communities adopted or assimilated into dominant anglophone American 
society, took place in capitalist processes, and invested in American 
ideologies, dominant notions of whiteness evolved to expanded to include 
much of Judeo-Christian Eurasian ancestry. Thus it was possible for an 
Italian, Lebanese, or Ukrainian person to immigrate to the Delta as a 
member of “a different race” in one era, and be considered white by all 
accounts in another.



Japanese, Italian, and Portuguese Immigration

Delta Immigrant Experiences, 1880-1924



Push and Pull Factors 

The second European imperial age and the 
coterminous rise of modern Western 
medicine led to dramatic increases in 
birth-rates and decreasing economic 
opportunities in much of the “developing 
world” of the second half of the 19th century. 
In newly emergent European states (Italy, 
Germany, Greece), and in declining 
European empires (Portugal, Spain, Ottoman 
Empire), expanding populations created 
economic pressures for emigration to the 
Americas. 



Push and Pull Factors 

In colonized Eurasia, expanding populations 
unfavorable trade relations in China, 
Southeast Asia, and Oceania fueled similar 
emigration across the globe. In Japan, the 
Meiji Restoration and the rise of the 
Japanese Empire led to similar population 
pressures, as well as state policies of bunmei 
kaika, and state-sponsored agendas of 
settler-colonialism in Oceania and the 
Americas. 



Angel Island and Ellis Island Images 



Japanese immigration to the Delta 
region began in the 1890s and increased 
substantially in the 1900s, until the 
“Gentleman’s Agreement” of 1911. Most 
immigrants came from agricultural 
districts of Kyushu and Honshu, in 
regions adapted to levee/dike 
agriculture. On Delta islands, laborers 
participated in a spectrum of 
wage-labor, sharecropping, 
land-leasing, and ownership. In Stockton 
and Sacramento, a settler-economy of 
mercantiles, trade-and-charters, and 
service economies thrived.  

Japanese Settler Colonialism and Capitalism



Select Japanese agriculturalists were, 
much like their Chinese predecessors, 
able to utilize East Asian farming 
practices to achieve financial viability of 
land-use. In particular, operations 
managed by Ushijima Kenji, or George 
Shima, as well as the Tanaka, 
Nakashima, Yamada, and Saeki families 
were able to dramatically improve and 
expand the area of Delta land available 
for potato agriculture, and later for 
Strawberries and squash.  

Agricultural Dominance



The Japanese Empire Abroad 

Unlike Chinese migrant labor, the Japanese immigrant experience 
was influenced by the existence of a Japanese foreign policy agenda 
dedicated to claiming imperial legitimacy, racial superiority in Pacific 
contexts, and a strong settler-colonial mission. Resultantly, the 
Japanese settler economy of the Delta had access to Japanese 
capital networks, a robust literary culture, imperial representation in 
American domestic affairs, and support in organizing chapters of the 
nihonjinkai, or Japanese Association of America. These supports 
were critical in allowing for urban Japanese communities in Stockton 
and Sacramento to become the wealthiest ethnic neighborhoods 
per capita in the Delta. 



Potato Wealth



Stockton Japan Town 





Capitalism’s Limits 

While Japanese immigrants to the Delta did have access to capital networks 
and technical expertise, they were still marginalized within the context of a 
white-supremacist political regime. Land-ownership was severely restricted 
due to California’s Alien Land Laws, with many Issei owning land in the name 
of their children or LLCs. Furthermore, urban housing and movement were 
restricted into special districts. Variously referred to as “Japanese Quarters,” 
“J-Towns,” or the Japanese term Nihonmachi, these districts were enforced 
through racially restrictive housing covenants, police violence, retail 
segregation, and social exclusion from white community organizations. In 
rural settings, lynchings and mob violence against Japanese labor was 
common between 1900-1924, 



Racist Editorials 



Anti-Japanese Violence  



Anti-Japanese Violence in Escalon



The Southern European Immigrant 
Experience in the Delta 

Simultaneously, the Delta Valley also saw a large influx of 
Italian and Azorean migrants, who were broadly 
relegated to work in first heavy industrial labor in 
canneries and warehouses, and then later to also work in 
orchards and vineyards. While subject to similar urban 
segregation and policing policies in Stockton and 
Sacramento, these communities were typically able to 
integrate into capital systems in the Delta via their access 
to capital on the East Coast. 



Southern European Immigrants



While Portuguese communities were 
able to adopt and assimilate into white 
culture through the claiming of imperial 
heritage, Italian immigrants to California 
and across the US utilized cultural 
heritage and occupational pathways to 
claim access to capital and power. By 
1920, employment segregation had 
ended in the region, By 1930, Italians 
were purchasing small plots of Delta 
land, and by 1950 residential segregation 
had essentially ended.  

The Reclamation of Whiteness:
Colombus, the Sons of Italy, Pharmacists, and Renaissance Culture    



A Century of Filipino and Mexican Labor 

The Johnson Bill and the Birth of a New Regime
 



California and American Empire in the Philippines



Recruiting “Wards of the State”

The Lutz & Co trading company, based in 
SF, HK, and Manila, worked with 
agricultural concerns in the Delta prior to 
the US colonization of the Philippines, and 
actively worked with delta farm boards in 
the 1920s to market the Delta as a place to 
move to. Specifically, advertisements 
marketed teaching and accounting 
positions - that did not in fact exist. 





Asparagus and Hard Labor 



Asparagus workers in the Delta could expect to work 12 hour days during the harvest





Archaeological Remnants 



Retail and spatial 
segregation was 
vigorously enforced via 
passive programming and 
constant threats of police 
and mob violence. 

Photo

“Positively No Filipinos Allowed”



Labor with Short Handle Hoe



Attacks on Local Community Spaces



Various clippings



Labor conditions in asparagus fields and canneries led to organizing and uprisings, led by the 
Filipinx community. These were typically met with displays of military force.





Farm Bureaus and Politics



Mexican Repatriation 

In the 1920s, an increasingly large number of Mexican families from 
Michoacan, Jalisco, Guerrero, and Oaxaca provinces in Mexico 
emigrated to the Central Valley and Monterey Basin, looking to 
escape from civil unrest, violence, and poor economic outlooks in 
agricultural industries. In 1929, President Herbert Hoover authorized 
the federally managed deportation of between 400,000 and 
2,000,000 Mexicans, many of whom were naturalized citizens. This 
placed serious labor crunches on agricultural industries that relied 
on Mexican labor. In the Delta, this largely meant orchard crops, corn, 
and increasingly vineyards. 



Bracero Program Initiated 

Between 1936 and 1942, agribusiness interests in California, 
Texas, and Missouri fought for the Federal government to provide 
labor relief. This took shape in the form of a treaty between the 
US and Mexico, where men from Guadalajara and Mexico City 
could sign up to work in California. The terms of the treaty were 
typically not upheld by anglo farmers. Abuses were common. 
The commission that managed the program and buried most of 
these abuses was led by William B Parker, a Stockton farmer and 
Klansman, in addition to farmers from Clarksburg, Lodi, Galt, and 
one from the Salinas Valley.  



Chicanx Immigration

By the late 1930s, and especially 
into the 1940s and 1950s, a new 
wave of Chicanx immigration 
followed, in part consisting of 
Bracero families, but also the 
families of many formerly illegally 
deported families.



Farm Labor



Braceros in the Delta





Organizers in the Fields I  



Organizers in the Fields II



Black Labor in the Urban Delta

A Morphogenesis of Stockton’s Industrial Complex 



Early African-American Settlers

◉ Extant archival records show that at least 
sixty enslaved Africans lived in SJC, and 
over a hundred in Sacramento, prior to 
the Civil War - despite California being a 
free state.

◉ Due to the lucrative wages of working in 
industrial gold mines, many were able to 
purchase freedom and open farms in 
Southeast and Southwest Stockton.  



Quivers Letter



Lumber Industries and the Boggs Tract

In the late nineteenth century, large numbers of formerly enslaved 
Africans from Arkansas, Missouri, and Southern Appalachia fled the 
South due to the rise and crystallization of Jim Crow laws. Many of 
these communities had specialized in lumber industries, and were 
eagerly hired by lumber mills in Calaveras, Amador, Siskiyou, Trinity, 
and Sonora Counties. In Stockton, a large forest-products industry 
sat in Southwest Stockton along Mormon Slough, then navigable, 
which had harbor and barge access. This area, already inhabited by 
Californios and early African-American settlers, became the center 
of Stockton’s Black community. 



African-American forestry professionals from Arkansas, Oklahoma, Mississippi, and Alabama 
migrated to California in large numbers in the early 20th century as part of the Northern 

Migration out of the South.



Boggs Tract Sanborn Maps









Community Organizing



An Industrial and Religious Center 

The African-American community 
pre-depression was segregated via 
racially restrictive housing, but also as 
a result of occupation. Lumber mills 
and forest product companies were 
concentrated near the navigable 
Mormon Slough for ease of access to 
Stockton’s municipal harbor. 
African-American schools, churches, 
and businesses clustered in the area.



Dust Bowl Migration

The “Dust Bowl” drought of the late 1920s and 
early 1930s also pushed extensive 
African-American migration from Oklahoma, 
Missouri, Kentucky, and Arkansas into 
Stockton’s maritime industries. Most families 
were forced to initially live in camps at 
modern-day Louis Park. These communities 
would find the housing markets on Boggs Tract 
and the lower East Side saturated, and would 
eventually move to the white-flight evacuated 
Midtown Magnolia, Fair Oaks, and Burgherside 



Machines of War 



The Port and the Military Industrial Complex  



Black, Chicano, and Italian laborers at a strike near the Port of Stockton



An Urban Delta 



 
The Metropoles and the Colony: 

State Prerogatives and 
Disenfranchisement 



Delta Fisheries and the CVP



The Internment and Theft of Japanese Wealth 



The Internment and Theft of Japanese Wealth



State Rationalism and 
Deconstruction of the Urban Delta  



Killing the Commons: 
Water Projects and Recreational Access



The terms “Primary Zone” and 
“Secondary Zone” are political terms 
that de facto reduce and marginalize 

the human histories,  cultures, 
societies, and politics of the region. 



New Immigrations to a New Delta 



State Policy and the Delta as a Housing-Shed









Redlining Map of Stockton, CA. 1936.



Language from a racially restrictive housing covenant 
from Tuxedo Park 



Redlining

“Residential security” was a measurement that banks 
used to determine whether or not they would lend to a 
homeowner. Houses were expensive, and most people 
could not afford to pay for a house all at once.

Red zones were considered the lowest security level, 
and typically were relegated to blacks by the FHA’s 
Underwriting Manual.  Yellow zones were next, followed 
by blue, then green.



...

"Yellow areas are characterized by age, obsolescence, and change of style; 
expiring restrictions or lack of them; infiltration of a lower grade 
population; the presence of influences which increase sales resistance…”

"Red areas represent those neighborhoods in which the things that are now 
taking place in the Yellow neighborhoods, have already happened. They are 
characterized by detrimental influences in a pronounced degree, undesirable 
population or infiltration of it. Low percentage of home ownership, very 
poor maintenance and often vandalism prevail. Unstable incomes of the 
people and difficult collections are usually prevalent. The areas are broader 
than the so-called slum districts. Some mortgage lenders may refuse to make 
loans in these neighborhoods and other will lend only on a conservative 
basis."





Statistical evidence shows that 
the most likely predictor of a 

neighborhood’s grade was the 
extent of housing covenants. 



Centers of Immigrant Community



Urban segregation led to the creation of a diverse, urban South and Midtown Stockton and a 
largely white, suburban North Stockton



Wealth Disparity Creation

This system was designed to keep people of color from building 
wealth.

Redlined neighborhoods, where residents could not access loans, 
and thus not buy houses, were without exception neighborhoods 
that the Underwriters Manual had listed as “mixed” or “negro.”

As a result, an African-American could never build wealth by owning 
a home. White Americans living in greenlined neighborhoods could 
expect to own their own home by paying off a bank loan. 



 
“Revitalizing” Stockton

Case Study 1: 
1949-1968



-Between 1945 and 1949, municipal 
reformers began to identify “skid 
row” as a major obstacle to 
attracting business. During the war, 
the military had temporarily banned 
sailors from going to bars in 
downtown, and the University of the 
Pacific vocally proclaimed in Record 
op-eds that the “sins downtown” 
were “a filthy perversion” for its 
students.  

Killing Corruption: Cleaning Skid Row 



- -In the 1940s police chief Rex 
Parker, under the direction of City 
Manager Hogan, cracked down on 
illegal gambling parlors in Little 
Manila, Chinatown, and Fair Oaks.. 
There were concerns that the Italian 
mob had infiltrated Stockton, and 
UOP and other reform-minded 
institutions in 1947 organized a 
“Citizens Coalition for a Better 
Government,” and tried to recall the 
entire city council. 

Killing Corruption: Cleaning Skid Row 



A recall effort was immediately 
organized by local churches and UOP. 
The “Citizens Action Committee,” 
supported by communities of color who 
praised Rex Parker for ending brutality 
against communities of color, and 
religious and educational institutions 
wanting to improve Stockton’s ethics 
reputation, put up six candidates as 
alternatives to the current city 
councilors. The recall effort failed. 

-By 1948, Chief Parker had busted 
26 taverns and bars for gambling 
and prostitution, and in November 
of that year, Councilman Angelo 
Sanguinetti, a pharmacist and 
known owner of a prostitution hall 
on El Dorado, organized the sacking 
of City Manager Hogan and Chief 
Parker, using his “Stockton First 
League” on the Council. Mayor 
Ventre, an advocate of reform and 
ally of UOP, resigned.  

Killing Corruption: Cleaning Skid Row 



Killing Skid Row: the transition to urban renewal

-By 1950, Jack O’Keefe was hired to replace Rex Parker. 

-In response to increased calls for reform of the West End, O’Keefe began to make 
mass arrests of people of color in the West End and South Stockton in 1953. 

-Evaluations of municipal records show that O’Keefe’s department made over 20,000 
arrests of Black, Filipino, Mexican, and Chinese men between 1953 and 1958. Less 
than three houses of prostitution were closed during this time. 

-In late 1954, a black welder at the Port of Stockton by the name of Lucius Meadows 
was murdered by a police officer. This led to the formation of a Committee on Urban 
Problems” by Mayor Dean DeCarli, that identified prostititon and mob-crime as 
Stockton’s major problems, and ultimately argued that Skid Row needed to be 
demolished for revitalization. 



In 1949 the FHA authorized 
up to 1 trillion USD (2019 
values) in loans for the 
clearance of “blighted” 
neighborhoods

“Blighted” had a legal 
definition of “mixed race” or 
of “declining housing 
value.”

In 1956, convinced of a 
need to rid downtown of 
drunks and flophouses,, 
City Council established 
the Stockton 
Redevelopment Agency, 
headed by George Jacobs 
to explore urban renewal 
opportunities. 

Urban Renewal



Utilizing the threat of 
eminent domain, the City 
was able to purchase and 
demolish large swaths of 
Stockton along 
Washington street. 

Downtown Comes Down



Despite lawsuits from 
landowners, massive 
protests from migrant farm 
laborers living in these 
areas, and opposition on 
council, the 
Redevelopment Agency 
completed the East End 
Redevelopment Project in 
1960, and the West End 
Redevelopment Project in 
1963

Continued



Data from the City archives 
and from municipal police 
reports shows that over 
12,000 people were 
ultimately displaced from the 
downtown area between 
1956 and 1964, 

For low-income farm 
laborers, there was little to no 
compensation. 

Due to many residents 
relocating out of Stockton, 
and the massive decline in 
sales and property tax 
revenue, these 
demolitions, negatively 
impacted the City’s 
budget. 

Massive Demographic Shifts



Skid Row?

-Analysis of municipal directories, tax assessment 
records, newspaper clippings, and Sanborn maps 
shows that prior to 1963, at any given time, the West 
End had approximately 1000 businesses, most 
owned by people of color. I can personally only find 
documentation that there were approximately 23 
gambling parlors and prostitution houses at any 
given time between WWII and 1963.   



 
“Revitalizing” Stockton

Case Study II: 
1979-2008



Between 1960-1975, 
Stockton’s gross number of 
nonprofit agencies and 
organizations declined by 
56% according to municipal 
records.

The decline in agencies 
contributed to Stockton’s 
declining level of public 
services. 

In 1978, Prop 13 is passed. 

Huge impacts on local 
education: in 1960, SUSD had 
the highest college attendance 
rate of any school district in 
state, according to Department 
of Education data, including 
among Hispanic and Asian 
populations. By 1985, it was 
among the lowest. 

Death of Downtown Nonprofit Scene and Prop 13



In 1970, the California Rural 
Legal Assistance League 
filed a lawsuit on behalf of 
students of color in 
Stockton Unified, stating 
that the district was 
segregated. 

In 1974 courts ruled that 
the district was in violation 
of the Civil Rights Act, and 
demanded a 
desegregation plan. This 
led to massive white flight 
out of downtown and 
midtown into Lodi and 
Lincoln Unified. 

Hernandez v. Stockton Unified and White Flight



Education

In the aftermath of urban renewal, Stockton became 
home to large populations of dispossessed farm-labor 
communities, as well as underemployed 
African-American communities. 

The highly expensive reconstruction campaign to rebuild 
Stockton’s schools after the Field Act regulations, as well 
as Prop 13 and the flight of high-income earners to 
Lincoln and Lodi USDs, left SUSD impoverished. 



In addition to the 
impoverished nature of the 
school district, SUSD bore 
the brunt of the massive 
population influxes of 
Mexican migrants from 
Michoacan and SE Asian 
migrants from Vietnam 
and Cambodia. 

In 1960, Stockton had the 
highest college acceptance 
rates among hispanic and 
Asian-American populations in 
the state. 

By 1985, SUSD is ranked 
among the bottom ten 
percentiles of urban districts. 
The DoE pinpointed a lack of 
funding for services as a 
primary reason. 

Education and Occupational Instability



As Stockton Unified saw a 
continuing decline in 
educational outcomes, the 
city as a whole began to see 
rising crime rates, and higher 
incidence of gang violence. 

Similarly, state penitentiary 
data shows a marked 
increase in the number of 
inmates from Stockton. 

Educational Outcomes and Crime





In the 1990’s, under Joan 
Darrah, the City initiated the 
“Safe Stockton” campaign, 
focusing on hiring more 
police officers, bike patrols, 
high school interventions, 
and refocusing 
redevelopment aid to 
housing projects. Educational 
inequities remained. SUSD 
continued low performance. 

Ultimately, crime rates 
temporarily lowered, while 
educational outcomes 
based off of college 
acceptance data continue 
to decline. The School 
District attempted reform 
through diversity 
programming.  

Revitalization through Policing





Graduates from Stockton 
Unified and immigrants 
continue to earn low 
wages, with little access to 
generational wealth 
(inherited houses), income 
mobility, or housing 
stability. 

To meet the needs of this 
underserved population, 
beginning in 1986, the 
Bank of Stockton and local 
developers begin to lobby 
for the withdrawal of 
regulations on subprime 
lending. Ultimately they 
succeed during the Clinton 
administration. 

Impacts on the Housing Market



Between 2002 and 2007, 
Stockton sees a massive 
rise in homeownership due 
to subprime lending in 
North and South East 
Stockton among people of 
color. In 2007 the housing 
bubble burst, sparking 
massive foreclosures and a 
second crime wave. 

Based on highly 
problematic and optimistic 
projections of municipal 
revenue and growth (DoF), 
Mayors Podesto and 
Chavez significantly 
upgraded municipal 
pension plans.

Housing Bubble, A Second Crime Wave, and 
Municipal Pensions


