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Unlike the United States, where people of different ethnic and racial backgrounds were largely segregated, early nineteenth-century California was a place
where A fr o Latino, m e ti zo, European, and I ndian
lived side by side and frequently intermarried. In general, California provided Afro-Latinos with opportunities for social, economic, and political advancem ent
they w o uld otherwise not h ave in M ex ico, w he re s peia I r ig h ts a nd priv il 'g s we r ' resc rv •d to p an ia rd s
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government officials. By contrast, most African Americans in the United States in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries were enslaved. Even free African
Americans enjoyed few, if any, legal rights in the United
States.

Afr i ·a n slave lo sati s fy th i r labor n eeds. Be t w' n 1580

'S

·nd ' d from s lav ·s tak ·n to M 'X i ·o

d th m to work

tury, Mazatlan and other peripheral towns included

of New Spain showing solar eclipse, M ission San Diego, 1688. Courtesy of The Ba ncroft
Library, University of Californ ia, M ap G 044 11 B1 1688 P6 Case A. RIGHT: Captain Juan
Bautista de Anza. National Park Service photo.

So h ow d id Afro -Lat inos 'Ve nt ual ly find t hei r way to
a liforn ia? Answer: T h' .J uan Bau tista d

<1nd 1670, roug hl y 100,000 slaves, rno stl y Afr ica ns, we r '

m od e rn -d ay

ta l e n LO M ·x ico. Pe rh ap s as man y as 50,000 Africans

Anza Expedi ti o n. l n 1774, pa n is h

had b 'C n se nt to Mex i o before 1580; by 1645, M x i o

tista de Anza led an ex pedi ti o n t ha t, w it h th ' aid of

h ad a slave po pul at io n of 80,000.

Nat ive Arnc ri a n , open d up a n 'W s upp ly rout' fro m

By the eig hteenth cen t u ry, free bla k o ut numb ·r ' d

nort h e rn So nora to

a pta i n J uan Bau -

to Mexico

Puebla, and Vera Cruz. Ot hers were d ispers ·d th rou g h-

t hat inc lu d ed doze ns of fa rni li 'S h ' r ' r ui t ' din C ul i-

out the countryside and mining cen ters like

aca n , V illa in aloa, Al ta r, an d r to r asi las. T h 'S' a nd

u li a ·a n ,

ity, Anza o r 1 an ized ano l h ' r 'x p ' d it ion

Sinaloa, and Zacatecas. Many Spaniar d s never fu ll y let

other town s in Mex i o 's no rt hw ·st s upp li ·d ,a liforn ia

go of the idea that freedom was the natural conditio n of
a ll human b ings, and th Spanish showed lcs ' host ility

with m a ny of its c::i rlics l s ' ltl e rs.
With the establishment of the Anza trail, Afro ~Lati··
nos mi gra ted lo Cal iforn ia in . ig nifi a nt nu m b ·rs . R

toward free blacks than the English did in their colonies
in North Amer ica and the Caribbean. Nonetheless, free

1790, th ey mad ' up n arl 20 p ·r · ·n t of Ca liforn ia\

black s in M exico- especially those in Mexico City a nd

population , or on e ou t of

Pu ebla

importantly, t h e co n ·p l of "r:1 · "' h<1d far I ·ss sig n iii

d many obstacles. Some cities passed laws

'V

·r fi v · r ·sid ·n ts. Mor'

l h:1l k · pt t h · m from obtaining land or e nl rin g ·crt u in

cancein Ca lifo rni a th an in th ' Unit ed Sl<ll ·s. W hil e

.., k ill · I profess ion s. This may expla in w hy so rn · fr ··

European -bo rn Sp;in iard s ·on l ro ll ed :a lifo rn ia so ·i

h l;1 ·b mov' I into th e frontier r egio ns of M exi ·o, wh ·r'

et y, A fr o -Lal inos a nd m ''> l izo '> di d ma nage to gai n

they encountered much less discrimination. By t h e

p olitical and economic in fl uence du r in g th e Spa nish

eighteenth century, free black communities had sprung

and Mexican p eriods of C alifornia history.

up in towns and districts northeast of Mexico City in

Some notable examples of Afro -Latinos who played

places like Rosario (now El Rosario), Mazatlan de los

prominent roles in California's development wer e Juana

Mulatos (now Mazatlan), Cosala, Villa Sinaloa (now

Briones, Manuel Nieto, Pio Pico, and Tiburcio Tapia.

Africans first entered Mexico in 1519, when Juan

Sinaloa de Leyva), Durango (now Victoria de Durango),

Juana Briones, whose mother and grandparents came to

Garrido, a black soldier, served under Hernan Cortes

Culiacan (now Culiacan Rosales), Parral (now Hidalgo

California with the Anza Expedition in 1776, became a
i

UNITED STATES

a l iforn ia. Sho rtl y aft ·r hi s r ·turn

slaves and had a n oticeabl presen e in Mex ico Ci t y,

fa

LEFT: Edward Vischer, A California Magnate [Andres Pico} in His Home, 1865. Courtesy of
The Bancroft Library, Un iversity of California, BANC PIC 19xx.039:33-FR. CENTER: Map

0
0
t<'\

.,,..
~1 .

MEX ICO

s
-

ht Exped1t1on

··-··-··· 2nd Expcdi1ion
h t & 2nd ~pcd i tio 11 ?>

L
0

_

__!.00m 1lcs
I 00

kilomcrc r~

An za Expe d i t ion Ro u te s

Printed on 100% Recycled Paper.

fixture in Yerba Buena (now San Francisco) during the
nineteenth century. Briones developed a reputation for
being a savvy businesswoman, landowner, humanitarian, and healer. Manuel ieto ent red Alta aliforn ia
in 1769 as one of the leath er-jacket soldier in Gaspar
de Portola's expedition from Mexico. He later acquired
158,000 acres in Southern California, which included
the modern cities of Long Beach, Huntington Beach,
Norwalk, and Downey. At the time of his death in 1804,
Manuel Nieto's real estate and large herds of horses
and "black cattle" made him the wealthiest man in California. Pio Pico came from a very well-known AfroLatino family that became one of the most wealthy and
powerful in Mexican-era California. In addition to
his success in acquiring extensive landholdings, Pico
became California's last governor under Mexican rule.
Tiburcio Tapia served as a soldier at Santa Barbara
before assuming duties as corporal of La Purisima Mission (present-day Lompoc). In 1839 Tapia was granted
13,045 acres by Governor Juan Bautista Alvarado in
an area east of Los Angeles called "Cucamonga." By
the 1840s, Tapia had become one of Southern California's wealthier landowners and merchants. He was also
politically connected and served as a member of the
provincial legislature, three-term mayor of Los Angeles, and a judge.

·Unfortunately for Afro-Latinos and Mexicans living in California, dramatic changes occurred after
the United States took over in 1848. Throughout the
first half of the nineteenth century, the U.S. pursued
an aggressive policy of westward expansion, seeking additional land for its population ofland-hungry
settlers. In 1846 President James K. Polk provoked a
war with Mexico that many saw as nothing more than
an opportunity to seize Mexico's northern provinces
(now California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, and parts of Colorado, Oklahoma, and Texas).
The Mexican-American War endured for two years
and ended with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo in 1848. The treaty ceded all of the northern
provinces to the United States. The discovery of gold
that same year opened the floodgates to white settlement. Thousands of Americans entered the territory
and many squatted illegally on property belonging to
Mexicans. Thousands of Mexicans would eventually
lose their property in U.S. courts that rejected Spanish
and Mexican-era land titles. Others would be forced to
sell off portions of their property or in some cases all of
it to attorneys or other individuals to cover the cost of
litigation.

During the Spanish and Mexican periods of California's history, race had not played a central role in determining one's social rank. But as soon as California was
transferredtotheU.S.,t·heterritoriolg) ' rnm nl qui 1,1
adopted laws that stripped owa th e ri ghl :-i or M ', i
cans, Asians, African Am ric;rns, and al iv' /\rn ·ricans. The California constitutional co nv ·ntion of 1849,
for instance, voted to disfranchise "Indian s, Africans,
and descendants of Africans." The following year it limited membership in the state militia to "free white males,"
prohibited nonwhite testimony in court cases involving
whites, and adopted vagrancy laws that reated a system
of Indian slavery that remained in effect until the end of
the Civil War. While denying blacks the right to testify on
their own behalf, the state legislature voted that blacks
who had entered the state before 1850 could be detained
by anyone who claimed them as ex-slaves.
Indeed, much had changed in California from the
time of Anza's arrival to th e transfer of alifornia to the
United States. It began as a place that affo rd ed Afro -Latinos like the Tapias and t he Picos a trans ition from poverty
to prosperity, a place where they could hav title to t hou sands of acre of land, exercise political power, and be
treated with respect. The vast majority of Africa n Ameri cans in the United States, meanwhile, still languished in
chattel slavery. California had been a remarkab ly diver
and vibrant region where people of different "races' I ived
and worked together. Above al 1, it had been a pla e where
race and ethnicity did not function as impediments to
social, political, or economic advancement.

Today, it is critical for us to understand the early history of California because we still struggle with the legacy of racism. Most people mistakenly believe that racism
h:-t s b n :-t n intrinsi r::irt of our ociety sine the begin ning of our sl nI "s hi stor y. But any analysis of prc- 1848
C:tl i lorn in so ·iely wi II show a much different pi Lu re.

Damany Fisher, author of this brochure,
is a native of Sacramento and received his Ph.D.
from the University of California, Berkeley. He
currently teaches American history at Mt. San
Antonio College in Walnut, California. The information in this brochure is explored at greater
length in Damany Fisher's Discovering Early California Afro-Latino Presence (Heyday, 2010, $5). To
order the pamphlet, visit www.heydaybooks.com.

Juan Bautista de Anza
National Historic Trail
ln 1990, Congress establ ished the Juan Bautista
de Anza National Historic Trail as part of the
National Trail s System. The trail commemorates,
protect , marks, and interprets the route that
ArlZa traveled during 1775 and 1776 from Sonora,
Mexico, Lo take settlers to present-day San Francisco, alifornia, to establish a mission and presidio. For information about the trail, visit the trail
website at www.nps.gov/juba.
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Treaty of Peace, Friendship, Limits and Settlement
between t he United States of America and the
Mexican Republic (a lso known as t he Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo), 1848. Courtesy of t he Library
of Congress .
Los Angeles, ca. 1850s. Roughly half of t he
pueblo's founders were Afro-Latino. Robert B.
Honeyman, Jr. Col lection of Early Californian and
Western American Pictorial Material. Courtesy of
The Bancroft Library, University of California, BANC
PIC 1963.002:0478:10-A

