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ABSTRACT

This Historic Context Study (HCS) provides 
a thematic framework on the formation and 
evolution of a self-identified Latino community in 
Washington, D.C. during World War II and through 
the postwar decades of the twentieth century. 
The HCS provides an overview of the economic, 
cultural, and social ways in which Latinos 
and Latinas interacted with the District’s built 
environment and provides examples of building 
typologies, places, and spaces significant to the 
formation and development of this community.
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

ABC	 American Baptist Churches

AMO	 Adams Morgan Organization

ANC	 Advisory Neighborhood 
	 Commission

CADOLANCA	 Committee for the Aid and  
	 Development of Latin America in  
	 the Nation’s Capital

CARECEN	 Central American Resource Center

CHANGE, Inc.	 Cardozo Heights Association for  
	 Neighborhood Growth and  
	 Enrichment

CHEC	 Columbia Heights  
	 Educational Campus

CIA	 U.S. Central Intelligence Agency

CISPES	 Committee in Solidarity with the  
	 People of El Salvador

D.C.	 District of Columbia

DCPL	 D.C. Preservation  
	 League

D.C. HPO	 D.C. Historic Preservation Office 

D.C. Inventory	 D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites

DMV	 D.C., Maryland, and Virginia – a  
	 shorthand for D.C.’s  
	 metropolitan region

EOFULA	 Educational Organization for  
	 United Latin Americans

EPICA	 Ecumenical Program for Inter- 
	 American Communication and  
	 Action

ESL	 English as a Second Language

FARC	 Revolutionary Armed Forces of  
	 Colombia – People’s Army

FSLN	 Sandinista National Liberation  
	 Front

FMLN	 Farabundo Martí National  
	 Liberation Front

GALA	 Grupo de Artistas Latino  
	 Americanos, now GALA Hispanic 	
	 Theatre

GED	 General Education Development

GELAAM	 Gente Latina de Ambiente

HCS	 Historic Context Study

HIV/AIDS	 Human Immunodeficiency Virus/ 
	 Acquired Immunodeficiency  
	 Syndrome

IDB	 Inter-American Development Bank

INS	 U.S. Immigration and 	  
	 Naturalization Service

IRCA	 U.S. Immigration Reform and  
	 Control Act

LAYC	 Latin American Youth Center in  
	 Washington, D.C.

LEDC	 Latino Economic Development  
	 Center

LLEGO	 (National) Latina/o Lesbian and  
	 Gay Organization

LGBTQ	 Lesbian, gay, bisexual,  
	 transgender, and queer

MALDEF	 Mexican American Legal  
	 Defense Fund

MCIP	 Multicultural Career Intern  
	 Program

MERIP	 Middle East Research and  
	 Information Project

MPD	 (Washington, D.C.) Metropolitan  
	 Police Department

NCLR	 National Council of La Raza,  
	 now UnidosUS

NFWA	 National Farm Workers  
	 Association

NMAH	 (Smithsonian) National Museum  
	 of American History

NPS	 National Park Service



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

PREFACE | 4

NRHP 	 National Register of Historic  
	 Places

NW	 Northwest (directional); also  
	 NE for Northeast, SE for  
	 Southeast, SW for Southwest

OAS	 Organization of American States

OBED	 D.C. Office of Business and  
	 Economic Development

PEILA	 Program of English Instruction  
	 for Latin Americans

PEPCO	 Potomac Electric Power  
	 Company

SED	 Spanish Education Development 	
	 Center

SYEP	 D.C. Summer Youth Employment  
	 Program

UFWOC	 United Farm Workers Organizing  
	 Committee

UDC	 University of the District of  
	 Columbia

UPO	 United Planning Organization

U.S.	 United States [of America], used  
	 as an adjective or as shorthand

YLO	 Young Lords Organization
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This thematic Historic Context Study (HCS) 
addresses the history of Washington, D.C.’s 
Latino community from 1943-1991. Although 
Latinos currently comprise nearly 12% of D.C.’s 
resident population, there are only nine properties 
associated with the Latino community listed in the 
D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites (D.C. Inventory) 
and the National Register of Historic Places 
(NRHP). Funded by a grant from the National Park 
Service’s (NPS) Underrepresented Community 
Grants Fund, this HCS is intended to provide a 
clear framework to evaluate cultural resources 
and develop nominations for the D.C. Inventory 
and the NRHP.

Because the temporal scope was limited to five 
decades in the mid- to late twentieth century, 
the majority of sites and buildings identified as 
significant to and associated with D.C.’s historic 
Latino community lie in Wards 1 and 2, largely 
centered in the city’s northwest neighborhoods 
of Dupont Circle, Adams Morgan, Mount Pleasant, 
and Columbia Heights. The building typologies 
range from vernacular commercial structures 
to monumental governmental edifices. The 
companion architectural survey documentation 
identified 90 extant properties and five lost 
properties associated with the historic Latino 
community in D.C. This list helped inform the 
thematic organization of the HCS, which addresses 
Employment and Commerce (e.g., sites of work 
and business); Religion and Education (e.g., 
churches and schools); Arts, Media, and Leisure 
(e.g., cinemas, museums, parks, public art); 
Health and Social Services (e.g., clinics and social 
welfare agencies); Housing and Gentrification 
(e.g., apartment buildings, single-family detached 
houses, rowhouses); and Politics, Governance, 
and Economic Development (e.g. embassies, 
police stations, municipal offices). Nearly one-
third of the combined 95 sites are commercial 
businesses, generally bodegas and restaurants. 
This HCS finds that the growth of Latino-owned 
commercial businesses mirrored the growth and  
 

 
prosperity of the Latino community in D.C. as a 
whole. This typology is followed by social service 
agencies, which account for nearly one-quarter 
of the 95 sites. These agencies were created 
by Latinos/as to meet the unaddressed needs 
of a marginalized, minority population and they 
served as the bedrock of an ideation of a Latino 
community in D.C.

The report is also organized chronologically by 
decade or period. It begins with Pioneers (1943-
1959), a 16-year span during which Latinos/as 
arrived in Washington to work for the federal 
government, embassies, or global institutions, 
the majority of whom were from Puerto Rico, 
Spain, Mexico, Panama, and Cuba. The Tipping 
Point (1960-1969) covers the 1960s, during 
which the Latino community in northwest D.C. 
grew to an extent that outsiders (and insiders) 
recognized Latinos/as as a bloc rather than a 
number of disparate individuals. Community 
Building through Community Action (1970-1979) 
spans a decade in which newcomers from South 
and Central America began to diversify the 
largely Caribbean-origin Latino community in 
D.C., and during which social service agencies 
and Latino politicization made strides. The final 
chapter, A New Guard (1980-1991), reports on 
a decade marked by the influx of refugees from 
Central America (largely El Salvador) and that was 
capped with the 1991 Mount Pleasant uprising 
and riots, which brought this marginalized 
community’s needs to the fore and forced the D.C. 
government to give the Latino community greater 
consideration and recognition. The research for 
this report utilized several forms of primary and 
secondary source material but largely rested on 
oral history interviews conducted in the 1980s 
and 2010s and archived at the D.C. Public Library 
and the D.C. History Center’s Kiplinger Library, 
as well as interviews conducted in 2024 by the 
author as part of this study. 
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction

Purpose and Scope

According to the 2020 U.S. census, the Latino 
population comprises 11.3% of D.C. residents.1 
Yet, the D.C. Inventory presently contains only 
nine entries that represent this community in 
any way. This Historic Context Study (HCS) is 
intended to provide a clear framework to evaluate 
cultural resources associated with this community 
and develop nominations for the D.C. Inventory 
and the National Register of Historic Places 
(NRHP). In addition, the context will provide a 
baseline to evaluate sites already listed in the 
D.C. Inventory and the NRHP and to summarily 
update those nominations to include Latino 
history. For example, the nomination for the 
Mount Pleasant Historic District, written in 1986, 
focuses on the development of the neighborhood 
as one of Washington, D.C.’s first suburbs and its 
early twentieth century maturation but makes no 
mention of the rise of the neighborhood’s Latino-
owned businesses on Mount Pleasant Street 
(beginning in the 1960s) or of the Mount Pleasant 
uprising of 1991.

In 2022, the D.C. Historic Preservation Office (D.C. 
HPO) received a grant from the National Park 
Service’s (NPS) Underrepresented Communities 
Grant Program to underwrite the production of a 
historic context study on the District of Columbia’s 
Latino community. The D.C. HPO promotes 
stewardship of the District of Columbia’s historic 
and cultural resources through planning, protection, 
and public outreach. D.C. HPO is the staff for the 
Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB) and 
Mayor’s Agent for Historic Preservation. The D.C. 

HPO contracted the management of the project 
and of the consultant awarded the project to the 
D.C. Preservation League (DCPL). The DCPL is 
Washington’s citywide nonprofit organization 
dedicated to the preservation and protection 
of the historic resources of our nation’s capital. 
DCPL’s mission is carried out through education, 
community outreach, landmark designation, and 
advocacy. 

In September 2023, the DCPL released to the public 
a Request for Proposals (RFP) seeking the services 
of a qualified consultant to produce the HCS in 
addition to other tasks and deliverables. For the 
HCS, the consultant was requested to undertake 
research to identify themes, establish associated 
property types, and create a preliminary inventory 
of significant historic resources associated with the 
Latino community in Washington, D.C. In November 
2023, the DCPL awarded the contract to Heather 
McMahon, Architectural Historian (HMAH)—a 
SWaM-certified (Virginia) and HUB-certified (North 
Carolina), woman-owned, sole-proprietorship with 
over a decade of cultural resource management 
and historic preservation experience. Research 
and writing for this HCS was undertaken 
between November 2023 and May 2025. 

Geographic Distribution and 
Temporal Scope

Per the RFP released by the DCPL in September 
2023, the HCS and its companion architectural 
survey documentation were intended to be 
citywide, encompassing all eight wards within the 
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District of Columbia. A concerted effort was made 
to identify sites, structures, objects, and buildings 
associated with D.C.’s historic Latino community 
throughout the entire District. Exhaustive primary 
and secondary source research identified 90 
extant and five lost places and spaces that 
were consistently and repeatedly named as 
significant to the Latino community in D.C. either 
in scholarship or in oral interviews. However, with 
very few exceptions, the vast majority of these 
resources and spaces are concentrated within 
Ward 1, which holds the traditional Latino barrio, 
or neighborhood, today comprised of the adjacent 
neighborhoods of Adams Morgan, Mount Pleasant, 
and Columbia Heights (Figure 1.1).

Today, the legacy of D.C.’s Latino community 
can be seen in businesses, organizations, and 
public spaces across the city, but particularly in 

Wards 1 and 2. This community’s history dates 
back to the early 1940s, when Puerto Ricans 
and Mexican Americans arrived in the capital to 
obtain work in the expanding federal bureaucracy 
and to fill labor shortages in other trades as 
the United States mobilized for World War II. 
In the 1940s through the 1960s, Latin American 
diplomats brought embassy staff to Washington, 
some of whom settled in Dupont Circle and 
Adams Morgan, moving in alongside an influx 
of Dominicans and Cubans coming to America 
for economic opportunity and to escape from 
political conflict in their home countries. Latinos/
as continued to settle in Adams Morgan and  
Mount Pleasant in the 1970s and 1980s, as South 
American and Central American—particularly 
Salvadoran—immigration increased due to civil war 
and domestic unrest in that region. By the 1980s 

Figure 1.1: Map showing the geographic distribution of significant D.C. Latino sites. HMAH 2024.
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and 1990s, the eastern edges of the barrio on 16th 
Street NW had pushed farther east into Columbia 
Heights, as housing shortages and rising housing 
costs pushed new Latino arrivals deeper into 
traditionally African American neighborhoods. This 
influx of immigrants throughout the years was not 
entirely without strife, most obviously demonstrated 
by the Mount Pleasant uprising of 1991, but the 
legacy of the historic Latino community on the 
District is undeniable.

It should be noted that the temporal scope affected 
(and limited) the geographic distribution as well. The 
period of significance was established in the RFP as 
1943 to 1991, representing the initial surge of Spanish-
speaking immigrants during World War II through the 
Mount Pleasant uprising. Although individual Latinos/
as have always settled in the Maryland and Virginia 
suburbs as well as other parts of the District, and 
despite the fact that the community has dispersed 
throughout the entire Washington metropolitan 
area since the 1990s, generally, Spanish-speaking 
arrivals prior to 1991 started in the barrio. This report 
provides brief contexts for the decades immediately 
preceding and succeeding this temporal scope, as 
history is never well-confined to a single period. 
Furthermore, several buildings identified during the 
research and through the companion architectural 
survey documentation technically fall outside of this 
temporal scope, although the author has endeavored 
to remain faithful to its limits.

A final word about language, geography, and this 
scope of work. The author has used different 
naming conventions to describe Washington, D.C. 
including “the city;” “Washington;” “D.C.;” “the 
District of Columbia;” and “the District.” For the 
purposes of this report, these terms should be 
considered interchangeable. Often, the phrases 
“the greater Washington area” or “the Washington 
metropolitan area” are used to describe D.C. and 
its surrounding environs, or suburbs. Although 
these concepts have clear boundaries today that 
encompass multiple localities in both Maryland and 
Virginia—even extending now to West Virginia—
in the postwar period of the twentieth century, 
before suburban development had greatly altered 

the rural landscape of northern Virginia and central 
Maryland, the “greater Washington area” was 
smaller and more confined. For the purposes of this 
report, readers should understand the author’s use 
of the phrases to encompass inner-ring suburbs, 
such as the City of Alexandria and the counties 
of Arlington and Fairfax in Virginia as well as the 
counties of Montgomery and Prince George’s in 
Maryland for the period 1940-1970. By the 1970s 
through the 1990s, D.C. bedroom communities had 
spread to Frederick County, Maryland, as well as 
portions of Prince William and Loudoun counties 
in Virginia. Furthermore, it should be noted that 
while today’s D.C. residents recognize Adams 
Morgan, Lanier Heights, Reed-Cooke, Mount 
Pleasant, and Columbia Heights as distinct and 
discrete neighborhoods, they were not always so 
well defined. When D.C. Latinos referred to the 
barrio, they were referring to portions of all of these 
separate neighborhoods as one neighborhood. 
Thus, when the author has used the term “barrio,” 
the reader should understand it to encompass the 
aforementioned neighborhoods as a singular entity 
predicated more on cultural affiliation and less on 
geospatial bounds.

The author recognizes that today’s Latino diaspora 
extends far beyond the boundaries of the District 
of Columbia, into Maryland and Virginia. However, 
the mandate established in the RFP for this 
project—in terms of both geographic and temporal 
scopes—limits consideration to the community of 
Spanish-speakers residing within the District’s 
bounds, particularly in the northwest quadrant 
and especially in Ward 1. Therefore, Latino 
communities across the “DMV” (D.C., Maryland, 
and Virginia) are not specifically considered in this 
HCS but should be acknowledged as legacies of 
or complements to the Latino experience in the 
barrio.

Methodology and Literature 
Review

Research for this HCS commenced in December 
2023. Over a three-month period, the consultants 
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reviewed secondary sources—including scholarly 
books, journal articles, Ph.D. dissertations, 
essays, reports, unpublished manuscripts, and 
brochures—as well as primary source material—
including historic maps, photographs, city 
directories, U.S. census records, newspaper 
articles, videos, and oral histories. Of particular 
value was Mariana C. Barros-Titus’ 2021 “A 
Guide to Selected Research Materials to the 
Latino/a/x Communities in Washington, D.C.” 
that comprehensively catalogues the resources 
available on the subject at the D.C. History Center 
and elsewhere.

The consultants reviewed research materials at local 
D.C. repositories—such as the Kiplinger Research 
Library—as well as through digital collections, 
primarily the Library of Congress and the District 
of Columbia Public Library’s The People’s Archive. 
For various aspects of the thematic context, the 
Prologue D.C. Mapping Segregation in Washington 

D.C. website was a valuable resource, as were 
articles accessible through the Hola Cultura 

Más website for D.C. Latino arts and culture. 
The Library of Congress’ Chronicling America: 

Historic American Newspapers collection is of 
paramount importance when seeking first-hand 
accounts in a historic period through the medium 
of print news. For attaining concise yet accurate 
narratives of U.S. foreign policies in Latin America 
through the postwar period, the author found the 
U.S. Department of State’s Office of the Historian 
Milestones website to be exceptionally helpful.

In terms of the historic preservation industry, NPS 
resources provide standard guidelines and criteria 
for writing HCS reports and NRHP nominations. The 
consultants reviewed National Register Bulletin 

16B on Multiple Property Documentation Forms as 
well as the NPS White Paper: The Components of 

a Historic Context. The consultants also reviewed 
two valuable NPS National Historic Landmark (NHL) 
Theme Studies: American Latino Heritage (2013) 
and LGBTQ America: A Theme Study of Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer History 
(2016). The former was amended in 2022 with the 
NPS’ NHL Registration Guidelines for American 

Latino Properties (2022). The D.C. HPO has done 
a remarkable job presenting the developmental 
histories of neighborhoods in D.C. and the 
narrative descriptions of significant landmarks 
within each of the city’s eight wards, published 
between 2015 and 2021 as Ward Heritage Guides. 
The D.C. Inventory of Historic Sites (2009) and 
the annual updates published since 2010 were 
valuable guides in creating the companion piece to 
this HCS, the architectural survey documentation. 
Lastly, D.C. HPO’s HistoryQuest D.C. map viewer is 
a valuable tool for finding design and construction 
data (based on historic building permits as well 
as other documentary resources) of individual 
buildings within the District as well as buildings’ 
statuses as either individually landmarked in 
state and federal registers or their contribution to 
locally-designated historic districts that are often 
also listed in the NRHP.

The history of the City of Washington—designed 
by Peter (Pierre) L’Enfant in 1791—as well as 
the founding of the District of Columbia and its 
development over time, although fascinating 
subjects, are not addressed in this HCS. For a 
comprehensive history of the city’s development 
especially as it pertains to issues of race and 
demographics, the author recommends Chris 
Myers Asch and George Derek Musgrove’s 
2017 book, Chocolate City: A History of Race 

and Democracy in the Nation’s Capital. Both 
authors also contributed an article to the 2015 
book, Capital Dilemma: Growth and Inequality in 

Washington, D.C., that the author found pertinent 
to the topic of gentrification and housing in 
Ward 1. Similarly, this HCS does not discuss 
the developmental growth of the formerly rural 
areas north of L’Enfant’s federal city—like Mount 
Pleasant—into urban neighborhoods, although 
it is salient to this community history. The topic 
falls temporally outside of this scope of work, 
and there are many sources that do the subject 
justice, including the aforementioned Ward 

Heritage Guides produced by the D.C. HPO; Mara 
Cherkasky’s Mount Pleasant (2007); brochures for 
walking tours of Mount Pleasant created by Tanya 
Edwards Beauchamp (2000) and Mara Cherkasky 

https://dchistory.libguides.com/latinxDC
https://dchistory.libguides.com/latinxDC
https://dchistory.libguides.com/latinxDC
https://www.dclibrary.org/plan-visit/martin-luther-king-jr-memorial-library/peoples-archive
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=54fecadcf61a45619534d7a88e1e3225
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=54fecadcf61a45619534d7a88e1e3225
https://holaculturamas.wordpress.com/about/
https://holaculturamas.wordpress.com/about/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/newspapers/
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/newspapers/
https://history.state.gov/milestones
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/upload/NRB16B-Complete.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalregister/upload/NRB16B-Complete.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/latinothemestudy.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/full-list-of-theme-studies.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/full-list-of-theme-studies.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/upload/American_Latino_Heritage_Theme_Study_NHL_Registration_Guidelines_FINAL.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nationalhistoriclandmarks/upload/American_Latino_Heritage_Theme_Study_NHL_Registration_Guidelines_FINAL.pdf
https://planning.dc.gov/ward-heritage-guides
https://planning.dc.gov/page/dc-inventory-historic-sites
https://planning.dc.gov/node/958002
https://dcgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=2ab24bc3b6da4314b9f2c74b69190333
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with Jane Freundel Levey (2006); Ed Hughes’ 
NRHP nomination for the Mount Pleasant Historic 
District (1987); and Celestino Zapata and Josh 
Gibson’s Adams Morgan: Then and Now (2006). 
Also, the Smithsonian Anacostia Community 
Museum has produced a StoryMap—Adams 

Morgan: The Power of Unity and Diversity—that 
provides a concise history of the neighborhood 
since the 1950s as well as evocative imagery.

For scholarship pertaining to D.C.’s Latino 
community, this author is grateful to the prolific 
works of local scholars Olivia Cadaval, Richard 
Reinhard, Ana Patricia Rodríguez, and Patrick 
Scallen. Cadaval’s essay in Urban Odyssey: A 

Multicultural History of Washington, D.C. (1996) and 
her book Creating a Latino Identity in the Nation’s 

Capital: The Latino Festival (2021) should be first 
stops on the list of any researcher interested in the 
tangible and intangible cultural legacies of D.C.’s 
Latinos/as. Cadaval and Reinhard collaborated 
on a 1992 article for Washington History—the 
magazine published by the D.C. History Center—
that addressed both the recent Mount Pleasant 
uprising and its one-year anniversary parade as 
well as the latter’s parallels with the annual Latino 
Festival as politicized acts of “taking it to the 
streets.” Reinhard, a photographer whose images 
provide a visual record of D.C.’s Latino community, 
contributed an article to Washington History in 
2017 that discussed Latino community formation 
from the 1970s through the 1991 Mount Pleasant 
uprising. Rodríguez has authored scholarly articles 
on the Salvadoran community in D.C., but through 
her professorship at the University of Maryland, 
she has also created class curricula on the 
subject. Products include videos of annual walking 
tours she takes with her students that outline 
sites, buildings, objects, and organizations she 
considers significant to the local Latino (particularly 
Salvadoran) community. Scallen’s 2020 article 
on the Mount Pleasant uprising for Washington 

History as well as his 2019 dissertation in partial 
fulfillment of a Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) degree 
at Georgetown University, “The Bombs that Drop 

on El Salvador Explode in Mount Pleasant:” From 

Cold War Conflagration to Immigrant Struggles 

in Washington, D.C., 1970-1995, were heavily 
mined by this author, and quotations from his 
works figure prominently in the HCS. The works 
of innumerable other scholars and journalists 
contributed to this work, too many to list in detail 
here. A full bibliography is included in this HCS in 
the works cited section.

Perhaps unique to this HCS, videos played an 
important role as research material. They offer 
first-person accounts as equally as audio-
recorded oral histories do and should be 
considered valuable primary source material. The 
film La Manplesa: An Uprising Remembered (2021), 
directed by Ellie Walton, includes interviews with 
D.C. Latinos/as who were on the ground during 
the protest and subsequent riots. Since 2021, the 
D.C. History Center has hosted panel discussions 
on topics related to the D.C. Latino community’s 
history, inviting members of that community to 
speak on specific subjects. The organization has 
recorded those panel discussions and provided 
them for the public to view online. The author was 
pleased to discover videos taken in the 1970s 
by the Washington Community Video Center, a 
community-based, video-recording collaborative 
headquartered in Adams Morgan. The videos 
provide a snapshot of life in the Latino barrio 
in a time period now long past. Websites are 
also valuable tools for obtaining the histories of 
organizations and/or for finding specific details. 

The most important resource type to the 
development of this HCS was oral history 
interviews. Not only does this medium provide 
first-hand accounts of events, but it provides 
opinions at that time and not removed by forty 
years. Although contemporary oral histories rely 
on memory, and memories are fallible and often 
a bit fuzzy, they should be considered the most 
direct way of understanding what topics, spaces, 
and places are significant to actual individuals in 
D.C.’s Latino community. This author has utilized 
four collections of oral histories. In 1982, the Latin 
American Youth Center (LAYC) received funding 
to produce an oral history collection over two 
years. They mobilized Latino/a youths to interview 

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/724d1a6c62184eb1a2122262365a2314
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/724d1a6c62184eb1a2122262365a2314
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senior Latino/a leaders in the community. The 
resultant Latino Youth Community History 

Project is an exceptionally valuable resource 
for understanding the various issues the Latino 
community in the District was facing in the early 
1980s, as great changes were underway. Also in 
the 1980s, the D.C. History Center—then called 
the Columbian Historical Society—produced the 
Columbian Historical Society Oral History Project 
(1986), which includes interviews with resident 
Latinos/as. A contemporary oral history project is 
Scallen’s Mount Pleasant Riot Oral History Project 
(2017/2018), which informed his 2019 dissertation 
and provides first-person accounts of the Latino 
community’s evolution as well as the 1991 
uprising. Lastly, for this HCS, HMAH conducted 
oral interviews with 11 members of (or affiliated 
with) the Latino community of D.C. from January 
through March of 2024. These interviews, like 
the others, form the core of understanding the 
complex formation of a Latino polity in D.C. from 
the 1940s through the early 1990s as well as the 
emergence of a Latino LGBTQ identity in the late 
1980s.

Document Framework, 
Organization, and Typography

This document is organized chronologically 
and thematically. Following the front matter—
which includes the cover page, an abstract, 
acknowledgments, a list of frequently-used 
abbreviations and acronyms, a table of contents, 
a list of figures, and an executive summary—is 
this introductory chapter, which lays out the HCS’ 
purpose, scope, methodology, and organization. 
The core of the HCS are chapters 2 through 5, 
which are arranged by decade or period. Chapter 
2 covers the period 1943-1959, although it also 
provides a brief context for the half-century in 
D.C. before the United States became embroiled 
in World War II. Chapter 3 covers the 1960s; 
Chapter 4 the 1970s; and Chapter 5 covers 
the period 1980-1991, although it provides 
brief analyses of later decades as well. Each of 

these chapters has an introductory section and 
conclusion that summarizes the chapter’s findings. 
The cores of each of these main chapters are 
divided thematically into eight sections: Politics at 
Home and Abroad, which provides a global and 
national historical context during the time period 
presented in each chapter; Navigating a Racialized 
Landscape, which addresses how immigrant 
Latinos/as were confronted with the U.S. racial 
and discriminatory policies and particular 
strategies or solutions Latinos/as implemented in 
each period; Employment and Commerce, which 
addresses the economic lives of D.C.’s Latinos/as; 
Religion and Education; Arts, Media, and Leisure; 
Health and Social Services; Housing; and Politics, 
Governance, and Economic Development. Only 
Chapter 2 is slightly different, as it does not include 
all of the eight thematic sections. In each of these 
thematic sections, sites, structures, objects, and 
buildings are listed that pertain to the theme. For 
example, in Employment and Commerce, Latino 
businesses that opened in that time period are 
named and discussed in some detail. The final 
chapter, Chapter 6, provides an overall conclusion 
to the HCS and findings.

The reader will discover a number of conventions 
used by this author in terms of typography. 
PERSONS of significance are highlighted in all 
capital letters, in bold, and in the color navy blue 
for their first use, but not thereafter. It is a means 
of visually cueing the reader that this person’s 
name will be encountered again throughout 
the HCS and the individual is, in some respect, 
a significant figure or leader of the D.C. Latino 
community, often a community organizer or an 
activist or a business owner. ORGANIZATIONS 
that are important to the D.C. Latino community 
but either had no permanent address or shared 
a physical space with another organization are 
bolded, placed in all capitals, and given the color 
green. Significant PLACES—including buildings, 
open spaces and streets (i.e., sites), and objects 
that are included in the companion architectural 
survey documentation—are bolded in a red color 
and placed in all capital letters. This does not 
mean that these persons, organizations, and 
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places comprise an exhaustive list all significant 
community leaders, institutions, and addresses 
for members of D.C.’s Latino community in the 
temporal scope of 1943-1991. On the contrary, 
the HCS provides myriad other names of people, 
organizations, and spaces that were important in 
a normal typeface. The choice to prioritize some 
names over others is the author’s and is predicated 
on the fact that these names were encountered 
repeatedly during the research process, elevating 
some above others. Similarly, certain places were 
mentioned more times as a significant space for 
Latino/a residents, and these have made it to the 
architectural survey list as well as to this report 
where others have not. Any omission or relegation 
is author’s oversight, and the author wishes to 
convey that this in no way is intended to diminish 
the importance of people or places to members of 
the D.C. Latino community.

The reader may also recognize the author’s 
frequent use of block quotes.

Block quotes are used when a verbatim 
quotation is longer than 50 words. The 
reader is visually cued to a block quote by its 
indentation, creating an inset from the page’s 
normal, left margin. If the block quote is in 
normal typeface, then the quotation was taken 
from a scholarly work (i.e., from secondary 
source, print material). 

If the block quote is in italics, however, the 

language comes directly from a first-person 

narrative, either taken from an audio-recorded 

(or transcribed) oral history or from a speech 

recorded on video. Block quotes in italics should 

be considered primary source material, distinct 

from material filtered through scholarly analysis 

(i.e., secondary sources).

This HCS also uses text boxes to highlight specific 
information.

TEXT BOXES
 
Separated from the main text by a box with 
a charcoal-gray-colored background, text 
boxes act as a side bar, drawing the reader’s 
attention to information that the author 
believes is relevant or important, but which 
does not fit easily into the normal flow of 
the narrative. In many cases, the text boxes 
providemore detail about a specific place or 
person mentioned, or they feature a direct 
quotation of great length. Each text box has 
a heading that alerts the reader to the topic 
within.

 
The HCS uses two forms of and two strategies for 
citations. Within the text boxes, citations follow the 
APA’s parenthetical style. The main body of text 
uses endnotes that are formatted per the Chicago 
Manual of Style. Endnotes are used for the myriad 
citations of source material as well as explanatory 
notes that either provide more detail or expand a 
point made in the narrative.

Language and Identity

How to define a Latino community has been 
the fundamental challenge of this project. The 
challenge is complicated because identity is 
complex, layered, fluid, and contextual. For 
instance, the way someone would introduce him- 
or herself—what attributes he or she chooses to 
disclose—to a new neighbor who moved in next 
door would differ from how that same person 
self-identifies when traveling abroad. In the 
latter scenario, a person might lead with his or 
her nationality, while in the former scenario the 
person’s place of origin rather than citizenship 
might become the new denominator. Identity 
can be based on participatory contribution—in 
other words, how a person self-identifies, to what 
groups the person’s interests align, or how that 
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person views oneself comparatively to others. But 
identity can also be imposed by others; identity 
based on gender or race are examples of the latter. 
How others see one is as important a marker of 
identity (at least de facto, in the public sphere) as 
a reflexive identity. 

Identity is multi-faceted, encompassing nationality 
(or citizenship), place of birth, age, gender, 
language, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, 
and socio-economic background in addition to 
other signifiers. Attempting to define a collective 
comprised of individuals with multivalent identities 
leads to generalizations and pitfalls. Yet that is 
the historian’s remand when attempting to create 
a historical thematic context. When attempting 
to define a Latino community in D.C., the author 
kept in mind the statement Barros-Titus made 
in her introduction to A Guide to Selected 

Research Materials Relating to the D.C. Latino/a/x 

Communities in Washington, D.C.:

…truth be told, there is no monolithic Latino/a/x 
identity. For the Washingtonians who moved 
here from El Salvador, Mexico, Guatemala, 
Puerto Rico, Cuba, Honduras, Colombia, 
Nicaragua, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, 
Jamaica, Panama, their nationalities and their 
class and race differences, not to mention 
their varying reasons for leaving behind their 
homeland, are often stronger markers of identity 
than commonalities of language.2

Compare this reflexive identity to the statement, 
“To many Washingtonians, Black and White, 
these twentieth-century immigrants appeared 
to be a monolithic, Spanish-speaking population 
competing for turf in Adams Morgan, Mount 
Pleasant, and Columbia Heights.”3 How one 
sees oneself and how others see one could be 
considered a moiety of one’s fluid, dimensional, 
subjective identity.

If one were to begin trying to define the D.C. 
Latino polity through nationalities, which would 
be included? There are Spanish- and Portuguese-
speakers from Africa, Asia, and Europe, but the 
term “Latino” is predicated on the assumption 
that an individual’s place of origin is in the 

Western Hemisphere. For this report, the author 
has understood Spaniards and Portuguese who 
originate from the Iberian Peninsula in Europe, 
once they are in North America, as Hispanics. 
However, this term was used in the 1960s through 
the 1980s to describe Spanish speakers in North 
America who came from Latin America. The term 
has fallen out of favor with Latin Americans as 
it reeks of colonialism. Therefore, the use of the 
term “Latino” in this HCS should be understood 
by the reader as referring to people whose origins 
lie in Latin America, i.e., the Western Hemisphere, 
comprised of North America, Central America, 
South America, and the Caribbean.

However, not everyone who comes from the 
Caribbean, for example, is considered a Latino/a 
by scholars, sociologists, or by Caribbeans 
themselves. In the 1996 book Urban Odyssey: 

A Multicultural History of Washington, D.C., 
Keith Q. Warner wrote an essay on Caribbean 
immigration to the District in which he posits that 
“the Washington area’s Spanish-speaking Puerto 
Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans are considered 
‘Hispanic’ or ‘Latino’ and are not primarily identified 
as Caribbean.”4 Therefore, language becomes a 
common denominator for inclusion in the Latino 
polity. Language is also tied to a shared colonial 
history. Native English, French, or Dutch speakers 
from Caribbean islands that were former colonies 
of these European powers need not apply. So, 
when this HCS considers someone a Latino 
or a Latina, it understands that person to be a 
Spanish speaker from Latin America. Hence, this 
qualification precludes people from Belize, a Central 
American country where English is the dominant 
language; Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana 
in South America, where the official languages 
are English, Dutch, and French, respectively; and 
some Caribbean island nations, notably Haiti and 
Jamaica (although some scholars have lumped 
Jamaicans into the Latino polity, this HCS does 
not, as Jamaica was an English colony from the 
seventeenth through the twentieth centuries and 
English is the primary language there). In sum, 
Mexico (in North America); the Caribbean nations 
of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic; 
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six countries in Central America (Costa Rica, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and 
Panama); and the nine nations in South America 
(Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela) where 
Spanish is the official language are included in the 
concept of Latino as understood in this HCS. But 
where does that leave Brazil, whose inhabitants 
speak Portuguese? They are included in this 
report’s definition of Latino as well. 

This author also acknowledges that some 
immigrants to the greater Washington area from 
the aforementioned nations may not speak Spanish 
or Portuguese as their native tongues. There are, 
represented in D.C, indigenous Mayan languages 
(Mam, Ixil, and Quechi) as well as Afro-indigenous 
languages (Garifuna) and indigenous languages 
from South America, such as the Guaraní, spoken 
in the Andean region and Southern Cone of South 
America, or the Quechua and Kichwa languages. 
A Honduran who speaks Garifuna rather than 
Spanish complicates the above equation, which 
evolves from being an “and” syllogism to an “and/
or” syllogism. But the quandary raises the issue of 
ethnic diversity among the immigrant Latinos and 
Latinas. They may have ancestors who originated 
in Europe, Africa, or who were indigenous to the 
western hemisphere. Ultimately, the reader of 
this report should understand by these caveats 
how ethnically and linguistically diverse the Latino 
polity in D.C. really is.

Complicating the matter is race, which the United 
States has historically viewed as a binary: Black 
or white. With indigenous and African as well as 
European ancestry, Latinos/as break the simplistic 
model upheld in this country. Afro-Latinidad is a 
deeper understanding of what it means to be 
a Latino in society that grades skin color. In a 
1991 interview associated with the Smithsonian 
Anacostia Community Museum’s exhibition, Black 

Mosaic: Community, Race, and Ethnicity among 

Black Immigrants to Washington, D.C., Carmen 
Robles, reflecting on race and identity, affirmed 
both in her statement, “Let me say clearly that 
I am Black… When I’m asked to define myself in 

terms of checking off a little box on ethnicity or 
racial origins, I always put down Afro-Latino.”5 
In his review of the exhibition in 1995, Jeffrey C. 
Stewart concluded that,

Indeed the greatest contribution of this exhibit 
is that it forces viewers to examine the ways 
in which the people of the United States, both 
black and white, use race to construct their 
identities. Most do it out of a strictly black/
white dichotomy that is unworkable for most of 
the migrants interviewed in “Black Mosaic.” In 
what are some of the most lucid and articulate 
reflections on race and ethnicity portrayed in 
any exhibit, these migrants struggle to create 
self-definitions that accurately reflect their 
experiences. What emerges is the variety 
of options that such migrants have at their 
disposal. For example, Julia Lara from the 
Dominican Republic relates that coming to the 
United States was her first encounter with color 
as a factor in her life. “It isn’t that people [in the 
Dominican Republic] are not aware [of color]. 
It isn’t that no value is placed on light skin. It’s 
just that I did not feel it in my environment,” as 
she did when she came to the United States, 
where “color is an issue.” Accordingly, she 
defines herself first as a Dominican, and only 
secondarily as a person of African descent. By 
contrast, Roland Roebuck resists the American 
insistence that blacks and Hispanics are two 
different identities. He notes that many in the 
Hispanic community in America wish him to 
define himself solely by geography, but that he 
defines himself instead as “Afro-Latino.”6
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D.C. DOMINICAN AFRO-LATINIDAD

Ginetta E. B. Candelario, a Professor of Sociology and Latino/a Studies at Smith College, has spent 
years studying Dominican diasporas in the eastern U.S. and has found that where you settle does affect 
how you see yourself and the world. In research conducted in the 1990s and early 2000s, Candelario 
found that Dominicans in New York City (which is the second largest Dominican city in the world) 
primarily identified as “other” in terms of race while less than one-third self-identified as Black. As a 
counterpoint, in the 1990 U.S. census, nearly half of D.C.’s Dominican residents identified as Black. 
Candelario’s assessment is that the ratio of self-identification as Black is greater in D.C. for several 
reasons, including that the Dominican community is small (approximately 1,500 in 1990); its individual 
members had origins in West Indian cultures as well as in African American communities in the U.S.; 
the time periods in which the Latinos/as immigrated and their ages at the time of study; where they 
lived once in D.C.—Dominicans in D.C. resided more often in African American neighborhoods and less 
often in white neighborhoods than Latinos/as of other nationalities—and their occupations; with whom 
they socialized; and precisely because D.C. was a Southern, segregated city with a long and complex 
relationship to slavery and emancipation, and many of the Dominicans present in 1990 had come “of age 
in the midst of a large, economically and politically diverse African American community.” (Candelario 
2001: 69) In other words, living in a predominantly African American city still affected by the binary  
racial system imposed on American society since the early seventeenth century, Dominicans in  D.C. had 
to address their blackness in ways that New York Dominicans perhaps did not. But it would be a mistake 
to reduce D.C. Dominican self-identification to the binary system imposed upon them. As Candelario 
noted in her scholarship, D.C. Dominicans “continue to sustain an ethnic identity as Dominicans, or more 
generally, as Latinos despite lacking a broad community base [which] is sociologically noteworthy.” 
(Candelario 2001: 69) Identity is layered, with intersections, and is based not only on self-perception 
but how one is perceived by others; and, as Candelario attests, identity is social and dynamic, changing 
with context and situation. The D.C. Dominicans in her study identified as Dominican, as Black, as 
Latino/a, and as Afro-Latinos/as. In 2021, the D.C. History Center hosted a panel discussion on Afro-
Latinidad in D.C., called “See Our Latinidad, See our Blackness.” In the panel discussion, matriarch 
Carmen Torruella-Quander remarked that “People cannot get it through their minds that we [Afro-
Latinos/as] exist. …It’s part of the educational system of this country. …We learned nothing about Latin 
America, we know nothing about Africa. …So it’s simple confusion.” Another panelist, Ana Ndumu, 
commented on the hierarchy of identity, saying, “We acknowledge our Blackness first [that’s what 
people see first] and then our Latinidad equally but second. …People make presumptions and they 
underestimate [us]. …Oftentimes we’re invisible…I meander through ethnicities [but] Blackness is my 
salient identity.” (Candelario 2001: 56-69. Candelario 2007: 130, 142. D.C. History Center 2021.)
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This HCS has attempted to thoughtfully address 
(Afro-)Latino race and identity that is both reflexive 
and imposed on immigrants by an antiquated yet 
entrenched paradigm that was historically based 
on the institution of slavery. It has done so by 
recounting several individual’s experiences with 
and thoughts on race in the United States during 
the time periods set by the RFP’s temporal scope. 
The author has relied on first-person narratives to 
untangle the issues surrounding race, nativeness, 
and immigration, which are also the foundations 
of the terminology North Americans use to 
describe Latin Americans. For instance, “Hispanic” 
was a term imposed on Latin Americans by a 
white, European-American hegemony7 when 
it was selected to describe a new category of 
race/ethnicity in the 1980 U.S. census. The term 
“Latino,” in contrast, was invented by Chicano and 
Puerto Rican political activist groups in the 1960s 
to forge a pan-ethnic, pan-national solidarity in 
an effort to achieve political parity and power. As 
the introduction to the NPS’ 2013 American Latino 

Heritage theme study asserts, the contributing 
authors used the term “Latino” rather than 
“Hispanic” because it “punctuates the experience 
of peoples living in the Americas rather than 
Europe” and because “the term calls attention to 
the fact that Latino communities have significantly 
diversified over time and begun to settle beyond 
their traditional enclaves, producing new pan-
Latino realities.”8 As Olivia Cadaval stated in her 
2024 interview in preparation of this HCS,

Well, the important thing for me, and I think 

it was also felt here, that Latino or Latina is 

a name that we gave ourselves. Somebody 

wasn’t calling us Hispano or calling us whatever 

they wanted to call us. No, and we heard the 

term, it sounded good, we became Latinas. 

…But that’s the point of why it’s important, 

because you have authority and control over 

it. You don’t have control over Hispano. You 

know, it’s sort of, the other naming you...9

In this HCS, the author has chosen to use the word 
“Latino” as an adjective to describe individuals 
and a community. The author uses “Latinos” as a 

noun when talking about men from Latin America; 
“Latinas” when talking about women from Latin 
America; and the construction “Latinos/as” 
when talking about the collective. As a romance 
language, Spanish is gendered (the declination 
of its nouns informs the reader of the subject’s 
gender); but the grammar also tends to consider 
collectives under the male declination, which is 
rather patriarchal. Although the author’s use of the 
construction “Latinos/as” is clunky, it intends to be 
inclusive and provides (hopefully) a sense of gender 
equity. The term “Latinx” is even more inclusive 
of identities that defy a binary understanding of 
sex and gender. The author chose not to use this 
modern term, however, because every individual 
interviewed for this project self-identified as 
either a Latino or a Latina. Hence, the author uses 
the term most used by the people for whom and 
about whom this HCS is written. 

Jorge Granados provided a succinct yet clear 
understanding of the term “Latino” when he was 
interviewed in 2024 for this project. To him, 
“Latino” means “a rainbow of races that come 
from the south to here.”10 This simple construction 
is extremely powerful, as the “rainbow” may refer 
to the polity’s diversity in terms of race, ethnicity, 
languages, religions, nationality, gender, sexual 
orientation—even citizenship, in the case of 
Puerto Ricans or Chicanos who are both Latinos 
and U.S. citizens—while “the south to here” speaks 
to geography as well as the shared experience of 
migration and immigration.

This report also has appropriated (with no mal-
intent) the term Latinidad to describe the formation 
of a Latino political and cultural identity. In her 2010 
book, The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and 

the Creation of Identity, Cristina Beltran explains 
the concept best when she writes, 

Latinidad [is] the sociohistorical process 
whereby various Latin American national-origin 
groups are understood as sharing a sense of 
collective identity and cultural consciousness. 
Rather than speaking in terms of specific and 
distinct ethnic subgroups (Mexicans, Cubans, 
Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, etc.), “Latino” 
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and “Hispanic” have become the shorthand 
designations of choice among journalists, 
politicians, advertising executives, academics, 
and other influential elites.11

Beltran continues to say that Latinidad, which 
is a process of becoming a part of a pan-ethnic 
collective or shorthand designation, involves 
experiences with immigration and colonialism as 
well as identity markers like race, skin color, gender, 
and class. She asserts that you cannot separate 
the process of Latinidad from “the homogenizing 
effects of racism experienced [in the United States] 
by Latinos and other people of color,” that in effect, 
Latinidad is a racialized “otherness.” As a critique 
of the concept’s homogenization process, Beltran 
concludes that Latinidad is like a distilling “in which 
the regional and cultural history of all people of 
Latin American descent has been erased” into a 
pan-ethnic collective “fostered by a climate of 
xenophobia.”12

If use of the words and concepts “Latino” and 
“Latinidad” are complicated and laden with 
complex and contradictory meanings, so too 
is the use of the word “community.” In her 1982 
interview, Lori Kaplan told her interviewer that 
she was unable to define “community” and did 
not believe in the possibility that community, as a 
concept, could be monolithic. In her subsequent 
speech, it becomes apparent that the social 
service agencies that supported and helped 
individual members of a Latino community in 
D.C. were elevated to the role of community 
leadership in her mind, forging a cohesion among 
groups and individuals and thereby becoming 
the nearest thing to a “community.”13 Christina 
Espinel was also interviewed in 1982, at which 
time she said, “I would like to expand on what I 
think of the community. … Because the groups 
that are here are very important.”14 She then goes 
on to name organizations—El Centro de Arte, the 
LAYC, Adelante, and Ayuda, among others—that 
she considered important, as they promoted the 
arts, helped to develop youths’ skills and abilities, 
and assisted individuals in myriad ways. Through 
Espinel’s speech, the role of social service 

agencies in understanding what is meant by a 
“Latino community in D.C.” is paramount.

This HCS refers to a singular Latino polity in D.C. 
rather than multiple communities due to various 
scope limitations. But rather than claiming that 
a monolithic or singular Latino community ever 
existed or exists today, this HCS has argued that 
the process of Latinidad—of participating in a 
pan-ethnic, umbrella, Latino polity—or community 
formation best describes the experience of 
historic Latinos/as living in D.C. from 1943 to 1991. 
Politicization and social service organizations are 
at the core of understanding any concept of a 
Latino community in D.C. in the second half of the 
twentieth century.
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Chapter 2:  
Pioneers in a Segregated City, 1943-1959

Setting the Scene: Destination D.C.

Until the fourth quarter of the twentieth century, 
Washington, D.C.’s population was overwhelmingly 
native-born. The city’s immigrant population not 
only represented a very small percentage of its 
total population throughout much of the twentieth 
century, but it was also much smaller than that of 
other major urban centers in the country. In 1900, 
the District’s foreign-born population accounted 
for only 7% of its total population, whereas cities 
like Boston, New York, Chicago, Detroit, and 
Cleveland had immigrant populations accounting 
for one-third of their inhabitants. Furthermore, 
the percentage of foreign-born people in D.C. 
actually decreased over the next several decades, 
amounting to only 4% of the total population in 
1970. This decrease is in part explained by the 1924 
Immigration Act, which granted visas to only 2% of 
the total number of people from most countries 
while barring Asian immigration altogether. From 
the mid-1920s until the mid-1960s, immigration 
regulation was severely restrictive. This quota 
system was amended with the passage of the 
Hart-Celler Act in 1965, but in the four decades 
in between, the United States experienced the 
lowest immigration rates in its entire history.15

In his 2012 work, Reflections on Migration and 

Urban Development, Enrique Pumar explains why 
D.C. was not a primary destination for immigrants 
until the last quarter of the twentieth century. 
Washington never supported large industries or 
economic drivers that could employ large numbers 
of under-skilled workers like the manufacturing 
centers of the Midwest and Northeast. Pumar 

concedes, however, that “various waves of 
Europeans, primarily from Northern and Eastern 
Europe…settled in D.C. as part of the migration 
wave of the late 19th century through the 1920s,” 
and that while “many from this group were 
professionals…the majority was journeyman [sic] 
simply employed in retailing and other low-cost 
entry services.”16 An example supporting Pumar’s 
statement may be seen in the personal story of 
the Pena family. The 1930 decennial census of 
Washington, D.C. enumerated two brothers, 
Domingo Pena (aged 37) and MANUEL PENA 
(1898-1957) (aged 31), living in a rented house 
at 1744 Church Street NW with Domingo’s wife, 
Saladina, and four-year-old daughter Pauline 
(who had been born in D.C. circa 1926). The 
adults in the Pena family had emigrated from 
Spain prior to 1926, none claimed to have any 
schooling (although all were literate and could 
speak English), and both brothers were working 
as chauffeurs for private families.17

Washington, D.C. had one unique industry that 
attracted foreign nationals and that was politics 
and international affairs. Founded as the seat of 
the U.S. government in 1790, Washington evolved 
to host foreign diplomatic missions and institutions 
maintaining global relations. In the earliest days 
of the republic, U.S. consuls were sent abroad to 
establish missions, but by the second quarter of the 
nineteenth century, other nations were establishing 
bases in the United States.18 Some of the earliest to 
establish diplomatic relations with the new United 
States of America were Latin American countries 
that had recently gained independence from their 
own colonizers, Spain and Portugal. These newly 
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independent nations would forge ties with the 
federal government through consuls, who would 
generally set up residence in extant houses within 
the federal city.19 As time passed and diplomatic 
relations became solidified, these small legations 
or consulates would grow into embassies.

Before World War I, Latin American legations in D.C. 
typically changed premises frequently, suggesting 
that their governments’ representatives only leased 
spaces for a year or two at a time. Smaller legations 
would rent rooms within luxury hotels like The 
Cairo, The Portland, The Albany, The Highlands, or 
The New Willard; offices in commercial buildings, 
such as the Union Trust Building, the American 
National Bank Building, and the Woodward Building; 
or apartments in swanky residential complexes, 
including the Stoneleigh Court Apartments and the 
Kenesaw Apartment House. From 1900 to 1915, Latin 
American diplomatic missions were concentrated 
along Connecticut and Massachusetts avenues 
from Thomas Circle through Dupont Circle and up 
to Kalorama. By 1915, two legations had reached as 
far north as Adams Morgan: the Spanish Embassy, 
at 1521 Harvard Street NW, and the legation of the 
Dominican Republic, which occupied a rowhouse 
at 1824 Biltmore Street NW. But a significant 
pattern shift occurred during and immediately 
after World War I so that, by 1921, a string of Latin 
American consulates ran up 16th Street from the 
White House north to Mount Pleasant.20 In the first 
three decades of the twentieth century, developer 
Mary Foote Henderson “envisioned Meridian Hill 
as an elite residential and diplomatic community” 
and undertook “to transform Sixteenth Street into 
a grand and ceremonial gateway to the Nation’s 
Capital;” by 1931 “Embassy Row,” as the street was 
called by then, “was home to the French, Spanish, 
Polish, Lithuanian, Swiss, Dutch, Mexican and 
Italian embassies.”21

From 1921 to 1989, the EMBASSY OF MEXICO 
occupied the former residence of Franklin 
MacVeagh, the Secretary of the Treasury from 
1909 to 1913. The four-story, Beaux-Arts mansion 
designed by Nathan Wyeth and built in 1910-1911 
had been among the first of many elite residences 

constructed on the avenue (Figure 2.1).22 Upon 
acquisition in 1921, the embassy added a port-
cochere to the 16th Street façade as well as an 
ell (or wing) on the south to house the chancery. 
In 1925, Manuel Tellez, the ambassador, began 
a decades-long campaign to redecorate the 
interior to reflect Mexico’s fine arts and cultural 
heritage, which included the addition of murals.23 
Conversely, the CUBAN LEGATION is a rare 
example of a purpose-built embassy building in 
a period when most diplomatic missions were 
housed in extant mansions and rowhouses.24 In 
1915, after occupying rented quarters for more 
than a decade, then Cuban minister, Dr. Carlos 
Manuel de Cespedes, secured funds from the 
Cuban Congress to erect its own legation building 
in Washington (Figure 2.2).25 Two years later, 
Cespedes purchased a site at 2630 16th Street 
NW on Meridian Hill, along the same opulent 
boulevard that housed the embassies of large 
European powers, including Cuba’s former 
colonizer, Spain. Cespedes then dictated the 
choice of the building’s neo-classical style of 
architecture versus a more Spanish-inspired 
style to deliberately illustrate the country’s 
independence from Spain, noting that “classicism 
belong[s] to the whole world, while the Spanish 
style is of only one nation.”26 The limestone-clad 
Cuban Embassy building, designed by architects 
McNeil & McNeil, was completed in 1919 and is 
the second oldest surviving embassy building in 
the city. These Latin American embassies were 
joined by the Embassy of Spain, which occupied 
the 1921 mansion Henderson had built for the Vice 
President of the United States at 2801 16th Street 
NW in 1927.27
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Figure 2.1: Mexican Embassy, 2829 16th Street NW, ca. 1925.  
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division.28 

Figure 2.2: Cuban Embassy, 2630 16th Street NW, ca. 1922.  
Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division.29 



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

CHAPTER 2: PIONEERS IN A SEGREGATED CITY, 1943-1959 | 24

In addition to embassies, Washington became 
home to international organizations, such 
as the Pan American Union, now called the 
ORGANIZATION OF AMERICAN STATES (OAS).30 
Founded in 1890, the OAS is considered the 
world’s oldest international organization. The OAS 
began with the First International Conference 
of American States (October 1889-April 1890), 
at which representatives from 18 Western 
Hemisphere nations (the majority of which 
are Spanish-speaking) met to discuss global 
economic and political issues in an effort to 
strengthen democracy, promote human rights, 
address societal issues, and improve the public 
health and quality of the life of peoples living in 
the Americas.31 In 1910, the organization built a 
monumental, Beaux-Arts edifice designed by 
architects Albert Kelsey and Paul P. Cret (Figure 
2.3). Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney sculpted the 
figure at the head of the garden reflecting pool and 
fountain that is reminiscent of Mesoamerican arts. 
With the founding of the World Bank in 1945 and 
the International-American Development Bank in 
1959, more foreigners, including those from Latin 
America, settled in Washington, D.C. to work in 
global banking and international relations.

As Pumar notes, this niche industry attracted a 
professional, highly-educated class that was fluent 
in English and typically from elite socioeconomic 
backgrounds, which distinguished them from the 
majority of immigrants who settled in the U.S. 
manufacturing centers at the turn of the twentieth 
century.32 But, these diplomats or analysts brought 
with them support staff—chauffeurs, nannies, and 
domestics—who came from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds and whose command of the English 
language may not have been strong at the time of 
their arrival.33 When the terms of service were up 
for these diplomats and they (with their families) 
returned to their home countries, many of the 
support staff they had brought to D.C. remained 
and created new lives for themselves in the 
United States. This phenomenon is at the core 
of the creation of the post-World War II Latino 
community in Washington, D.C.

In addition to diplomats and their staff as well as 
international aid workers, a third type of Latino 
immigrant to D.C. in the prewar era was the 
university student. Washington’s several colleges 
and universities attracted international students 
throughout the twentieth century, including Latin

Figure 2.3: OAS Building, 200 17th Street NW, 2010. Library of Congress,  
Prints & Photographs Division, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith.34
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Americans like Salazar Arrué (or Salarrué), who 
came from El Salvador in 1916 to study painting 
at the Corcoran School of Art. After returning to 
El Salvador in 1919, Salarrué became a leading 
intellectual and artist as a painter, writer, and poet. 
International students continued to settle (albeit 
temporarily) in D.C. through the postwar era, as 
well. The Salvadoran poet Claribel Alegria arrived 
in 1945 and attained her Bachelor of Arts degree 
in English from George Washington University in 
1948, the same year that she published her first 
book of poems, Anillo de Silencio. Although an 
important category within the Latino populace 
in D.C., the university student typically operated 
on the margins or outside of the emerging Latino 
community, as they were mostly transient, more 
fluent in English, and came from middle- and 
upper-middle-class backgrounds.35 

One thing that all these prewar Latinos/as had in 
common was that they came with visas and work 
contracts (or spots at universities) in place. Unlike 

later waves of immigration to D.C., the pioneers 
came because of pre-established employment 
opportunities, which, in turn, assisted them in obtaining 
work or student visas and residency permits rather 
easily. Another factor worth noting is that a significant 
percentage of prewar Latinos/as were Puerto Ricans 
who had U.S. citizenship a priori, which would have 
eased or even facilitated their acculturation.36 In 
fact, the 1940 decennial census records that, of all 
of the people enumerated who self-reported to have 
origins in Spanish- or Portuguese-speaking countries 
(which were only 1,345 people, or 0.2% of D.C.’s total 
population), 24% were Puerto Rican. The next largest 
ethnic group, Spaniards, composed 12.6% of the 
1940 Spanish- or Portuguese-speaking, immigrant 
population in D.C., followed by Mexicans at 12%, 
Panamanians at 11%, and Cubans at 10% (Table 1). 

Not surprisingly, the largest numbers of Latino 
constituents came from countries with which the 
United States had historical bonds: Cuba (which 
the U.S. occupied 1898-1902), Puerto Rico (a U.S. 

Table 1: Percentage of Immigrant Spanish- and Portuguese-Speakers by Place of Origin  
within D.C.’s Latino Community, Derived with Data from the 1940 Decennial Census
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territory since 1898), Mexico (a neighboring nation 
with whom the U.S. had territorial disputes, a war 
in 1846, and land annexations), and Panama (U.S. 
investment in the construction of the Panama Canal, 
1903-1914). Through their lived experience with 
American imperialism, these nationals would have 
had a slight advantage with acculturation in the 
U.S. over other Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking 
immigrants. 

Through the shared experience of expatriation, 
a very small community was born. As historian 
and scholar Patrick Scallen asserted in his 2019 
dissertation, “As early as the 1930s, Spanish-

speaking Caribbean migrants to Washington had 
cobbled together community ties based upon their 
shared language and cultural/religious values.”37 
This idea of “community” in the 1930s, however, 
should not be understood as a monolithic block, 
but as a loose association of expatriates. The 
analysis of 1940 census data reflects a truth about 
the Latino/a pioneers who came to D.C. before 
World War II: they were ethnically and racially 
diverse as well as socioeconomically diverse. They 
were not a collective, but individuals coming from 
(and identifying with) numerous and varied home 
countries with distinct cultures, mores, and histories.

CALCULATING LATINIDAD IN THE 1940 CENSUS

Calculating Latinidad in the 1940 federal census, which did not enumerate this ethnic category, is both 
complicated and highly fallible. In 2002, the U.S. Census Bureau attempted to chart the migration of Latinos/
as into the United States, or the emergence of the Hispanic polity, through census data that predated the 
creation of the “Hispanic” or “Latino” ethnic category that was first added to the 1970 census. Their chart entitled 
“District of Columbia – Race and Hispanic Origin: 1800-1990” has only one census predating 1970 with reverse-
engineered data on Latinos/as: the 1940 census, in which the Census Bureau took a 5% sample set from the 
White population only and counted people who reported Spanish as their mother tongue. They came up with 
720 individuals, or 0.1% of D.C.’s population. (See U.S. Census Bureau, 2002) This methodology, however, 
entirely fails to account for Afro-Latinos/as who were enumerated as Black persons in the 1940 census. My 
methodology was to look for persons from countries of origin that spoke primarily Spanish and Portuguese, 
including nations comprising the Iberian Peninsula in Europe (e.g. Spain and Portugal), the Caribbean (e.g. Puerto 
Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba), Central America, South America, and North America (e.g. Mexico).  
Using Ancestry.com as a searchable database, I came up with approximately 1,345 individuals, or 0.2% 
of the entire D.C. population in 1940. As stated at the beginning of this explanatory note, however, this 
number should not be considered 100% accurate or definitive. Firstly, censuses rely on self-reporting, and 
some people choose not to engage in census data collection, which leads to undercounting and erroneous 
reporting. Secondly, censuses were historically collected by volunteers, and mistakes are common. Thirdly, 
my use of technology (e.g. a database search function) rather than comprehensively combing the records in 
person opens up the possibility of omissions. Fourthly, my search included people from Spain and Portugal 
although these European populations are not considered Latinos/as. Fifthly, using country of origin as the 
search term eliminated Chicanos (Mexican-Americans) from my data set and included Anglo-Americans who 
had been born in the Panama Canal Zone. All this to say that this number is as inconclusive as that the U.S. 
Census Bureau derived in 2002; however, we can safely say (between the two exercises) that the Spanish- 
and Portuguese-speaking, immigrant population in Washington, D.C. in 1940 was extremely small, less than 
half of one percent.
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The 1940s: World War II and Post-
colonialism

Politics at Home and Abroad
Although the U.S. involvement in World War II only 
technically lasted from December 1941 to August 
1945, the longue durée of this cataclysmic war 
stretched from early mobilization efforts starting 
in 1939, when war was declared in Europe, through 
official demobilization in June 1947. The postwar 
era was one in which a new world order was being 
established, and it was not without its turmoil. As 
the Cold War took root, several nations in Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia were used in the proxy 
war between the United States of America and its 
European allies and the Soviet Union and its sphere 
of influence. Coups, conflicts, and conflagrations 
that would come to characterize the 1950s and 
1960s began as early as the late 1940s, including 
“La Violencia,” the start of a decade (1948-
1958) of political violence in Colombia that would 
engender politically motivated emigration, and the 
1949 coup d’état in Panama.

The global war dominated both international 
and domestic policies in the United States 
through the 1940s. While the country mobilized 
to fight Axis powers in two theaters, domestic 
labor markets shifted dramatically in favor of 
women and imported labor. Mexican immigration 
into the United States increased after 1942 
with the introduction of the Bracero Program 
(otherwise known as the Mexican Farm Labor 
Supply Program, which was created by the 1942 
Emergency Farm Labor Agreement). As a result 
of wartime conscription and mobilization, the U.S. 
faced an agricultural labor shortage. In response, 
agribusinesses lobbied the federal government 
to enter into a bilateral agreement with the 
Mexican government to supply emergency, 
contract laborers to work in agricultural fields or 
perform railroad maintenance and repair. During 
the war, an average of 70,000 laborers worked in 
the U.S., receiving a fair wage, decent food and 
housing, and basic legal protections. The program 
continued and expanded after the war, reaching 

a peak of 400,000 laborers (mostly Mexican, but 
also including Jamaicans, Bahamians, Barbadians, 
and Hondurans) per year between 1955 and 1960. 
When operations ceased in 1964, the Bracero 
Program had brought approximately 4.2 million 
Mexican laborers into the U.S. economy over 
the preceding 22 years.38 Because the Bracero 
Program was agricultural, however, its effect on 
Washington, D.C.’s population in that 22-year 
span is likely negligible.

OPERATION BOOTSTRAP 

One postwar policy that had bearing on 
D.C.’s Latino population was Operation 
Bootstrap, which began in 1947. After the 
war, Puerto Rican migration to the mainland 
U.S. increased significantly, primarily due 
to a depressed economy and widespread 
unemployment. These Puerto Ricans were 
labor migrants (often farmers, but also urban 
workers) who were displaced by a series of 
legislative initiatives that were intended to 
industrialize Puerto Rico and raise its quality 
of living. However, the consequence was 
that as many as 18,000 Puerto Ricans per 
year came to the U.S. mainland as contract 
laborers. Whereas the number of Puerto 
Ricans in the entire mainland U.S. accounted 
for 70,000 souls in 1940, their numbers 
jumped to 300,000 in 1950 and 887,000 
in 1960. While Puerto Ricans traditionally 
concentrated in the Northeast (especially 
New York City), this wave settled in industrial 
centers and second-tier cities, like D.C. 
(Gutiérrez 2013 and Vargas 2013).

The end of the Great Depression and the lead-
up to World War II was a watershed moment for 
D.C., in which the District experienced, in 1940, 
a 36.2% change in population from a decade 
earlier.39 This wartime population boom resulted 
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in a housing crisis throughout the District, as new 
construction ceased and houses were subdivided 
into rentals to meet demand.40 The neighborhood 
of Mount Pleasant provides an illustrative 
example: before World War II, Mount Pleasant 
was a well-established, middle-class, streetcar 
suburb with grand houses, but during the war 
the neighborhood’s “many dwellings, both large 
and small…were converted to apartments and 
rooming houses to accommodate the thousands 
of young people flooding into Washington to 
work for the expanding government.”41

While the federal government expanded in the 
1940s, so did the foreign presence in D.C. The 
list of postwar foreign legations in D.C. nearly 
doubled from its prewar number, and international 
organizations also expanded in the postwar 
era, such as the Pan American Union (OAS), 
which constructed its Secretariat building on 
Constitution Avenue in 1948.42 Such institutions 
magnified America’s postwar global influence and 
altered the nature of D.C.:

The decades following World War II ushered 
in Washington’s transformation from a 
chocolate-and-vanilla government town to an 
increasingly multi-cultural international city, 
spurred at least in part by significant Latin 
American migration. …Many countries that 
had previously not maintained permanent 
presences in the United States established 
official diplomatic embassies in Washington. 
The staff of these international organizations, 
combined with those of new embassies, 
infused a formerly provincial southern town 
with a multitude of diverse languages and 
cultural traditions, galvanizing its rise to fame 
as an international city.43

 
Navigating a Racialized Landscape
Throughout its early history, Washington, D.C. had 
been a small and thoroughly Southern city with 
only two primary constituents: white European-
Americans and enslaved and free African Americans 
whose ancestry lay in Africa and the Caribbean. 
In the twentieth century, Washington was a 

segregated city in which Jim Crow laws shaped 
the urban environment. When JUANA AMPARO 
CAMPOS (1905-2004) arrived in October 1940, 
she was “perplexed by the vast social distance 
between African Americans and whites in the 
United States,” and “neither in New York City, 
where her boat from the Dominican Republic had 
docked, nor in her hometown of Pelmar had she 
experienced the kind of visibly entrenched Jim 
Crow segregation that characterized the U.S. 
Capital.”44 Her son, RAMBERTO TORRUELLA, 
speaking about growing up in D.C. in the 1950s, 
recalled that

All we spoke at home was Spanish. So we 

didn’t know any English. All our friends were 

Spanish-speaking. And when we started 

learning English, my mom would say, “Never 

speak English in public. Always speak Spanish.” 

At the People’s Drug Store, blacks couldn’t eat. 

“No coloreds.” Coloreds could not sit at the 

counters and my mom would take us there and 

the waitresses would look at her and look at us. 

We were actually speaking Spanish because 

they’d say, “Oh, they’re not colored, they’re 

foreigners. You can feed them.” We grew 

up like that. We grew up going everywhere 

because my mom knew how to play the game. 

So we grew up knowing it was important that 

we were Dominicano, Latino, Dominicano.45

Prewar Latino immigrants entered a racialized 
system and were immediately identified within 
its confines as either White or Black, as exhibited 
in the 1940 decennial census structure. Yet as 
Torruella’s anecdote illustrates, Latinos/as could 
code-switch, or use language, as a means of 
obviating this deep-rooted racialized system. 

As Ginetta Candelario argued, “For second-
generation Dominicans coming of age in the 
1950s and 1960s, Spanish language use became 
means of affirming a Latino identity and for Afro-
Latinos a shield against anti-black racism.”46 Such 
strategies created a third way, something outside 
of the American binary racial system. The idea of 
Latinidad as a third alternative is expressed by 
Candelario’s assessment that America’s 
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Figure 2.4: Lunch Counter at People’s Drug Store on G Street NW, 1942. Photograph by Marjory Collins. Library of Congress, 
Prints & Photographs Division, Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information Black-and-White Negatives.47

racial systemization “has categorized Latin 
Americans and U.S. Latinos as ‘not white’ 
by definition. ‘Not white,’ however, has not 
necessarily meant ‘black’ where Latinos are 
concerned.

Rather, it has meant some version or another of 
‘mestizo.’”48 This third way was not without its 
problems, however, in a society so fixated on 
seeing race as binary. As a Latino who came to 

D.C. in 1963 recalled, “from the white side we 
would get racism, and from the Black side we 
would get prejudice.”49 A Latina who emigrated 
from Bolivia in 1960 as a child and whose family 
moved into a predominantly white neighborhood 
in D.C. recalled having racial slurs thrown her 
way.50 Race and the American response to race 
fundamentally shaped and transformed the lives 
of these Latino transplants in D.C. in the mid-
twentieth century.
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WASHINGTON, D.C. AND ITS HISTORY OF RACE

This binary system based on skin color–White or Black–developed in the British American colonies in the 
seventeenth century as a function of slavery, not long after the first enslaved Africans were brought to Virginia 
in 1619. At first, the enslaved Africans’ non-Christian beliefs were used as a justification for their enslavement, 
but as generations of Africans were born into bondage on American soil and adopted Christianity, the 
justification for their continued enslavement morphed into a racialized paradigm that continues to affect 
and shape U.S. society to this day. Founded in 1790 at the behest of a Virginia planter and slaveholder, 
Washington, D.C.’s federal city was literally built by enslaved labor while the farms and plantations in the rural 
edges of the District of Columbia continued to use enslaved labor until the local emancipation proclamation 
was passed in 1862. Therefore, the District was home to both free and enslaved African Americans since 
its inception. Since the first decennial census was taken in D.C. in 1800, the population was divided  
by this racialized paradigm as either White or Black; and as Ginetta Candelario explained in her 2001 article, 
“Black Behind the Ears” – And Up Front Too? Dominicans in the Black Mosaic, about this white/non-white 
dichotomy: “Historically, those of wholly European descent have been considered white, although not 
without a surprising degree of legal, political, and socio-economic conflict. One ceases to be white when 
“one-drop-of-(African)-blood” is introduced into the family lineage. Thus, to have African ancestry and to 
be black are synonymous” (Candelario 2001: 59-60). From 1800 until 1950, the ratio of White inhabitants in 
the District to Black remained steady (with some fluctuations): White Americans composed between 66%-
80% and Black Americans accounted for 20%-33% of the District’s population. By 1950, the trend started 
to reverse, and by 1960, African Americans comprised the majority of the District’s inhabitants, giving rise 
to the city’s moniker, “Chocolate City.” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2002). For a more thorough account of D.C.’s 
African American history, see Asch and Musgrove 2017. 

Employment and Commerce
During the Great Depression, in response to 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal 
programs as well as mobilization for World War 
II, Puerto Rican and Mexican-American citizens 
flocked to D.C. in search of professional jobs in 
the federal government. This is exemplified by the 
personal story of ELISA GONZALEZ, a Chicana 
from El Paso, Texas. After passing the civil service 
examination, Gonzalez moved to Washington in 
September 1941, where she attained a position 
in the Department of War as a clerk, in which 
her duties included conducting inventories of 
stored ordnance. Gonzalez and a few other 
female colleagues from El Paso shared rooms in 
a boarding house on the corner of Columbia Road 
and 13th Street, in what is today considered the 
Columbia Heights neighborhood.51

MARCELA Q. DÁVILA came to D.C. from Puerto 
Rico in 1943 to work in the Social Service 
Commission and had moved to the edge of 
Petworth and Columbia Heights (at 1235 Shepherd 
Street NW) by 1949.52 In an interview given in 
1982, Dávila emphasized the role that embassies 
and international organizations—rather than the 
federal government—played in employing Latinos/
as in the 1940s. She asserted that many Latinos/
as came to D.C. to work as cooks, nannies, and 
chauffeurs. Women (mostly) and men would leave 
behind their families and homelands in the promise 
of improved economic opportunities, but too often 
they found a difficult situation when they arrived. 
Dávila spoke of the working conditions some of 
the domestic staff faced, in which they labored 
long days and were confined to their employers’ 
homes or the embassy buildings with limited 
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ability to leave. Sometimes, the employers would 
take and keep an employee’s documents and 
passport, thereby rendering them hostage. These 
restrictions on mobility also allowed for employer 
exploitation; too often, according to Dávila, these 
support staff would receive less pay than they 
had been promised in the work contracts they had 
signed in their home countries. If they voluntarily 
left their employment, or if the diplomatic family 
returned home and they remained in D.C., they 
were abandoned, with little to no social safety net 
to rely on. If they overstayed their work visas, they 
became illegal immigrants, immediately subject to 
deportation under federal immigration laws.53

An epitome of the diplomatic labor migrant 
settlement pattern is Juana Campos, who 
emigrated from the Dominican Republic in October 
1940. Campos had been contracted to work (as 
a seamstress) for a Dominican diplomatic family 
residing in Washington. Eventually, the diplomatic 
family returned home, but Campos decided to 
remain in D.C. She married Juan Torruella, a Puerto 
Rican, who also had arrived in Washington in 1940 
to finish his studies in electrical engineering at 
American University (Figure 2.5).

Figure 2.5: Juana Campos and Juan Torruella 
with their first child, Ramberto Torruella, 1944. 

Courtesy of Carmen Torruella-Quander.

The couple had two children, Ramberto Torruella and 
CARMEN TORRUELLA QUANDER, whom Campos 
raised as a single mother after divorcing Torruella. 
As an early and long-standing Latina resident of 
D.C., Campos became a godmother to Dominican 
new arrivals and was frequently engaged in acts of 
community service.54 As Campos’ obituary related, 
“Her residences, always in the Adams Morgan 
neighborhood, became a way station for those in 
need of a good meal, advice, a place to lay your 
head for a few days, or a couple of dollars,” and 
for this philanthropy, “she won several community 
service awards and recognitions, including the D.C. 
Mayor’s Award for Dedicated Service to the Latino 
Community, in 1984.”55

As more and more of these transient workers stayed 
in D.C., a diverse community took root. Although 
Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking pioneers were 
dispersed throughout the District, a settlement 
pattern began to emerge in the 1940s and 1950s.56 
Latin American professionals and diplomats who 
came to work for embassies gravitated towards 
the Adams Morgan, Mount Pleasant, and Dupont 
Circle neighborhoods in Wards 1 and 2 because of 
their proximity to their places of employment either 
downtown or along Sixteenth Street, Connecticut 
Avenue, and Massachusetts Avenue (Table 2). The 
domestic and support staff to these professionals, 
if not living with the diplomatic families, often 
rented affordable apartments or rooms in rooming 
houses that were predominantly in African 
American enclaves or transitioning neighborhoods 
south of Columbia Road. When they were working 
as chauffeurs for private families, Manuel Pena 
and his brother lived in a rented house at 1744 
Church Street NW in 1930, which was between 
Dupont Circle and the 16th Street corridor; by the 
1940 decennial census, Pena was still residing in 
the Dupont Circle neighborhood, in a house on 17th 
Street near R Street NW. Another Spanish émigré, 
the poet Juan Ramon Jimenez, temporarily lived 
with his wife at the Dorchester House, at 16th and 
Euclid streets across from Meridian Hill Park, when 
the couple arrived in December 1942.57
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Table 2: Latin American and Iberian Embassies in Washington, D.C. in 1946.58 

EMBASSY / 
LEGATION FUNCTION ADDRESS / 

NEIGHBORHOOD
YEAR BUILT / 
OCCUPIED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF 
HISTORIC PLACES /  
DC LANDMARK

Argentina Ambassador 

Residence

1600 New Hampshire Ave. 
NW / Dupont Circle

1907 / 1913 Dupont Circle Historic District 

/ No

Chancery 1806 Corcoran St. NW / 

Dupont Circle

1939 / 1922 Dupont Circle Historic District 

/ No

Bolivia Ambassador 

Residence

3014 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
/ Normanstone

1923 / by 1946 Massachusetts Ave. Historic 
District / No

Chancery 1511 K St. NW / Downtown 1923 / by 1939 Financial Historic District / No

Brazil Ambassador 

Residence

3000 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
/ Normanstone

1912 / 1935 Massachusetts Ave. Historic 
District / Yes (listed 1968)

Chancery 3007 Whitehaven St. NW / 
Normanstone

Unknown/ by 
1946

N/A [demolished]

Chile Ambassador 

Residence

2305 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
/ Kalorama H.

1908 / 1923 Massachusetts Ave. Historic 
District / No

Chancery 1736 Massachusetts Ave. NW 
/ Dupont Cir.

1908 / by 1946 Massachusetts Ave. Historic 
District / No

Colombia Ambassador 

Residence

1520 20th Street NW / Dupont 

Circle

1904 / 1944 Dupont Circle Historic District 

/ No

Chancery 910 17th St. NW / Downtown 1926 / by 1946 Individually Listed 2013 / Yes 
(listed 2013)

Costa Rica Embassy 2114 S St. NW / Kalorama 1920 / 1943 Sheridan-Kalorama Historic 
District / No

Cuba Embassy 2630-2639 16th St. NW / 
Meridian Hill

1919 / 1919 Meridian Hill Historic District 
/ No

Dominican 

Republic

Ambassador 

Residence

4530 16th St. NW / 

Crestwood
1923 / by 1946 No / No

Chancery 4500 16th St. NW / 

Crestwood
1924 / by 1946 No / No
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Table 2 (Continued) 

EMBASSY / 
LEGATION FUNCTION ADDRESS / 

NEIGHBORHOOD
YEAR BUILT / 
OCCUPIED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF 
HISTORIC PLACES /  
DC LANDMARK

Ecuador Ambassador 

Residence

2320 Bancroft Pl. NW / 
Kalorama Heights

1940 / by 
1946

Sheridan-Kalorama Historic 
District / No

Chancery 2125 Leroy Pl. NW / Kalorama 
Triangle

1911 / by 1946 Sheridan-Kalorama Historic 
District / No

El Salvador Embassy 2400 16th St. NW / Meridian 
Hill

1916 / by 1935 Individually Listed 1983 and 
Meridian Hill Historic District / 
Yes (listed 1982)

Guatemala Embassy 1614 18th St. NW / Dupont 

Circle

Unknown /by 
1930

N/A [demolished]

Honduras Embassy 2611 Woodley Pl. NW / 
Woodley Park

Unknown / by 
1939

N/A [demolished]

Mexico Embassy 2829 16th St. NW / Meridian 
Hill

1910 / 1921 Individually Listed 2013 and 
Meridian Hill Historic District / 
Yes (listed 2013)

Nicaragua Embassy 1627 New Hampshire Ave. 
NW / Dupont Cir.

1913 / 1942 Dupont Circle Historic District 

/ No

Panama Ambassador 

Residence

2601 29th St. NW / 

Normanstone

1925 / by 1946 No / No

Chancery 2862 McGill Ter. NW / 
Normanstone

1942 / 1942 No / No

Paraguay Embassy 5500 16th St. NW / Sixteenth 

Street Heights

1914 / by 1946 No / No

Peru Ambassador 

Residence

3001 Garrison St. NW / Chevy 
Chase

1928 / by 1946 No / No

Chancery 1320 16th St. NW / Dupont 

Circle

Unknown / by 
1935

N/A [demolished]

Portugal Embassy 2660 Woodley Rd. NW / 
Woodley Park

1918 / 1920 N/A [demolished 1979]



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

CHAPTER 2: PIONEERS IN A SEGREGATED CITY, 1943-1959 | 34

Table 2 (Continued)

EMBASSY / 
LEGATION FUNCTION ADDRESS / 

NEIGHBORHOOD
YEAR BUILT / 
OCCUPIED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF 
HISTORIC PLACES /  
DC LANDMARK

Spain Embassy 2801 16th St. NW / Meridian 
Hill

1921 / by 1930 Meridian Hill Historic District 
/ No

Uruguay Embassy 1025 Connecticut Ave. NW / 
Downtown

Unknown / by 
1946

N/A [demolished by 1967]

Venezuela Embassy 2443-45 Massachusetts 
Ave. NW / Kalorama 
Heights

1938 / 1938 Massachusetts Ave. 
Historic District and 
Sheridan-Kalorama Historic 
District / No

Pioneer Latinos/as typically worked and socialized 
with other Latinos/as. Because the expatriate 
communities were so small and they shared a 
common language, their social activities were not 
necessarily codified along class lines. Support 
staff had regular interactions with the elite 
diplomatic and professional classes in D.C. in the 
1940s and 1950s.59 These expatriates also did 
not self-segregate by race. As Torruella-Quander 
recalled, “because there was such a small [Latino] 
community…everybody got together. Everybody, 
from no matter what country you came… We 
didn’t have this racial hang-up that later came.”60 
Socializing happened at gatherings and parties 
in private homes, but even in the public sphere, 
Latino immigrants found common ground. Spanish 
and Portuguese speakers from Latin America and 
Europe would mix with or encounter one another 
in shops, restaurants, dancehalls, theaters, cafes, 
and bars that catered to expatriate (and specifically 
Latino) patrons. In such circumstances, a Latina 
might encounter another Spanish speaker at a 
grocery store that carried produce from her home 
country and strike up conversation in her mother 
tongue. The two might exchange information 
and learn that they shared similar barriers with 
language acquisition, finding affordable housing, 
or with employment.61 

One such grocery store and meeting place is 
PENA’S SPANISH STORE (also called Casa Pena) 
(Figure 2.6). By 1940, Manuel Pena had married 
Adelina (a Spanish émigré), had moved out of his 
brother’s house and purchased his own home, and 
had changed careers from chauffeur to grocer. By 
1946, Manuel and Adelina opened a grocery store 
in a rowhouse at 17th and R streets, in the Dupont 
Circle neighborhood in which they resided.62 The 
Penas imported specialty items from around the 
world (international products from Africa, Europe, 
and the Middle East as well as Latin America), 
offered a delivery service, and primarily served 
the various embassies in the vicinity. The Galician 
couple were considered “pioneers in the field of 
small Latin businesses in Washington.”63 In addition 
to this vital business, from October 1944, Manuel 
Pena edited a newsletter, Spanish Home News, 
which is considered the first Hispanic publication 
in D.C.64 

Food ways are important to any expatriate 
community, as familiar food items offer the 
comforts of home to nostalgic and homesick 
immigrants. Therefore, it is not surprising that (in 
addition to grocery stores) restaurants were the 
most common business type to cater to Latinos/
as in this pioneer era. A cursory look through the 
1946 city directory provides the names of such 
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Figure 2.6: Pena’s Spanish Store, 1636 17th Street NW. Photograph by Jack Brewer, 1991. 
Courtesy of the D.C. History Center.65 

restaurants as El Patio, at 711 13th Street NW, or 
El Comodoro, at 1516 Connecticut Avenue NW, 
whose very names elicit a Latino kinship.

In D.C. in the 1940s, however, restaurants 
that claimed any semblance of Latinidad were 
predominantly Mexican (such as the Copacabana) 
or Tex-Mex (such as the Ranch). The Copacabana 
was a nightclub opened in 1940 by an Italian 
immigrant, Luigi Calvi. An advertisement in the 
1946 city directory claimed that the Copacabana 
at 1716 Eye Street NW offered a “Real Latin 
American Atmosphere,” but it also served Chinese 
and American dishes along with its Mexican 
cuisine. Another advertisement in the same 
directory claimed that one had to go to the Ranch 
restaurants (there were two locations: 729 12th 
Street NW and 10 Massachusetts Avenue NW) 
“to get real Mexican Food” and that the Ranch 
Restaurants were “Famous in Washington for Chili 
and Chili Mac.”66 The Ranch was an authentic (and 
one of the first) Tex-Mex restaurant in the city, 
established in 1900 by William H. Nichols, a former 
Texas Ranger from Galveston; its popularity 
remained steady until it closed in 1977.67

The question of authenticity regarding the 
Mexican cuisine served in 1940s D.C. might be 
best illustrated in the establishment of Little 
Mexico (later renamed El Mexico), founded in 1948 
by a Greek immigrant, Demosthenes Papanicolas. 
Papanicolas capitalized on what was considered 
an exotic fare at the time and opened his Mexican-
cuisine restaurant on Connecticut Avenue. The 
back cover of Little Mexico’s 1948 menu suggests 
Mexican cooking was largely unknown to the 
average D.C. diner, as it explains basic ingredients 
and dishes, such as tortillas, tamales, and tacos 
(Figure 2.7). The inclusion of the stock illustration 
showing a Mexican with his large sombrero sitting 
beside a saguaro cactus was a familiar stereotype 
to Anglo-Americans, perhaps intended to further 
de-mystify the exoticism of the cuisine. The 
popularity of Papanicolas’ venture is exemplified 
by his opening a second location on 20th Street 
NW before he died prematurely in 1963, soon after 
which both restaurants were closed. Papanicolas 
may have taken his cue from Greek-born William 
George Chippas, who opened the Alamo Grill on 
14th Street, south of Thomas Circle, in 1939. 
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Figure 2.7: The back cover of the menu for Little Mexico, 1948. Courtesy of John DeFerrari.68
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Despite the allusion to Tex-Mex cuisine, Chippas’ 
Alamo Grill served primarily seafood and steaks. 
Ultimately, small businesses owned and operated 
by Latinos/as for Latinos/as were few and far 
between in D.C. in the 1940s. Latin American 
immigrants to D.C. were employed primarily by 
embassies in the first half of the decade, and then 
in the postwar era by “global lending institutions 
such as the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank [that] planted their headquarters in 
D.C., attracting thousands of employees from 
around the world.”69

Religion and Education
Religion provided Spanish-speaking immigrants 
solace, familiarity, and succor. Before D.C.’s 
Catholic churches offered services in Spanish, 
Campos would conduct holy hours in people’s 
homes on Sundays, in which Spanish-speakers 
would come to pray and eat together.70 Although 
many Latinos/as were Catholics, there were also 
Latino Protestants in D.C. “Latino Protestantism 
was initially centered in denominations like 
Methodists, Presbyterians, and Baptists,” while 
Pentecostalism grew rapidly from the beginning 
of the twentieth century.71 Interestingly, per an 
announcement in the 28 November 1942 edition 
of The Evening Star, an Evangelist church was 
one of the earliest in D.C. to advertise both 
services and Bible classes in Spanish. The First 
Church of the Nazarene in Capitol Hill (at 7th and 
A streets NE) announced its intention to hold 
regular services in Spanish, starting the next day 
with the sermon, “He aqui el Cordero de Dios.” 
Miss Ruth Barnes, “a daughter of missionaries 
to Argentina, and herself born in that country, is 
conducting a Spanish Bible class each Tuesday 
evening at the church.”72 By May 1957, the Capitol 
Memorial Seventh-Day Adventist Church at 5th 
and F streets NW was also advertising Spanish- 
and Portuguese-language Bible classes as well 
as services in Spanish. Led by Pastor Manuel 
Rosado, the Spanish-language services were 
expected to draw around 80 congregants.73

Secular education for newly arrived immigrants 
was limited in this period. The Americanization 
School, founded as part of the D.C. Public 
School system in 1918, relocated from the Daniel 
Webster Elementary School at 10th and H streets 
NW to the John Quincy Adams Elementary School 
in Adams Morgan in 1949.74 The presence of the 
Americanization School, “along with the many 
embassies nearby, helped Adams Morgan earn 
its reputation as a truly diverse neighborhood.”75 
The school served both adults and children, was 
free to District residents, and offered classes in 
the day as well as at night. The school taught 
English literacy classes as well as citizenship 
courses, and teachers assisted students with 
filing for citizenship with the Naturalization and 
Immigration Services. As the school’s name 
might suggest, assimilation was the dominant 
theme in the pedagogy.76 The Americanization 
School was truly international in this pioneering 
period. An article in a 1952 issue of The Evening 

Star recounted an entertaining program held in 
the Adams School auditorium, in which students 
sang, recited poetry, or gave speeches; among 
the performers were a Hungarian, two Ukrainians, 
“a former Yugoslav lawyer,” an Indian, and “Anita 
Brouwer of Panama [who] sang ‘Cielito Lindo.’”77

The 1950s: Onset of the Cold War

Between 1940 and 1950, Latino immigration 
to D.C. increased, albeit minutely. Spanish- 
and Portuguese-speakers from the Western 
Hemisphere and from Europe accounted for only 
0.2% of the District’s total population in 1940 
and 0.4% in 1950. Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and 
Dominicans together comprised the majority (at 
36%) of the nascent Latino community in D.C. in 
the 1940s. The proportion of Mexicans remained 
steady from the previous decade (at 12%), and the 
proportion of Iberians decreased. South Americans 
made the greatest gains in the percentage of the 
Latino population from 1940-1950, increasing 
from 21% to 28% (Table 3).78 
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Table 3: Pie Charts Comparing 1940 and 1950 Census Data of Spanish- and Portuguese-Speaking Immigrants to D.C., 
Percentage within the Latino Community by Region.

1940 Census 1950 Census

35%

21%

36%

18%

14%

12%

28%

12%

12%

12%

Caribbean

South America

Europe

Central America

North America

Perhaps coincident to and symbolic of this increase 
in South American immigration to the city was the 
rise of public art devoted to South Americans, such 
as the General Jose Gervasio Artigas Memorial 
(erected 1950) and the equestrian statue of Simón 
Bolívar (erected 1959). A gift from the people of 
Uruguay, the bronze figure of Artigas (the man 
considered the father of Uruguayan independence) 
was created by Juan Manuel Blanes in 1948. The 
bronze equestrian statue of the Venezuelan military 
and political leader, Bolívar, was produced by 
American sculptor Felix de Weldon and was a gift 
from the Venezuelan state. These two memorials 
became the second and third figural representations 
of a Latin American patriot erected in D.C. in a set 
called the Statues of the Liberators.79

But the Spanish-speaking nationalities that made 
the greatest gains in D.C. through the 1950s 
were Puerto Ricans, who largely moved to the 
capital for economic opportunity, and Cubans and 
Dominicans who were fleeing political upheaval 
characteristic of the Cold War era.

Politics at Home and Abroad
When Dwight D. Eisenhower succeeded Harry 
S. Truman as President of the United States in 
January 1953, the liberal, New Deal era ushered 
in by President Roosevelt 20 years earlier came 

to an end and the Cold War was in full swing, as 
evidenced by America’s involvement in the Korean 
War (1950-1953). The Cuban Revolution kicked 
off in July 1953 when rebels fighting General 
Fulgencio Batista’s rule attacked the Moncada 
Barracks. The following year, “the first major Cold 
War U.S. intervention in Latin America—which 
ended the Good Neighbor Policy and began a 
renewed era of direct U.S. interventionism—took 
place in Guatemala.”80 Driven by fear of the spread 
of communism across Latin America, and at the 
behest of the United Fruit Company (which had 
colonized Central America for nearly a century), 
the U.S. government (via the CIA) backed a 
military coup d’état of Guatemala’s democratically-
elected president, Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, in 
1954 because it feared that any agrarian reform 
movement would limit or end its economic 
interests and control in the region.81

The post-colonial era in the western hemisphere 
is perhaps best represented by the founding 
of the West Indies Federation in 1958. Several 
former British island colonies came together to 
create a federation intent on joining the British 
Commonwealth as post-colonial members. 
However, the brevity of this political union (it 
dissolved by May 1962) speaks to the strife and 
turmoil these new nations faced in the postwar 
era as they fought for self-determination and 
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national standing on the global stage. Former 
Spanish island colonies in the Caribbean fared 
no better. By the late 1950s, opposition to Rafael 
Trujillo’s decades-long rule and oppression in 
the Dominican Republic had come to a boil, and 
a younger generation advocated for democratic 
reforms. This led the Trujillo regime to crack down 
with even greater repression, and between 1957 
and 1962, his regime was responsible for nearly 
6,000 murders and disappearances. Meanwhile, 
the Cuban Revolution, which had almost spanned 
the entire decade, came to an end in 1959 when 
Batista was driven into exile and Fidel Castro 
became Prime Minister of the island nation.

The consequence of all this bloodshed and 
repression was mass emigration in the late 1950s 
and the early 1960s. Cubans, fleeing the revolution 
and its results, and Dominicans, fleeing the U.S.-
backed Trujillo regime, came to the United States 
in large numbers seeking both political asylum 
and better economic opportunities. Cubans 
were assisted by U.S. immigration policy, which 
in the Cold War era provided grace to refugees 
from countries in the Soviet sphere of influence 
(which is how the U.S. classified Castro’s Cuba). 
“Through the Cuban Refugee Program, 300,000 
Cuban refugees were resettled throughout the 
U.S. to offset the impact of relocation on Miami 
and south Florida.”82

By the end of the 1960s, Cubans composed 
about one-fifth of D.C.’s Latino population. These 
new arrivals settled in Adams Morgan, where 
diplomats and their support staff had been setting 
down roots for decades, where groceries and 
restaurants welcomed them with familiar foods, 
and where the housing stock provided a variety 
of options. The neighborhood offered larger 
townhouses for wealthier individuals as well as 
more affordable, high-occupancy apartment 
buildings for members of the working classes. 
These new arrivals differed from earlier waves 
of Latino immigrants to D.C., however, as many 
came as political asylees or asylum-seekers rather 
than as labor migrants with pre-established work 
contracts. In D.C., these new arrivals had to take 

work in whatever industry could absorb them, and 
that was typically low-paying, menial jobs such as 
hotel service, restaurant service, and retail work.83

Navigating a Racialized Landscape
In the second half of the decade, America was 
coming to painful and violent terms with the Civil 
Rights movement, a milestone of which was the 
passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957. Signed by 
President Eisenhower, the legislation attempted 
to protect voter rights by creating a vehicle to 
prosecute anyone suppressing another’s right 
to vote. Neither this nor previous legislation or 
decrees, however, brought immediate relief 
from the oppressed and segregated experience 
African Americans had lived since slavery was 
abolished in 1865. Although the U.S. Supreme 
Court decision in Brown vs. the Board of 

Education of Topeka in 1954 had established 
that the segregation of public schools by race 
was illegal, various states (especially in the 
South) refused to abide by the ruling. In 1956, 
Senator Harry Byrd of Virginia initiated what he 
called “Massive Resistance,” telling Southern 
political leaders and bureaucrats to not comply 
with the court’s directive to integrate schools. 
As a result of Massive Resistance, a number of 
white public schools in municipalities (and entire 
school systems in some rural counties) across 
Virginia closed for years rather than integrate 
by order of the courts in 1958 and 1959. In 
September 1957, nine African American students 
(later called the Little Rock Nine) were barred 
from entering Little Rock Central High School 
until President Eisenhower sent National Guard 
troops to Arkansas to escort them in.84 America 
was divided by race, as it always had been, but 
tensions were at a critical point.
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D.C., AHEAD OF THE CURVE

Two cases heard in the U.S. Supreme Court 
in 1953 illustrates how D.C. was on the 
leading edge for the fight for equal rights and 
desegregation of public schools and spaces. 
The first case was District of Columbia vs. 

John R. Thompson Co., Inc. This U.S. Supreme 
Court case, which began in April 1953 after 
three years of lower court rulings and appeals, 
determined whether local D.C. Acts passed in 
1872 and 1873, which prohibited segregation 
in public spaces within the District, should 
be properly enforced in a locality that 
experienced de facto segregation. The case 
was brought by African American activist 
Mary Church Terrell, who was refused service 
at Thompson’s Cafeteria on 14th Street NW in 
January 1950. In June 1953, The U.S. Supreme 
Court determined that the policies practiced 
by Thompson’s Cafeteria were illegal. The 
second, Bolling vs. Sharpe, was a landmark 
case prohibiting segregated public schools 
in the District of Columbia. It was originally 
argued in December 1952, a year before 
Brown vs. the Board of Education of Topeka, 
when the courts upheld the city’s segregated 
school system. In December 1953, the case 
was taken up by the Supreme Court as a 
companion case to Brown vs. the Board of 

Education, and the ruling was issued on May 
17, 1954, the same day the court announced 
its decision on Brown.

 
The desegregation of public schools coupled with 
the earlier 1948 decision by the U.S. Supreme Court 
in Shelley vs. Kramer that found racially restrictive 
deeds and covenants unenforceable, promulgated 
a major shift in the racial demographics of D.C.’s 
residential neighborhoods. In 1940, when racially 
restrictive deeds were common in many residential 
neighborhoods, African Americans were largely 
concentrated in the city’s older neighborhoods 

in northwest D.C. and Georgetown; in emerging 
housing developments in far east Capitol Hill and 
east of the Anacostia River (in the middle of Ward 
8 and the eastern corner of Ward 7); in the isolated 
southwest quadrant of the city; and along the 
Georgia Avenue corridor. After the 1948 Supreme 
Court decision, Blacks began to move into houses 
and apartments in formerly restricted areas of the 
city, particularly north of Park Road, which had 
theretofore been a racial dividing line. In the early 
1950s, as African Americans moved into formerly 
all-white neighborhoods such as Mount Pleasant, 
they also opened those formerly restricted 
neighborhoods to other non-whites. Indeed, by the 
late-1950s, Mount Pleasant was characterized as a 
working-class neighborhood with a mix of whites, 
African Americans, and immigrants from various 
countries.85

As neighborhoods like Mount Pleasant and Adams 
Morgan transitioned, they offered a greater 
variety of and more affordable housing options, 
including single-family rowhouses and high-
density apartment buildings not only to African 
American residents, but to non-white newcomers 
as well. But once settled, the new arrivals were 
confronted with America’s racialized paradigm 
which they had no experience with in their home 
countries and hardly understood or expected. 
In a 2023 interview, ARTURO GRIFFITHS, who 
emigrated as a young man in 1964, recalled that 
“I’m a black person, and in Panama the discussion 
of race was…taboo. So when I came here, I came 
to 14th and Fairmont Street in the middle of the 
Black community. …It was a big shock. …Because I 
did not discuss the race question enough, I did not 
know about it.”86

Furthermore, some Latinos/as were competing 
with African Americans for entry-level jobs. As 
Cadaval argued, the early leaders of the emergent 
Latino community in D.C. were Puerto Ricans, who 
had an advantage over other Spanish-speaking 
new arrivals by dint of their U.S. citizenship, their 
by-right residency, and their command of the 
English language. These factors allowed them to 
attain well-paid, stable jobs in federal agencies 
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and adjust well, generally, to life in Washington. 
But non-Puerto Ricans composed the bulk of the 
nascent Latino community, and many of these 
“often came from rural or small-town backgrounds, 
although some had been teachers or were skilled 
artisans. The majority, whatever their social or 
economic background, found work in homes, 
apartment-building maintenance, hotel services, 
and other work with low pay and few benefits,” 
jobs that were “most recently held by African 
Americans.”87 As more and more immigrants 
settled in D.C., resources were perceived to 
dwindle, stirring animosity between a marginalized 
population struggling for economic parity, social 
equity, and political rights and new arrivals who 
quickly realized they would have to do the same.

Employment and Commerce
Although every individual’s reason for emigrating 
is personal and different, many newcomers from 
Latin America who came to D.C. in the early 1950s 
came as labor migrants or for perceived improved 
economic opportunities. With their U.S. citizenship, 
Puerto Ricans continued to obtain jobs in the 
federal government, such as CARLOS MANUEL 
ROSARIO (1922-1987). Born in Puerto Rico, 
Rosario joined the U.S. Army and served in France, 
Germany, and North Africa during World War II. In 
1950, he attained a position in Montana as an X-ray 
technician with the U.S. Public Health Service.88 
He relocated to D.C. in 1952 and settled on Hobart 
Street, at the southern edge of the Mount Pleasant 
neighborhood, by 1957.89 Rosario spent his early 
career driving a mobile van that offered chest 
x-rays to lower-income residents. Through his job, 
Rosario met other Latinos/as and recognized that 
a sizeable Latino expatriate community was taking 
shape in the District.90

As in the previous decade, foreign embassies 
and global institutions continued to expand their 
footprints in D.C. through the 1950s. In 1953, 
the government of Belize built a small embassy 
building on Massachusetts Avenue; the Dominican 
Republic moved its headquarters into a large 
domicile on 22nd Street NW in 1957; and the 

Honduran Embassy occupied a Classical Revival-
style mansion in the Sixteenth Street Heights 
neighborhood through the decade. The Inter-
American Development Bank (IDB) was founded 
in 1959, although it, too, had its roots in the first 
Pan American Conference in 1890.91 Such global 
institutions and embassies employed many Latino 
pioneers in this decade. Campos’ son recalled 
from his childhood in Adams Morgan in the 1950s 
that,

The only Latinos in this town were embassy 

personnel. The support staff of the embassy. 

So we grew up with all the embassies. If 

the Embassy of Venezuela would have a 

celebration to celebrate their Independence 

Day, all the Latinos were invited. And we’d go 

to the Venezuelan Embassy, eat Venezuelan 

food, and dance Venezuelan dances. And 

the same with the Mexican Embassy, the 

Dominican Embassy. There was a handful, 

within a 50-mile radius there must have been 
100 Latinos. We knew every Latino in D.C. 

Every Latino in D.C. knew each other.92 

BEATRIZ “BB” OTERO’s father accepted a position 
with the IDB and moved his family from La Paz, 
Bolivia, in 1960. In her recollections of growing 
up in the Chevy Chase area of D.C., the family’s 
only connection to a Latino community was the 
socializing her parents would do with colleagues 
and friends who also worked at the IDB or World 
Bank. Most of her father’s colleagues did not reside 
in the District, but lived in fashionable suburban 
neighborhoods such as Potomac, Maryland. Hers 
was one of the only families she recalled from this 
social set who lived in the District.93

The D.C. Latino community continued to be 
extremely small and insular in the 1950s, centered 
on the embassy circuit. During this era, women 
were actively recruited from Latin American 
countries to support these diplomatic families and 
other upper-middle-class families stationed or 
settled in Washington. Terry Repak, in her 1995 
work Waiting on Washington: Central American 

Workers in the Nation’s Capital, emphasizes the 
importance of gendered (i.e., female) domestic 
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labor recruitment (specifically from Central 
America) in the formation of the Latino community 
in postwar D.C. Repak provides personal stories 
of women who, under their own agency, left 
families behind (but often taking small children 
with them or sending for them later) to seek 
economic opportunities in the United States. In a 
few instances, private agencies with contacts in 
U.S. embassies abroad found women willing to 
work for North American families and relocate; 
in other instances, diplomats in Washington had 
representatives seek out women in Latin American 
countries to come be live-in maids, cooks, and 
nannies. Sometimes the support staff just followed 
families at the latter’s behest. One example is 
Lucia Herrera, who served an American family in 
San Salvador as a housekeeper in the 1950s; the 
head of the family worked for USAID, and when he 
was recalled to the United States and the family 
relocated to Chevy Chase, Maryland, they asked 
Herrera to join them. Herrera chose to emigrate 
with her daughter, and her employers sponsored 
her work visa. Rosa Lopez is another example; she 
also worked for a USAID family in San Salvador 
and emigrated when her employers moved to the 
United States.94 

The centrality and importance of women in the 
formation of a Latino community in D.C. cannot 
be understated. In this period, more women 
than men came to the city to work as domestic 
laborers. Fewer men emigrated to D.C. because 
there were fewer economic opportunities for 
them in an extremely gendered labor market. 
What strikes Repak is the agency that these 
women showed in making these life-altering 
decisions. She states that in the sample of 
women she interviewed, most made the decision 
to emigrate without consulting (or accompanied 
by) a compañero and brought children with them, 
or sent for their children later, once they were 
established.95 They came because of perceived 
economic advancement and sent remittances 
home to care for the ones they left behind. In 
several instances, these women became the 
major breadwinners within their families.

PROVIDENCIA FERRERA PAREDES  
(1924-2015) 

Perhaps one of the more famous Latinas 
working in domestic service in Washington, 
D.C. in this pioneering era was Providencia F. 
Paredes. Born in the Dominican Republic in 1924, 
“Provi” first came to Washington, D.C. in 1948 
with the Dominican Republic’s Ambassador 
to the United States, Luis Francisco Thomen. 
She returned to the Dominican Republic when 
Thomen’s diplomatic term concluded, but 
she migrated again to D.C. circa 1953, where 
she met and married Gustavo A. Paredes. In 
1957, she made the acquaintance of Senator 
John F. Kennedy; from 1959 to 1965, Paredes 
was the personal assistant to Jacqueline 
Bouvier Kennedy, first in the Kennedy’s 
Georgetown home and then in the White 
House. Paredes is believed to be “the first 
Latino to work in [President Kennedy’s] inner 
circle,” and she was both a friend and a stylist 
to Jackie Kennedy. After John F. Kennedy’s 
assassination in 1963, Paredes worked for his 
two brothers, Senators Robert and Edward 
(Ted) Kennedy, until 1969. She retired from 
her career at the U.S. Postal Service in 1992 
and died in her Washington, D.C. home in 
2015. (Bever 2015).

Luis Gonzales emigrated from Ecuador and arrived 
in D.C. in September 1956. In his oral history 
interview conducted in 1982, Gonzales stated 
that the Hispanic community in D.C. was small 
and little known at that time, and it was difficult 
to find someone who spoke Spanish. He recalled 
that there were no businesses in Mount Pleasant 
owned by Spanish-speakers in the mid-1950s.96 
Most of the Latino commercial endeavors in 
this decade were concentrated in Dupont Circle 
and Adams Morgan. Carmen Torruella-Quander, 
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who grew up in Adams Morgan in the 1950s with 
her brother Ramberto, recollected that the Del 
Rio grocery, which catered to the expatriate 
community, was opened at 1828 Columbia 
Road NW by 1954; before that, her mother had 
shopped for specialty items at the Italian market 
at 1772 Columbia Road. Torruella-Quander also 
remembered when the Safeway (a grocery store 
chain popular in the D.C. metropolitan area 
today) started carrying plantains and other Latin 
American foods.97 While this fact may seem 
inconsequential, it is indicative of the growing 
number of Latinos/as in the neighborhood. The 
early pioneers created a demand for commerce 
and services that catered to their needs and 
tastes, and the establishment and development 
of Latino businesses went hand-in-hand with 
the growth of the Spanish- and Portuguese-
speaking expatriate community itself. Generally, 
the early businesses were grocery stores (like 
Pena’s Spanish Store) and restaurants. These 
businesses not only created social spaces 
in which diverse Latinos/as could meet and 
congregate, they provided an economic base 
for immigrants intent on staying in the United 
States. While businesses diversified and more 
were established after World War II, as a rule 
they catered to a predominantly (if not wholly) 
Latino clientele.98

Several businesses that catered to Latinos/as 
had their roots in the 1950s, but because the 
Latino population was still so small, none of these 
businesses catered to one nationality or even 
linguistic group. LA SEVILLANA is considered 
the first grocery to carry Latin American goods 
in Adams Morgan, established by 1958.99 Like 
Pena’s Spanish Store, however, La Sevillana 
advertised itself as an international market 
that carried “Foods and Novelties from Other 
Lands,” including Spanish, Italian, Oriental, and 
French goods (Figure 2.8). The use of the prefix 
“pan” to suggest an all-encompassing Latinidad 
was popular with a few local, small businesses 
in this decade, such as Ernesto’s Pan American 
Restaurant (in city directories from 1957) and 
the PAN AMERICAN BARBER SHOP, which was 

in business on Columbia Road open by 1959.100 
Mexican restaurants continued to be popular in 
D.C. in the 1950s, as exemplified by El Sombrero 
Cordobes, listed in the 1957 city directory. But 
the most popular Mexican restaurant in this 
era was LA FONDA, which similarly advertised 
itself as having an “International Chef” who 
was versed in Spanish and French dishes 
as well (Figures 2.9 and 2.10). La Fonda was 
established circa 1953 by the first-generation, 
Spanish-American Adelina Pena Callahan and 
her husband Bob Callahan. The Callahans 
opened La Fonda in the Pena family home, 
which Manuel Pena had purchased by 1940 
and in which Adelina and her younger siblings 
had been raised. The 1896 rowhouse at 1637 
R Street NW was catty-corner from Adelina’s 
parents’ grocery store. By 1961, La Fonda had 
grown so popular that the Callahans decided 
to open a second restaurant in that space and 
move La Fonda next door, to the larger corner 
rowhouse at 1639 R Street.101

Figure 2.8: Advertisement for La Sevillana, 1959. Library of 
Congress.102 
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Figure 2.9: La Fonda, 1639 R Street NW. Photograph by Jack Brewer, 1991. Courtesy of the D.C. History Center.103 

Figure 2.10: Advertisement for La Fonda Restaurant, 1953. Library of Congress.104
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Religion and Education
The role of organized religion in assisting and 
integrating Latino immigrants in D.C. expanded 
in the 1950s. As institutions, churches provided 
social welfare and support programs as well as 
places to meet and congregate. Churches like the 
SHRINE OF THE SACRED HEART,105 which catered 
to a growing Latino congregation, “enabled a 
retention of Latin American identity for the second 
generation through shared cultural practices…and 
through the retention and use of Spanish.”106 As 

many of the pioneer Latinos/as in this era were 
Catholics, the Archdiocese of Washington and 
parish churches were central to this early Latino 
community formation. For example, St. Paul’s 
Church, on the corner of V and 15th streets NW, 
was one of the first known churches to offer 
services in Spanish in the 1950s.107 The Shrine 
of the Sacred Heart offered its first mass in 
Spanish in 1954, and by 1957, the Cathedral of St. 
Matthew the Apostle began producing bulletins in 
Spanish.108

SANTERÍA

In this pioneering period, Cubans and Puerto Ricans 
settling in D.C. brought with them the religious 
practice of Santería. “Santería is a religious belief 
system historically practiced by Yoruba-speaking 
people in present-day Nigeria and Benin; it was 
transplanted to Cuba in the nineteenth century 
through the massive importation of slaves from this 
region of West Africa” and “came to Washington, 
D.C., in the 1950s with the arrival of a small Afro-
Cuban community that settled in the neighborhood of 
Columbia Heights.” (See Smithsonian Latino Center 
2010). One rowhouse, in particular, is associated with 
this Afro-Cuban community and is known as a ritual 
space for Santería: 1354 Parkwood Place NW. The 
1910 rowhouse in Columbia Heights was originally 
developed by Harry Wardman and designed by 
architect Albert H. Beers. Private homes like this one 
were used by Santería practitioners, who use music 
and dance to invoke spirits and deities through 
trances and possession. Drumming on Bata drums, 
chanting, and animal sacrifice are also used in 
Santería rituals. Both religious and secular Santería 
ceremonies continue to be observed in D.C. today. 
(Koconis 2010).

Figure 2.11: Interior of a Santeria temple in Trinidad, Cuba. 
Photograph by Jean-Luc Assor. Courtesy of Adobe Stock.
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Churches were particularly central to the 
experiences of Latina domestic workers who 
could only leave their residences and places of 
employment on Sundays. In a 2024 interview, 
Otero recalled that some of the single women 
who worked as live-in domestics for diplomats 
or other elite families in this era would stay in a 
sort of dormitory at the Shrine of the Sacred 
Heart on weekends or on days off. This Catholic 
church on 16th Street was very important to 
the burgeoning Latino population in D.C from its 
beginning and grew to play a significant role in 
providing space and programming for Spanish 

speakers (Figure 2.12). It was at Sacred Heart 
that Campos started annual novenas (nine days 
of prayers) to the Patron Saint of the Dominican 
Republic, La Virgen de la Altagracia, in 1950. She 
also advocated for the Archdiocese to provide the 
first permanent Spanish-speaking priest at Sacred 
Heart, Monsignor Joaquín Martínez, in 1954.109 A 
Dominican woman who arrived in D.C. in 1960 
recalled that she would encounter other Spanish 
speakers at the Shrine of the Sacred Heart “where 
a Spanish-speaking priest helped them with 
English.”110 

Figure 2.12: Shrine of the Sacred Heart Catholic Church, 3211 Sacred Heart Way, 2010. Library of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs Division, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith.111 
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Churches provided another important aspect to 
early Latino community formation: education. 
Prior to 1954, with the landmark ruling in Brown vs. 

the Board of Education of Topeka (Kansas), D.C. 
public schools were segregated. Private schools 
offered a desegregated alternative. St. Paul’s 
Academy, associated with the aforementioned 
Catholic church and located nearby, at 1412 V 
Street NW, was the first among white Catholic 
schools in D.C. to enroll an African American – 
Roy Davenport, Jr. – in 1948.112 This is the school 
where Manuel and Adelina Pena sent their eldest 
child, ADELINA PENA CALLAHAN (1935-2023), 
who graduated from there in 1953. Although it 
was segregated until 1950, the SACRED HEART 
SCHOOL on Park Road NW had a co-educational 
student body from the early 1930s onward 
and served a diverse, international community 
in the mid-century (Figure 2.13).113 It was the 
elementary school to which Campos sent her 
two children as soon as it became integrated in 
1950. Carmen Torruella entered Kindergarten, 

Ramberto Torruella joined Richard Washington 
in first grade, and Rohulamin Quander (Carmen 
Torruella’s future husband) transferred from a 
public school into the second grade class. But the 
Quanders’ individual recollections of their time and 
experiences at Sacred Heart Elementary differ As 
Torruella-Quander commented, “we were treated 
differently” despite both being people of color. For 
Rohulamin Quander and Richard Washington, who 
are African Americans with Caribbean heritages, 
discrimination persisted among both classmates 
and the school administration. As Quander 
expanded, “the distinction of being American and 
Black and being ‘other’”—or foreign—was one with 
differing results: while Ramberto was allowed to 
serve as an altar boy, Richard and Rohulamin were 
not.114 The complexities of being native or not, 
fluent in English or not, and darker complexioned or 
not in D.C. in this era were myriad and inescapable 
for pioneering Latinos/as and African Americans 
(Figure 2.14).

Figure 2.13: Sacred Heart School, 1621 Park Road NW. Photograph by Zachary Burt, March 2025. 
Courtesy of the D.C. Preservation League.
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Figure 2.14: Rohulamin Quander (center) at his first 
communion, Shrine of the Sacred Heart, May 1951.  

Courtesy of Rohulamin Quander.

Conclusion

The Latino pioneers who settled in D.C. in the 
period 1943-1959 were few, comprising less than 
half of one percent of the city’s total population 
in both 1940 and 1950. Nearly one quarter of the 
Spanish-speakers in the District in those decades 
were citizens, Puerto Ricans who had moved to 
the mainland to work for the expanding federal 
government during World War II and the postwar era. 
The other dominant nationalities were Spaniards, 
Mexicans, Cubans, and Panamanians, but no one 
nationality ever comprised more than one quarter 
of all of the Spanish-speaking immigrants in the 
District, emphasizing a truth about D.C.’s Latino 
community that exists even today: that it is widely 
diverse, and that no one ethnicity or nationality is 
in the majority. This is unique among other U.S. 
cities, such as Miami, with its Cuban majority; New 
York, associated with large populations of Puerto 
Ricans and Dominicans; or Los Angeles and cities 
in Texas and the Southwest, where Mexicans and 
Chicanos have established roots for centuries.

Because Washington, D.C. never had a significant 
industry other than governance, its foreign-born 

population was miniscule through the late twentieth 
century. What did attract foreign nationals to D.C. 
was international politics, and so many of Spanish- 
and Portuguese-speaking immigrants living in the 
District from its inception through the 1960s were 
linked to foreign legations and global institutions 
(such as the OAS, the World Bank, and the IDB). 
Some émigrés also came to D.C. as scholars and 
students to either work for or study in Washington’s 
numerous colleges and universities, but this 
population was often transient, returning home 
after their tenures were up. The same could be said 
for the foreign-service diplomats who returned to 
their home countries after their tours of duty were 
completed. However, these diplomatic families 
often brought with them support staff—nannies, 
cooks, maids, chauffeurs, even seamstresses—
who stayed in D.C. after their employers returned 
home. It was these immigrants, mostly Latinas, 
who really formed the rudiment of D.C.’s Latino 
community.

While the nationalities and socioeconomic 
backgrounds of these individuals were varied, they 
shared a common language, a sense of otherness, 
perhaps some shared cultural traditions, and 
they shared the hardships that mark expatriation 
and acculturation to a new homeland. These 
individuals with mutual experiences would seek 
each other out for social, cultural, and economic 
reasons. The Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking 
expatriate scene in Washington in this pioneering 
era revolved around the embassies that employed 
these newcomers while providing a built-in 
social network. Most social activities in this era 
were embassy or private parties, or perhaps 
social gatherings in local restaurants that served 
cuisines reminiscent of home. When pioneers 
left the employ of diplomats or private families 
and struck out on their own in D.C., they helped 
build places and spaces for compatriots, either by 
opening businesses that became meeting places 
for other Spanish-speakers—like Manuel Pena’s 
Spanish Store—or by working with local churches 
to offer services and programs to aid Spanish-
speaking arrivals, like Campos.



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

CHAPTER 2: PIONEERS IN A SEGREGATED CITY, 1943-1959 | 49

The four most important building typologies in this 
pioneering period were embassies, commercial 
businesses, churches, and schools, and every 
single one of these typologies touched on more 
than one of the four aspects of immigrant life in 
D.C., whether it be economic, political, social, 
or cultural. For example, embassies are in their 
very purpose political institutions, yet for the 
immigrants they were a place of employment, 
socializing, and even residency. Commercial 
businesses obviously reflect local economies, 
and yet a grocery like Pena’s Spanish Store could 
be a social nexus (a place to gather, meet, share 
language and information) as well as a cultural one 
(providing goods that reflect an origin country’s 
foodways). Churches are bastions of culture, 
where people of the same faith practice and 
express their religion together; but churches can 
also serve as social spaces where people interact 
and as social service organizations that assist 
congregants with acculturation. Churches, in this 
period, were often associated with education, and 
especially the establishment of private, parochial 
schools that were important to the Latino pioneers. 
Many of the early pioneers sent their children to 
Catholic elementary and secondary schools, such 
as Sacred Heart School and Academy, St. Paul’s 
Academy, or Blessed Sacrament Catholic School 
and Immaculata Preparatory School, where Otero 
and her siblings were educated after her family 
was brought to D.C. in 1960.115

In terms of the built environment, embassies 
and global institutions could be purpose-built, 
as several were in the early twentieth century, 
but most were housed in large mansions or 
rowhouses that had been constructed originally as 
private dwellings. Early businesses, too, occupied 
converted dwellings or the storefronts of mixed-
use rowhouses built in the late nineteenth or early 
twentieth centuries. The churches and schools 
named in this chapter were also existing prior 
to 1943 and served varying populations before 
becoming associated with the nascent Latino 
community in D.C. The architectural styles of 
the examples listed in this chapter vary from 
academic Beaux-Arts (like the purpose-built 

Cuban Embassy, OAS Building, and the Shrine 
of the Sacred Heart) to various vernaculars (like 
the residence that became La Fonda restaurant 
in 1953). What these buildings have in common is 
that pioneering Latinos/as occupied spaces that 
had been built before them, not for them, whether 
those spaces were dwellings or storefronts, 
churches or schools. In the 1940s and 1950s, 
assimilation was the dominant practice for 
immigrants coming to America, and this is subtly 
reflected in the pioneers’ fitting into D.C.’s existing 
built environment.
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Chapter 3:  
The Tipping Point, 1960-1969

The 1960s in the United States was a decade of 
heightened political awareness and activism as 
youth across the nation fought for Civil Rights, 
advocated for equal rights for women, and protested 
the United States’ involvement in the Vietnam War. 
The Latinos/as settling in and establishing roots in 
D.C. were politically active throughout the 1960s 
and the 1970s, both in the nationwide Civil Rights 
and anti-Vietnam War movements and in local 
issues such as advocating for Home Rule in D.C.116 In 
this activist milieu, D.C.’s Latino community began 
to take shape as a politicized collective. By 1962, 
both D.C. natives and recent transplants recognized 
that there was a sizable Latino population living 
in Adams Morgan and the southeastern edge of 
Mount Pleasant. Thus, the 1960s were a tipping 
point in the formation of a Latino community in D.C. 

Politics at Home and Abroad

The 1960s, like the short-lived John F. Kennedy 
presidential administration (1961-1963), could 
be characterized as a time marred by a poignant 
mix of hope with bitter disappointment. On the 
world stage, conflict and the onset of military 
dictatorships in Latin America proliferated, 
starting with the thirty-year Guatemalan civil war 
(1960-1990)117 and coup d’état (1963); the 1961 
founding of the Sandinista National Liberation 
Front (FSLN) by Nicaraguan revolutionaries 
(whose revolutionary political and socioeconomic 
agendas would have impact in Central America in 
the 1970s and 1980s); two coups d’état in Ecuador 
(in 1961 and 1963);118 a coup d’état in El Salvador 
(1961), when the right-wing National Conciliation 

Party took power; the assassination of Rafael 
Trujillo (1961) followed by a coup d’état in the 
Dominican Republic (1963); coups d’état in Bolivia 
and Honduras in 1963; a coup d’état in Brazil 
(1964); a riot in Panama over the right to fly the 
Panamanian flag in the Canal Zone, which led to 
a brief disruption of diplomatic relations between 
Panama and the U.S. (1964); the 1964 launch of 
Operation Marquetalia, a military offensive by 
the Colombian Army that signaled the start of 
the Colombian Conflict between the government 
and FARC—a Marxist-Leninist People’s Army 
founded in 1964—that would continue through 
the remainder of the century; the start of the 
Argentine Revolution with General Juan Carlos 
Onganía’s coup d’état (1966); and a coup d’état in 
Peru in 1968.119

At the center of this Latin American turmoil, 
and uppermost in the American collective 
consciousness, was the United States’ failed Bay 
of Pigs (Cuba) invasion in April of 1961 and the 
October 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Cold War-era 
policy under President Kennedy centered on the 
doctrine of counterinsurgency against (perceived 
and real) Soviet threats. Its praxis was covert CIA 
operations in staging countries in Central America, 
where insurgents were trained and armed. The 
Bay of Pigs invasion was a CIA-backed mission in 
which Cuban exiles attempted to invade Cuba and 
depose Castro. In the wake of its failure, the Cuban 
Missile Crisis exacerbated tensions between the 
United States and Cuba when Castro agreed to 
host Soviet nuclear missiles. The confrontation 
between the United States and the Soviet Union 
through Cuba, a proxy nation, was the closest the 



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

CHAPTER 3: THE TIPPING POINT, 1960-1969 | 51

world came to nuclear war.

The Cold War mentality that infected presidential 
administrations from Harry S. Truman (1945-
1953) through Ronald Reagan (1981-1989) is 
encapsulated by the domino theory first named 
by Truman, made popular by Eisenhower, and 
then made mantra by U.S. Secretary of State 
Henry Kissinger (1969-1977). The domino theory 
proposed that if one country fell under communist 
(namely, Soviet Russia or Red China) control, then 
all of its neighbors were subject to the spread 
of this anti-capitalist belief system, and that the 
United States’ national security was predicated 
on stopping the spread of communism. The 
domino theory directly informed the escalation 
of the United States’ involvement in a conflict 
that defined this generation: the Vietnam War 
(1955-1975). Although Presidents Truman and 
Eisenhower financially supported France’s 
struggle to retain its control over Indochina after 
1945, and then, when that failed and Vietnam was 
partitioned in 1954, to support the pro-Western 
government of South Vietnam, the United States’ 
true involvement in Southeast Asia occurred 
during Presidents Kennedy and Lyndon B. 
Johnson’s administrations. From 1962 until 1965, 
the United States’ government supported South 
Vietnam in an advisory capacity, which meant 
training Vietnamese helicopter pilots, training 
combatants in counterinsurgency, and placing 
small detachments of U.S. Army Special Forces as 
well as CIA advisors on the ground. By March of 
1965, all pretense that the United States would not 
be drawn into another war in Asia was dropped, 
and troops were sent to Vietnam in successive 
waves to fight the communist North Vietnamese 
army until a ceasefire was called in January 1973. 
The United States government’s withdrawal was 
complete two months later.120

Fear of the spread of communism, especially into 
the western hemisphere, guided the United States’ 
geopolitics in Latin America through the postwar 
period. Either covertly or overtly, the federal 
government’s policies and actions opposed any 
Latin American figurehead who was deemed to 

be too left-wing while supporting (in most cases) 
the military juntas that opposed democratically 
elected governments. Unfortunately, the 1960s 
was rife with United States’ interventionism 
in foreign states, such as the U.S. Marine 
intervention in the Dominican Republic’s civil 
war in 1965. Interventionism could also be 
construed as passivity: the U.S. Army stationed 
in the Panama Canal Zone accepted the deposed 
President Arnulfo Arias, who fled to its safety on 
October 11, 1968, but otherwise did not intervene 
with the military junta. Additionally, a U.S. State 
Department memorandum claims their intelligence 
was unaware of the attempted coup in Panama in 
December 1969.121

As scholar David G. Gutiérrez succinctly wrote, 
“The demographic landscape of Latino America 
began to change dramatically in the 1960s as a 
result of a confluence of economic and geopolitical 
trends.”122 The Cuban Revolution continued to 
foment exodus, and the United States experienced 
a second wave of Cuban immigration from 1965-
1970, at the end of which Cubans composed 7.2% 
of the nation’s Latino immigrant population. These 
Cubans, fleeing a Communist regime, received U.S. 
State Department visa waivers that paved their 
way to swift immigration, which the U.S. believed 
would weaken Castro’s regime. Once in the 
United States, they received unparalleled federal 
support in terms of work authorization permits, 
permanent residency status, cash-allotments, 
educational programs, and other services through 
the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966 and the well-
funded Cuban Refugee Program (1961-1980), 
a federal effort to centralize and streamline 
refugee aid. This preference separated Cubans 
from other Latin American immigrants, who were 
never extended the same privileges or benefits 
despite their similar reasons for emigrating (i.e., 
to escape political and/or economic turmoil). In 
short, Cubans were seen as de facto refugees by 
agents of the United States government because 
they left a nation considered an enemy to the 
United States. Other refugees who came later 
would not enjoy the same recognition, status, or 
privileges because they were escaping countries 
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under repressive regimes that the United States 
supported.123

On the home front, the United States was plagued 
by the failures of the previous decade’s efforts of 
the Civil Rights movement to bring real and lasting 
equality to African Americans. By the mid-1960s, 
racial tensions had reached a boiling point at the 
height of the Civil Rights movement, and violence 
was rife. 1965 began with the assassination of 
African American leader Malcolm X, followed on 
March 7 by a day known afterwards as “Bloody 
Sunday,” in which the police in Selma, Alabama, 
brutally attacked 600 marchers attempting to 
walk to Montgomery. The year also witnessed 
the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, 
which prohibited the use of literacy tests as a 
prerequisite to voting, as well as the introduction 
of President Johnson’s Great Society programs, 
which were bold initiatives to address poverty, 
health, education, urban renewal, and other issues 
plaguing American society. Seen as an extension 
of the fight for Civil Rights, the Immigration and 
Nationality Act (also known as the Hart-Celler 
Act) was also passed in 1965, which amended 
the entry quotas established in the 1920s and 
ushered in the modern period of immigration.124 
Coupled with the end (in 1964) of the labor-
contract Bracero Program, the Hart-Celler Act 
would change “patterns of immigration and the 
utilization of immigrant labor in the U.S.” as well 
as “obscure important structural changes in both 
the U.S. economy and the economies of Latin 
America that continue to the present day.”125 The 
grassroots-organized, participatory democracy 
and activism that characterized the Civil Rights 
movement and the anti-Vietnam War movement 
in the latter half of the 1960s radicalized Latino 
workers in the United States, and some became 
leaders in national unions during this period.126

The United States in the late 1960s and 1970s also 
witnessed the rise of identity politics, or activism 
centered around a particular identity based on 
race, gender, ethnicity or nationality, religion, 
socioeconomic background, or sexual orientation. 
The Civil Rights movement—which had been linked

 
THE HART-CELLER ACT 

Signed into law by President Lyndon Johnson 
on October 3, 1965, the immigration reform 
bill named for Senator Phillip Hart and 
Congressman Emanuel Celler ended the 
National Origins Formula enacted in 1921. The 
latter had prioritized immigration from northern 
Europe while limiting or excluding immigration 
from southern and eastern Europe as well as 
Africa and Asia. It did not, however, restrict 
immigration from nations in the Western 
Hemisphere, which served the labor interests 
of corporations in the United States. By 1965, 
immigration reformers openly recognized the 
inherent racism of the National Origins Formula. 
The Hart-Celler Act replaced the quota 
system and with limits per country worldwide, 
prioritized family reunification, and provided 
new visa preferences for employable skills. At 
the same time, the Hart-Celler Act restricted 
immigration from the Western Hemisphere for 
the first time. (Troyano 2015). This actually 
made it more difficult for Latin Americans to 
migrate legally to the U.S., yet immigration 
increased after the passage of the Hart-Celler 
Act for several reasons, including a postwar 
population boom in Latin America; depressed 
economies, political turmoil, and violent 
conflicts in the late twentieth century that 
fostered exodus; and transportation advances 
(such as transcontinental commercial air 
travel) that made migration more feasible.

wholly with African American struggles for equity 
and recognition—provided impetus for civil rights

Chicanos and Puerto Ricans. Radicalized by the 
era’s protest-centered political activism and 1960s 
New Left theory, Mexican American (Chicano) and 
Puerto Rican activists focused their efforts towards 
group social betterment and representation in 
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electoral politics, spawning the Latino voting bloc as 
a powerful tool for recognition. As Cristina Beltran 
described it in her 2010 work, The Trouble with 

Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity,

During the late 1960s and 1970s, Mexican 
American and Puerto Rican activists put forward 
a politically charged critique of American 
politics. Bringing together a paradoxical mix 
of cultural nationalism, liberal reformism, 
radical critique, and romantic idealism, the 
Chicano and Puerto Rican movements created 
a new political vocabulary, one emphasizing 
resistance, recognition, cultural pride, 
authenticity, and fraternity (hermanidad). The 
movements – organizations, issues, and events 
– left a profound legacy.127

The Chicano movement, which had its centers 
in California and the Southwest, railed against 
the traditional messages of assimilation and 
individualism as actual barriers to socioeconomic 
advancement. Their strategies for politicization 
included mass protests, grassroots organization, 
labor activism, voting drives, and use of the 
arts for political messaging. This movement is 
perhaps best exemplified by the United Farm 
Workers Organizing Committee (UFWOC), 
founded in 1966 when Cesar Chávez and Dolores 
Huerta’s National Farm Workers Association 
(NFWA; founded 1962) merged with the Filipino 
Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee. The 
UFWOC carried out a fruitful consumer boycott 
on grapes from 1966 to 1970, picketing outside 
grocery stores in Canada and the United States, 
which expanded into labor strikes against lettuce 
and strawberry growers. The Chicano movement 
is also associated with the founding of La Raza 
Unida Party in 1970 and the founding of the 
National Council of La Raza (NCLR; founded 
1968), which is a civil rights organization dealing 
with issues of immigration, housing, health, 
economic mobility, and education by assisting 
over 300 local affiliates across the nation. NCLR 
has been based in Washington, D.C. since 1972 
and was renamed UnidosUS in 2017 to reflect its 
service to all Latinos/as in the United States.128

Somewhat contemporaneously, Puerto Ricans 
(primarily in New York and Chicago, but across 
the upper Midwest and Northeast as well) “were 
building a social movement that emphasized 
cultural pride, community control, direct action, 
and decolonization.”129 Prior to World War II, Puerto 
Rican politics in the mainland U.S. had been leftist, 
but postwar Puerto Ricans, in general, succumbed 
to the doctrine of assimilation prevalent in the 
1950s and 1960s. Working-class labor activism 
had declined in those years, but by the mid-
1960s, a young generation of Puerto Ricans began 
advocating for Puerto Rico’s independence and 
generally critiquing American society’s emphasis 
on individualism over community. In 1968, José 
“Cha-Cha” Jiménez established the Young Lord’s 
Organization (YLO) in Lincoln Park, Chicago, a party 
that emerged from a street gang and was inspired 
by the Black Panther Party and Black Power 
Movement. These community-based activists 
advocated for “minority access to healthcare, 
education, housing and employment,” but most 
importantly, YLO was “multiethnic and inclusive 
to African American, Latino/x, women, and LGTBQ 
membership” from its inception (Figure 3.1).130

This inclusivity became a hallmark of both the 
Chicano and Puerto Rican social movements, which 
formed a coalition as both groups recognized 
that they shared a common distrust of institutions 
manned by non-Latinos and they advocated for the 
same issues: “substandard housing, inferior health 
care, failing schools, dangerous and exploitative 
working conditions, and inadequate civil rights 
protection.”131 Decades, if not centuries of facing 
inequality and racism in the United States fostered 
a desire among these young activists to take 
control of their own resources, create their own 
social welfare programs and institutions, and to 
work together as a powerful voice and voting bloc. 
It was through this unification that the term and 
concept Latino was born, a pan-ethnic umbrella 
term that defied nationalities and encompassed all 
western hemisphere, Spanish-speaking immigrants 
in the United States whose shared experience was 
expatriation and the struggles it evoked. “Latino” 
was a self-affirming term created by Latinos/as for 
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Figure 3.1: Young Lords Party poster, ca. 1971. Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum 
of African American History and Culture, purchased with funds provided by the Smithsonian 

Latino Initiatives Pool, administered by the Smithsonian Latino Center.132 
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Latinos/as, not one placed upon them by the 
hegemony such as the descriptive term “Hispanic,” 
which also reeked of colonization. As Beltran 
asserted, the very use of the word unida (united) in 
the 1970 La Raza Unida Party speaks to “the belief 
that shared cultural identity is a sufficient basis for 
political action and mobilization,” and the modern 
concept of Latinidad, or the concept of a Latino unity, 
“has its roots in the Chicano and Puerto Rican social 
movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s.”133

The Civil Rights movement was dealt a devastating 
blow with the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. on April 4, 1968. The response in Washington, 
D.C. was rage and sorrow, as inhabitants released 
their grief by taking to the streets, culminating in 
four days (April 4-8) of civil unrest that exploded 
into rioting, looting, and arson. The damage was 
such that plumes of black smoke could be seen 
rising over the Capitol and martial law was declared. 
National Guard troops patrolled the streets after the 
anger subsided and fires were extinguished (Figure 
3.2). Within days, on April 11, President Johnson 
signed into law the Civil Rights Act of 1968 (also 
known as the Fair Housing Act).134 But the loss of 
King ended the era of passive resistance that had 
been the hallmark of the Civil Rights movement of 
the 1950s through mid-1960s, and ushered in the 
violent political action of the 1970s.

 Navigating a Racialized Landscape
Segregation and racial discrimination were still 
widely felt in D.C. during the 1960s. Washington’s 
racial divisions faced national and international 
scrutiny for “widely publicized racist incidents 
leading to diplomatic debacles…in particular when 
several dignitaries from newly independent African 
nations were refused service at Maryland and 
D.C. establishments on repeated occasions.”135 
However, for the first time since its founding, 
Washington had an African American majority by 
1960, and D.C.’s Black inhabitants had moved into 
sections of the District that had theretofore been 
off-limits to them, particularly in Wards 4 and 5. 
During the 1950s, as Blacks moved into formerly 
restricted, all-white neighborhoods, white-flight 
ensued and these neighborhoods experienced 
a radical transition from all-White to all-Black 
residency, with only a short period of racial overlap. 
Other residential areas, like Adams Morgan and 
Dupont Circle, had been racially diverse since the 
1940s and continued to be so.136

Figure 3.2: National Guard at 7th and N streets NW, April 8, 1968. Library of Congress, 
Prints & Photographs Division.137
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In other neighborhoods, the transition was 
less racially binary. Between 1960 and 1970, 
Mount Pleasant went from a majority white 
neighborhood to a racially mixed one.138 After 
PEPE GONZÁLEZ moved here from Puerto Rico 
in 1963, he experienced Mount Pleasant as 
predominantly African American neighborhood, 
“the hardest neighborhood in D.C. known at that 
time. Hard. I mean, people could not walk into 
Mount Pleasant without getting robbed or beat 
up or both.”139 In interviews, González relates the 
difficulties he had acculturating to D.C. as a light-
skinned Latino youth, and in these interviews, he 
often code switches between the street slang 
he learned from his African American neighbors 
and friends and the academic English associated 
with white America. His experiences underscore 
the difficulties in, as well as the choices made 
by Latino immigrants in acculturating within, the 
United States’ strictly binary, racialized system as 
well as Latino strategies to mediate between two 
divided populations.

By 1960, D.C.’s Latino community had expanded 
more rapidly than it had in any previous decade,140 
fueled by émigrés who were leaving behind 
economic hardships and political strife for what 
they imagined was a better future. The era saw 
an uptick in both legal and illegal immigration from 
numerous countries, but none so large as the 
Cuban emigration: “virtually overnight the exodus 
of Cubans after the revolution created a major new 
Latino American population. Numbering fewer than 
71,000 nationwide in 1950, the Cuban immigrant 
population shot up to 163,000 by 1960.”141 Cubans, 
who received favorable immigration status, tended 
to speak fluent English and generally adjusted 
well and quickly to life in the United States.142 
LUIS RUMBAUT, a Cuban-born lawyer, became 
an early leader of the local Latino community after 
emigrating to D.C. in 1962.143 Rumbaut described 
the diaspora-creation process:

The first person to arrive here from a given 
village sends his address back home, and he’s 
the first stop when the next person arrives. 
One shabby apartment building just north 

of Ontario and Columbia roads is a de facto 
re-creation of a small village in the Zacapá 
province of Guatemala.144

This “push-and-pull” factor theory of how 
immigration works and diasporas are formed is 
reflected in the growth of el barrio starting in the 
early 1960s, particularly along the around the main 
commercial corridors of Columbia Road in Adams 
Morgan and Mount Pleasant Street in Mount 
Pleasant. CASILDA LUNA’s personal account of 
her arrival in D.C. in 1961 illustrates the tipping 
point at which a critical mass is met to create a 
palpable diasporan community. When she arrived 
from the Dominican Republic to work as a domestic 
for an American general, she did not recognize 
an organized Latino neighborhood, and in her 
recollections, most of the Latinos/as at the start of 
the decade were embassy employees (and mostly 
women) continuing the labor migrant tradition of 
the previous two decades. 145Additionally, when 
the BARNEY NEIGHBORHOOD HOUSE relocated 
from southwest D.C. to the eastern edge of Mount 
Pleasant in 1960, it served a predominantly African 
American base.146 But when employees Harry 
Struthers and Ann Houston were interviewed 
in 1982, they recalled that Mount Pleasant’s 
population began leaning Hispanic in 1962 or 
1963. With no Spanish-speaking social agencies 
in the neighborhood, the Barney Neighborhood 
House’s director George Flannigan—who had 
worked with Casita Maria in New York—offered 
new programming to serve Latino children. The 
organization, at that time, had only one bilingual 
social worker on staff but, in 1966, it obtained 
United Planning Organization (UPO) funds to start 
a Spanish-Speaking Community program, which 
taught English as a Second Language (ESL) and 
assisted with career development.147

If the 1960s were a period of growth for D.C.’s 
Latino community, they were not without growing 
pains. The riots that shook Washington, D.C. from 
April 4-8, 1968—spurred by the assassination of 
Civil Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.—
were largely isolated to the African American 
neighborhoods in the northwest quadrant. Looting 
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and arson devastated the 14th Street corridor. 
Many locals lost their jobs, and the micro-
economy suffered because a number of stores 
had been lost in the violence. The riots hastened 
white flight to the Maryland and Virginia suburbs 
that had been ongoing since the 1950s, and 
middle-class Latinos/as left the city in the wake 
of the destruction. With abandoned storefronts 
and entire apartment buildings empty, real-estate 
prices in the neighborhoods adjacent to 14th 
Street NW plummeted. Even more than they had 
previously, the neighborhoods of Adams Morgan 
and Mount Pleasant became appealing as “low 
housing prices attracted a diverse mix of young 
people, artists, musicians, and families fleeing 
political and economic turmoil in Central America, 
Southeast Asia and elsewhere.”148

The relationship between the African Americans who 
had resided in these neighborhoods for decades 
and the Latino newcomers in the 1960s was often 
tense. Prejudice and fear of the other abounded 
on both sides, and as Barney Neighborhood House 
employees Houston and Struthers related in a 1982 
interview, they could see tensions, isolationism, 
and self-segregation in their service work. As they 
recalled, the Barney Neighborhood House served 
all children—white, Black, and Latino—who, as very 
young kids, interacted with each other with ease; 
but as the children reached the age when they 
attended junior high school, divisions based on 
race (i.e., three distinct groups with only occasional 
integration) became readily apparent, and those 
divisions carried through to adulthood. This became 
evident at the Barney Neighborhood House when 
attendance from white and Black children began to 
decline as Latino children’s numbers rose, and in the 
early 1980s, when the Barney Neighborhood House 
worked closely with the nearby Spanish Senior 
Center that had difficulty attracting white and Black 
senior participation.149

Recalling his youth in Mount Pleasant, González 
initially had trouble (was often in fights) with local 
youths as a light-skinned Latino in the early and 
mid-1960s. The racialized violence of the times, in 
turn, made him act violently, as he felt it was the 

only avenue open to him for surviving on mean 
streets. He and a couple of Latino friends made 
inroads with the African American youth in Mount 
Pleasant eventually, but he asserted that he would 
never venture east of 14th Street; to stay safe, they 
had to stay to the west of the racial dividing line, in 
the areas where he was known. He was 15 years 
old when the 1968 riots occurred, and he recalled 
that Latinos/as “were literally invisible for…about 
a whole week [and] even afterwards, unless they 
were going to work…”150 Only he and two friends, 
Rudy and Ernie, ventured down to 14th Street 
during the four days of rioting. Perhaps because 
his older brother took him to Black Panther political 
awareness classes on 18th Street and Columbia 
Road when he was 13, González understood the 
frustration and rage palpable in the streets at that 
time. In interviews, González has stressed the 
importance of the African American struggle for 
recognition, equity, and parity as the shoulders 
on which Latino civil rights activism stands. 
González’s efforts to rise above social divisions 
led him to co-form the first integrated jazz band 
in D.C., Zapata, which featured Latino and African 
American musicians. The band became very 
successful before it disbanded in 1974, opening for 
internationally renowned jazz musicians such as 
Miles Davis and Herbie Hancock. But in the early 
days, the band would play in bars in Anacostia, 
a center of D.C.’s African American community; 
scuffles would sometimes erupt in the audience 
when Zapata took the stage. Eventually the band’s 
message of integration would calm the audience 
down so that they could enjoy the show.151

In Griffiths’ recollections, instances of violence 
between Latino and African American youths 
fostered the creation of one of the Latino community’s 
most seminal and earliest service organizations, the 
LATIN AMERICAN YOUTH CENTER (LAYC). Before 
the establishment of the youth center in 1968, 
young Latinos/as would informally hang out at the 
Spanish Catholic Center, located on the first floor 
of the Kenesaw Apartment House. At one dance, 
African American youths showed up, angry that 
they had not been invited to the dance, and a fight 
ensued. The damage done to the Spanish Catholic 
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Center’s space led Father Rutilio del Riego to tell 
the Latino youths the next day that the Spanish 
Catholic Center was a social service agency, not 
a youth center, and that the kids were no longer 
welcome. With nowhere to congregate, young 
Latinos/as gathered in the greenspace south of the 
Shrine of the Sacred Heart and in the streets, which 
unfortunately led to some becoming involved in 
drugs and petty crime. When the riots in April 1968 
occurred, the violence highlighted the turbulence of 
race relations in a still very segregated city in that 
period. As Griffiths recalled in 2024, after the riots, 
“the city was more open to help, to assist the youth 
that were sort of left out for many years…the riots 
led to a feeling that we need to deal with the young 
people. We need to build their capacity.”152 Following 
the April riots, in September 1968, the brand new 
Lincoln Junior High School at 16th and Irving streets 
was only open for three days before the Latino 
and African American students rioted. The damage 
was so extensive (broken windows, etc.), that the 
school was immediately closed and remained so 
while it was repaired. When it reopened, however, 
several Latino parents were hesitant to let their 
children return. At the same time, the Lincoln Junior 
High School riot got the attention of bureaucrats 
in the local D.C. government, making some aware 
that Latinos/as were a growing (and vulnerable) 
population in Wards 1 and 2. GARRY GARBER was 
a Chicano boxer from California and a University 
of Maryland graduate who had been working with 
at-risk Latino youth at the Spanish Catholic Center 
as the first agent of the D.C. Department of Parks 
and Recreation’s Roving Leader Program. He hired 
Griffiths to help him create a summer program for 
Latino youths. At first, the two went door to door, 
trying to convince parents to send their kids back to 
Lincoln when it reopened. The two created an after-
school program called the Courtesy Patrol, which was 
funded by the Department of Parks and Recreation. 
In the summer of 1969, Garber and Griffiths held 
an open-air summer program in the yard fronting 
Lincoln Junior High School, which was so popular 
that by 1971, the two decided that they needed a 
physical space for an all-season youth center. With 
the assistance of ROBERTO BAQUERIZO, who was 

a Masters candidate at Catholic University at the 
time, they prepared a proposal for the D.C. Office of 
Youth Opportunity Services. It was approved, and 
the LAYC was born (Figure 3.3).153

In coming to and settling down in Washington, 
D.C., Latinos/as could not escape the legacy of 
repression and violence inherent to America’s 
centuries-long, binary racial paradigm. Racism 
shaped how Latinos/as navigated the segregated 
built environment and how they formed social 
bonds with the white and Black native populations 
(and even with each other). Too often, Latinos/
as’ experiences with D.C. natives were negative, 
marked by mutual distrust, prejudice, and violence. 
But as their political and social awareness grew, 
Latinos/as came to understand that they shared 
similar plights and fortunes with D.C.’s African 
American community, and solidarity grew. As 
Cadaval and Reinhard phrased it:

The emergence of Washington’s multi-ethnic 
Latino community as a community distinct 
from but parallel to the city’s larger African-
American community coincided with a period 
of neighborhood activism and civil rights 
empowerment. The two communities shared 
the same space and similar circumstances. The 
goals, strategies, and successes of the black 
civil rights movement inspired other minority 
leaders, including the Latinos in Washington. 
These Latino leaders drew from existing 
strategies of neighborhood organization and 
public street manifestation in efforts to unify 
and mobilize the capital’s diverse multicultural 
Spanish-speaking population.154
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LATIN AMERICAN YOUTH CENTER

Established in 1968 by Garry Garber and Arturo Griffiths as an outgrowth of the D.C. Recreation Department’s 
Roving Leader Program, the LAYC was founded “to address the needs of disenfranchised youth in an 
emerging Latino community” and which “Over the decades…has developed numerous, successful programs 
and achieved a wide range of goals related to helping Latino youth and the community.” (Sprehn-Malagón 
et al. 2014: 45)  The founders of the LAYC identified a need—an absence of services for Latino youth—
and offered, in LAYC’s embryonic stage, educational and vocational activities as after-school and summer 
programming, held in multiple locations across Wards 1 and 2. In June 1971, the LAYC was firmly established 
when the founding partners received funding from the D.C. Office of Youth Opportunity Services and the 
LAYC (newly named as such) opened its doors at 2325 18th Street NW. With enough money to rent a large 
space for $200 per month (the rent was low because the area was still deserted following the 1968 riots) 
and pay for programming, the LAYC hired Erasmo Lara as its first director (1972-1973). By 1974, José Sueiro 
became the organization’s second director (1974-1976) and oversaw its move to rented space at 2700 
Ontario Street NW. In that building, the LAYC shared the second floor with Roberto Baquerizo and his staff 
at the Spanish Education Development (SED) Center. That same year, the LAYC received 501(c)(3) status 
as a non-profit organization. By 1975, the LAYC found a permanent home in the former manse of the Central 
Presbyterian Church at 3045 15th Street NW, which by that point had become the Woodrow Wilson Center. 
In 1978, the LAYC received funding from the D.C. Department of Employment Services, which enabled the 
organization to offer vocational training programs in automotive mechanics, catering, and clerical skills. This 
young-adult educational programming expanded to ESL and General Education Development (GED) classes 
as well as after-school and summer employment programs. In the early 1980s, the fine arts (mural painting, 
street theater, monthly newspaper publishing, and music lessons) became a focus of LAYC programming 
as the organization worked closely with El Centro de Arte. By the mid-1980s, Lori Kaplan started her three-
decade tenure as the organization’s CEO, and the LAYC initiated mental health counseling and social service 
programs to help traumatized youth from Central America fleeing war. It also designed a course to promote 
youth leadership and advocacy in this period. By the early 1990s, LAYC was creating programs in response 
to rising problems with gang violence, teen pregnancy and homelessness, and drug abuse. In 1998, the LAYC 
moved into its current home at 1419 Columbia Road NW. Today, with satellite campuses in Maryland, the 
LAYC services the evolving needs of the area’s Black, Latino, and immigrant families. Lupi Quinteros-Grady 
has served as CEO since 2018. (Griffiths 2024. “About Us,” Latin American Youth Center: https://www.layc-
dc.org/history).

https://www.layc-dc.org/history
https://www.layc-dc.org/history
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Figure 3.3: Cover of the first LAYC newsletter, August 1971. Courtesy of the Anacostia Community Museum, 
Smithsonian Institution.155 
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Employment and Commerce

As in previous decades, embassies and global 
institutions continued to attract foreign nationals 
to D.C., and a number of these privileged 
diplomatic or international-agency families either 
brought or recruited domestic staff from Latin 
America. Women continued to compose the bulk 
of labor migrants to D.C. through the 1960s, and 
Central Americans were increasingly sponsored 
by families to come work in domestic service or 
in childcare. If these women did not reside in their 
employers’ homes, they settled in Latino enclaves, 
typically in Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan.156 
At the same time, the Washington metropolitan 
area’s institutions of higher learning were 
responsible for attracting scholars and students 
from Latin America.157

From the pioneering era of the 1940s and 1950s 
through the 1960s, the storefronts on 14th 
Street served as the primary commercial center 
for residents in northwest D.C. (Figure 3.4). As 
González recalled, “Now, that strip on 14th Street 
used to be ‘Nuestro Centro’, our center. The 
Centro de Washington. You could go down there in 
downtown…but it took too long to get down there 
and you had to catch a bus… We could go to 14th 
Street where they had all of the affordable shops 
[that] catered to the Blacks and other Latinos. 
[But] of course, most of it was burned during the 
riots.”158 As Mount Pleasant resident Charlene 
Howard recalled, “After the ’68 riots, there wasn’t 
anything up here. We were lucky we had a grocery 
store…after the riots, everything pretty much 
changed.”159

Figure 3.4: Shoppers crossing 14th Street at Park Road NW, 1965. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division.160 
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Howard also recalled that there were family-owned 
and operated, independent, small businesses on 
Mount Pleasant Street at that time.161 The opening 
of small businesses that cater to a specific clientele 
has always been a bellwether of the growth of 
a demographic, in which case it can be said the 
year 1962 was a watershed one for D.C.’s Latino 
business community. That year, CASA DILONÉ 
opened in a two-story dwelling with a storefront 
at 3161 Mount Pleasant Street NW (Figure 3.5).162 
Considered the first bodega in Mount Pleasant, the 
grocery was opened by FRANCISCA MARRERO-
DÁVILA DILONÉ (1932-1998), from Puerto Rico, 
and her husband FÉLIX ANTONIO DILONÉ (1923-

1975), a native of the Dominican Republic. The 
couple and their six children, who helped mind the 
store, lived in the apartment above the business. 
The store “quickly [became] the social center 
for the city’s Spanish-speaking community and…
attracted Latino residents to the neighborhood.”163 
Until it closed in 1998, Casa Diloné carried produce 
and goods from the Caribbean and Latin America 
that appealed to immigrants and embassy staff. 
Its location attracted more Latino businesses to 
Mount Pleasant Street, which became secondary 
only to the Columbia Road and 18th Street 
commercial corridors as the center of Latino 
commerce in the 1970s and 1980s.164 

Figure 3.5: East side of the 3100 block of Mount Pleasant Street, with Casa Diloné located on the right-hand side of the pair of 
two-story commercial buildings with Dutch gable roofs, shown in the center of this photograph. Photograph by Stefan Zweig 

ca. 1980. Courtesy of the D.C. History Center.165 
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The Spanish-cuisine restaurant EL BODEGÓN also 
opened in Dupont Circle in 1962.166 Founded by the 
Callahans following the popularity of their earlier 
restaurant, La Fonda, El Bodegón specifically 
served Spanish cuisine, breaking from the pan-
ethnic or international menus that characterized 
Latino restaurants in D.C. in the 1940s and 1950s. 
El Bodegón also featured flamenco nights with 
TORCUATO ZAMORA HERRADA, a classically-
trained Spanish guitarist who emigrated in the 
early 1960s and is credited with popularizing 
flamenco in D.C. He also played at La Fonda, 
next door, and both restaurants featured other 
notable musicians from the 1950s through the 
1960s, including Cuban bassist Luis Salome. The 
Callahans operated El Bodegón until its closure in 
March 1997.167

Resulting from a confluence of variables in the 
postwar era, Latino migration increased in the 
mid-1960s. Although D.C.’s Latino community 
was estimated at 10,000 persons in 1960, when 
GUSTAVO SULVAGA arrived in the District 
(from Colombia by way of Los Angeles) in 1966, 
the Latino population in the city was estimated 
between 30,000 and 40,000 people. Migration 
further accelerated after 1968-1970.168 This influx 
also resulted in more Latino businesses: “Latino 
business and commerce exploded, becoming the 
fastest growing sector of the U.S. small business 
community.”169 Most of the commercial ventures 
in this period were operated by Latinos/as for 
a Latino clientele, and businesses could range 
from tailor and shoe repair shops to barbershops. 
In Adams Morgan in 1967, “Alberto’s dry cleaning 
shop [displayed] a se habla espanol sign” in the 
window.170 One business that attested to the 
Latinidad of Mount Pleasant by 1969 was El Latino 
Esso Station at 3150 Mount Pleasant Street.171

However, a number of D.C. Latino businesses in the 
mid- to late 1960s continued to be associated with 
food service, including bodegas (or grocery stores 
that sold Latin American products, like La Casa 
del Pueblo, opened circa 1965) and restaurants. 
The new businesses in this period reflected the 
changing demographics of the community, such 

as BAZAAR NELLY, a neighborhood bodega 
opened by Cuban immigrants, and EL CARIBE and 
OMEGA,172 both Cuban restaurants established 
circa 1963-1965. El Caribe grew to be so popular 
that the owners opened a second location in 
Georgetown in 1978 and a third branch in Bethesda, 
Maryland, before shuttering in D.C. in 1992.173

Religion and Education

Religion and parochial education continued to play 
seminal roles in the lives of Latino émigrés through 
the 1960s. Many Latin American immigrants in 
D.C. during this period were Catholic, and the 
Archdiocese of Washington quickly realized that 
Latinos/as constituted an important and growing 
polity that should be served. In 1966, Father 
Virgilio Zaroli and Father Armando Jimenez 
began to offer (with the Archbishop’s approval) 
Spanish and Portuguese masses in the chapel 
of the CATHEDRAL LATIN HIGH SCHOOL,174 
which was the Archdiocese of Washington’s 
preparatory seminary school. Within one year, 
attendance to the Spanish-language services 
grew so that nearly 300 worshippers would go 
to mass with FATHER LEO BEATO each Sunday. 
The chapel was nicknamed “La Capilla Latina” 
(the Latin Chapel) for its popularity among the 
Latino community. As Scallen wrote, the services 
at La Capilla Latina “offer[ed] new arrivals a 
means to connect in their native languages and 
opportunities to forge meaningful bonds in a safe 
and welcoming environment in addition to serving 
as a key site for both pastoral and civic activities 
geared towards empowering the immigrant 
population.”175 Following the success of La Capilla 
Latina (and advocacy from members of the Latino 
community), other area Catholic churches began 
offering masses in Spanish, including the Shrine 
of the Sacred Heart in 1967, the Cathedral of St. 
Matthew the Apostle at 1725 Rhode Island Avenue 
NW and St. Thomas the Apostle Church in Woodley 
Park.176

The Archdiocese of Washington’s outreach to 
D.C.’s Latino community was expanded further in 
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December 1967, when the SPANISH CATHOLIC 
CENTER (El Centro Católico Hispano, or simply 
Centro Católico) opened in the first floor of the 
Kenesaw Apartment House on 16th Street.177 
Under the leadership of Father Beato, the Spanish 
Catholic Center offered ESL courses, after-school 
tutoring for children, and other services meant 
to assist new arrivals. As it grew, the Spanish 
Catholic Center broadened its scope of services 
to advise on legal matters, including immigration 
and housing, and to provide healthcare. It also 
served, briefly, as a gathering place for Latino 
youth. The Spanish Catholic Center is considered 
the first social services agency for the expatriate 
Latin American community in D.C.178

The growth of a larger and more diverse Latino 
community is reflected in programming at the 
NATIONAL BAPTIST MEMORIAL CHURCH on 
Columbia Road, which began offering services in 
Spanish circa 1964 (Figure 3.6).179 That same year, 
an organization of Latino religious groups was 
formed through the efforts of Reverend Cagin, 
Pedro Arroverri, Marcelino Garcia, and Nilda del 
Villar. Early leaders in the D.C. Latino community, 
they lobbied the National Baptist Memorial Church 
for space to offer a lecture series on the various 
religious practices among Latinos/as in D.C. Around 
the same time (circa 1966), two women described 
as evangelical missionaries180—Sheila Hargraves 
and Zulay Carmona, who came from Costa Rica—
arranged for another congregation space for Latino 
Protestant worshippers. The Central Presbyterian 
Church at 15th and Irving streets leased space in its 
educational annex to a group of Spanish-speaking 
supplicants overseen by a Puerto Rican pastor, 
Miguel Ángel Morales. By 1968, the REVEREND 
ANTONIO WELTY, a Colombian, replaced Morales 
as pastor of the Spanish-speaking congregants. 
Under Welty’s pastoral service, the congregation 
became larger and called itself the Good Shepherd 
United Presbyterian Church (or, la Iglesia 
Presbiteriana Unida del Buen Pastor).181

In the early 1960s, religion and activism began 
to coalesce in D.C. The POTTER’S HOUSE182 was 
opened in a storefront on Columbia Road in 1960. 

Figure 3.6: National Baptist Memorial Church, 16th Street 
and Columbia Road NW, 2010. Library of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs Division, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith.183

It was conceived by Mary and Gordon Cosby, 
who served as the pastor of the Church of the 
Savior, “as an alternative, non-profit restaurant and 
meeting space.”184 With the aura of an intellectual 
café or bookstore where ideas were exchanged, 
the Potter’s House served not only as a meeting 
place for activists, but as a business incubator: 
later, in the 1980s, the owners would seed a 
number of local, social support organizations, such 
as Mary’s Center and Family Place, which largely 
served the Latino community, as well as Jubilee, 
Columbia Road Health Services, Christ House, 
and Joseph’s House.185 ALL SOULS UNITARIAN 
CHURCH became a center for political activism 
in the 1960s, and would grow to become an 
important institution for D.C.’s Latinos/as through 
the next two decades (Figure 3.7).186 Within the 
Latino community, All Souls Church was seen as 
a focal point for the progressive movement at the 
height of the Civil Rights era. Suann Hecht and 
Charlene Howard both recalled the programs that 
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All Souls Church provided for the entire community, 
including educational lectures (they frequently 
featured speakers on Civil Rights advocacy) and 
music or dance classes for neighborhood children. 
Furthermore, All Souls Church offered community 
meeting space in the ground-floor of their building. 
Howard emphasized All Souls’ role as one of “two 
big venues in terms of politics, education. In terms 
of educating the community about neighborhood 
issues, world issues, and national issues, All Souls 
Church was like a haven.”187

 
Figure 3.7: All Souls Unitarian Church, 16th and Harvard 

streets NW, 2010. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs 
Division, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith.188

Secular education was still primarily in the hands 
of the D.C. Public School system. The Adams 
School continued to host the Americanization 
School through the early 1960s, but most non-
native children attended neighborhood primary 
and secondary schools. Howard grew up in Mount 
Pleasant in the early 1960s, after her family moved 
into a house on Hobart Street. She attended H.D. 
Cooke Elementary School in Adams Morgan, 
which had an international student body: her 
school friends hailed from Pakistan, El Salvador, 
and Panama. Unfortunately, few pedagogical 
accommodations were made for non-English 

speakers in this era, and Latino children had 
difficulties entering and succeeding in the public 
school system. From 1963 to 1969, the Barney 
Neighborhood House offered English classes 
for school-age children to supplement their 
educations. The Barney Neighborhood House 
also worked closely with the Sacred Heart School, 
which had a large population of Latino children in 
this era and later.189

Assimilation was also the praxis at Sacred Heart 
Elementary. Carmen Marrero Doren, who attended 
the school from 1959 to 1964, recalled:

As for Hispanics at Sacred Heart School, there 

were a significant number back in the 50s and 
early 60s. Once the Dominicans pulled out and 

the Franciscan order took hold, there’s been an 

exponential increase of Hispanics in attendance, 

as more and more settled into Mount Pleasant. 

The early Hispanics attending Sacred Heart were 

predominantly of Dominican and Puerto Rican 

descent. …We were taught Latin and English. 

We were discouraged from speaking Spanish. 

None of the nuns spoke Spanish. French was the 

universal language at the time; the Latin was so 

we could pray and understand the prayers. As 

for our cultural backgrounds, nada, zippo, rien. 

We were Americans. Not Hispanic-American nor 

Latin American. Just Americans.190 

Arts, Media, and Leisure

As early as 1960, Spanish-language films were 
being shown in the COLONY THEATRE on Georgia 
Avenue (Figure 3.8).191 On Sunday, December 
11, 1960, a special, one-day-only viewing of two 
Spanish-language films—Mujeres de Fuego and 
Viva la Parranda—was advertised in the local 
newspaper, The Evening Star.192 From that day 
forward for the next few years, there were weekly 
advertisements for Spanish-language films at the 
Colony Theatre, such as the advertisement in the 
January 22 and January 29, 1961, issues of The 

Evening Star announcing to “Spanish Students, 
the Colony Theatre, 4935 GA. AVE. NW, TU 
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2-9757, is showing Spanish, Sound, First Run ’10 
Commandments.’ Starts Jan. 30, 1961, starring 
Charleton Heston.”193 But the Colony Theatre 
was not the only cinema in town to capitalize on 
Spanish-language film audiences: in March 1961, 
the movie Pepe, starring the Mexican comedian 
Cantinflas, which had been nominated for seven 
academy awards, was presented in “continuous 
performances” at the Trans-Lux Theatre at 14th 
Street between H Street and New York Avenue 
NW.194 The AMBASSADOR THEATRE on Columbia 
Road, before it ceased operations as a cinema in 
1967, also screened Spanish-language films.195 
Spanish-language films rose in popularity at the 
start of the decade, perhaps because, as Scallen 
stated, “Theaters showing Spanish-language 
films drew a broad cross-section of area Latinos, 
bridging economic divisions and national rivalries 
by appealing to shared cultural experiences.”196

 

Figure 3.8: Ad for the Colony Theatre in The Evening Star, 
1962. Library of Congress, Chronicling America.197

Local lore has it that Carlos Rosario started 
renting theater space at the Colony Theatre to 
show family-friendly Spanish-language films and 
hold meetings for D.C.’s Latino community in 
1962. González recalled that on Sundays at 3 pm, 
the Colony Theatre would show Cantinflas films, 
and members of the Latino community would go 
see a film after church services. At the beginning 
of each film, Rosario would ask the audience 

whether anyone needed work or a place to live, 
and if so, they should come speak with him after 
the viewing; thus, the leisure gathering would 
also function as a way to support new arrivals and 
identify their needs. Within a few years, Rosario 
rented the ONTARIO THEATRE on Columbia Road 
and moved his viewings there.198 These Spanish-
language film viewings became a significant 
leisure pastime for D.C.’s Latino community that 
continued well into the 1980s, at which time as 
many as 400 people would attend.199  

Per Cadaval, D.C.’s older Latino leaders “agree that 
the Latino community basically grew around three 
focal points: an Italian-owned store on Columbia 
Road; Saturday night dances in individual homes 
and church basements; and Spanish-language 
films at the Colony Theater on Georgia Avenue.”200 
Rosario was responsible for organizing community 
dances in the basement recreational spaces of 
churches—such as the Saturday night dances 
at St. Stephen and the Incarnation Episcopal 
Church on Newton Street in Columbia Heights—
but also in rented hotel ballrooms, such as at the 
Omni Shoreham Hotel on Calvert Street.201 At 
these parties, Latinos and Latinas from different 
countries and backgrounds met, courted, and 
married. Through such means, “Rosario and other 
community leaders tapped into the deep Latin 
American cultural traditions of compadrazgo, a 
kinship system based on mutual assistance and 
reciprocity, to stitch together a web of social and 
later political support for the burgeoning Latino 
community in the District.”202 

Musical entertainment in restaurants, clubs, and bars 
was also a common leisure activity in this period. 
The Spanish guitarist Torcuato Zamora Herrada 
performed to accompany flamenco dancers at El 
Bodegón after it opened in 1962, but as the decade 
progressed and through the 1970s, he performed 
in other D.C. restaurants, including as El Caribe. 
González recalled the long-standing popularity 
among Latinos/as of The Oasis, a restaurant at 3171 
Mount Pleasant Street that had turned its basement 
into a music venue for Rock and Roll bands in the 
early 1960s. In the late 1970s, the Chicano Lounge 
occupied the subterranean space.203
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JEAN MARIE BUTLER/MARIA RODRIGUEZ 
(1926-1998) 

Born Jean Marie Butler in Cleveland, Ohio, 
this classical and jazz piano teacher, 
arranger, accompanist, and composer 
married Tito Rodriguez after coming to D.C. 
in the 1950s. She performed under the name 
Maria Rodriguez with her Afro-Latino musical 
groups, La Jazz and Maria Rodriguez y Sus 
Magnificos. Rodriguez was one of the first 
African American women to graduate from 
Oberlin College and New York’s Dalcroze 
School of Music. As Pepe González said of 
Rodriguez, “She was a pillar of our community, 
artistic community. She nurtured so many 
generations by taking us out of the street, 
including me, and showing us music.” A mural, 
The Birth of Our Dreams, was painted at the 
historic Military Road School at 1375 Missouri 
Avenue NW by the Argentinian painter and 
sculptor Cecilia Lueza in Rodriguez’s honor 
in 2014. (Dobuzinskis 2014. González 2024. 
“Jazz Musician Jean Marie Butler Dies,” WP 
1998).

Circa 1968, the integrated jazz band Zapata 
with another band, Father’s Children, started 
performing outdoor concerts in KALORAMA 
PARK, which hosted events as part of the NPS’s 
“Summer in the Parks” programming initiated by 
Congress that year.204 González, Zapata’s bassist, 
recalled that the concerts brought the local African 
American and Latino communities together, and 
that Kalorama Park was filled with people when 
they performed. By the third summer, concert-
goers spilled into the streets, which brought 
Zapata to the NPS’s attention; Zapata members 
were asked whether they had a permit to perform 
in the park, and as they had not, that put an end to 
Zapata’s popular outdoor shows.205

Open spaces such as parks, both large and small, 

were and continue to be important to D.C.’s Latino 
community. González stated that UNITY PARK (or 
the Triangle Park) on Columbia Road and RABAUT 
PARK (or Pigeon Park) on Harvard Street were 
open-air, passive-recreational spaces in the city 
where Latinos/as would meet, talk, and generally 
enjoy leisure time outdoors.206 In warm weather, 
“those parks were flourishing.”207  Kalorama Park in 
the 1960s and the 1970s was a main greenspace 
for African Americans and Latinos/as in the barrio, 
as was MERIDIAN HILL PARK (also known as 
Malcolm X Park) (Figure 3.9).208 People would 
gather in these parks for picnics, or to play a little 
impromptu soccer. Meridian Hill/Malcolm X Park 
was often the start or end location for organized 
political marches downtown as well.209

Latino media in D.C. also began to take root in 
the 1960s. As scholar Félix F. Gutiérrez described 
it, “Latino media are produced by, for, or about 
Latinos and their communities,” and the typology 
encompasses a diverse range of products that 
“[share] news and information that is both local and 
international, [offer] entertainment, and [provide] 
avenues for advertisers to reach consumers.”210 
In terms of print media in the mid-1960s, The 

Hispanic Voice was founded as a community 
newsletter.211 But radio made the largest strides 
in this decade. As early as 1960, the radio station 
WFAN (which had call numbers first at 100.3 FM 
and then 1340 AM) played Latin music, and from 
1966-1978, WFAN featured Spanish-language 
programming (Figure 3.10).212 An article in the 
September 19, 1966, special issue of the trade 
publication Broadcasting described how, 

WFAB owner Richard Eaton operates WFAN 
(FM), a 100% Spanish-language outlet in the 
capital. The Washington market is characterized 
as “most diversified,” numbering perhaps 
80,000 Spanish-speaking people from every 
Spanish-speaking nation. About 50,000 of 
these are regarded as permanent, others are on 
‘temporary’ duty, which can last in some cases 
for many years.213 

An advertisement placed in this issue claimed that 
WFAN was “on top of the Washington D.C. Spanish 
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Figure 3.9: Meridian Hill Park ca. 1960. Courtesy of the National Park Service.214

Market.”215 This supremacy was reflected in a 1978 
Washington Post article, in which the journalist 
emphasized the importance of WFAN as D.C.’s 
“only Spanish-language radio station…linking the 
Latin immigrant community to its roots with words 
and music.”216 Unfortunately, the community lost 
WFAN that year to a complicated and scandalous 
lawsuit between Eaton/the United Broadcasting 
Company and the Washington Community 
Broadcasting interest group. But the closure of 
WFAN did not occur without protest from D.C.’s 
Latino community: Silverio Coy, who headed the 
Washington Metropolitan Coalition Pro-Radio 
Latina said that the loss of WFAN was “a matter 
of survival as a community…[that would] affect 
150,000 people, many of [whom] are illiterate and 
the radio is their only vehicle of communication.”217 
At the time, Coy’s coalition was seeking an 
alternative outlet through WGTB, the college radio 
station at Georgetown University, which was also 

shutting down and was offered to the University 
of the District of Columbia (UDC); if UDC passed 
on the offer, then the station would go to the 
Archdiocese of Washington, which agreed to fund 
and operate Spanish-language programming.

In terms of Latino public art in D.C., the 1960s were 
bereft save for the addition of two public statues. 
The first was the bronze figure of Queen Isabella 
of Spain, set in front of the OAS building on 17th 
Street NW and dedicated on April 14, 1966. Cast 
by sculptor Jose Luis Sanchez, the statue was a 
gift from the Institute of Hispanic Culture of Madrid 
through the Spanish Minister of Foreign Affairs. The 
Benito Juárez Memorial was added to the Statues 
of Liberators set in 1969.218 The figural sculpture in 
bronze honors the 26th President of Mexico, Benito 
Juárez (1806-1872), and is a cast of the original 
sculpted by Enrique Alciati in 1891. It was a gift 
from the government of Mexico to commemorate 
the country’s sesquicentennial.219 Despite the lack 
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of Latino public art in this decade, they and the fine 
arts would flourish in the next.

Health and Social Services

Although the Spanish Catholic Center (founded 
in 1967 by the Archdiocese of Washington) is 
considered the oldest Latino service agency 
in the barrio, there were other (non-parochial) 
organizations that assisted Latino immigrants 
beforehand. The Barney Neighborhood House, 
which had relocated to 16th Street in 1960, 
received United Planning Organization (UPO) 
funds in 1966 to start their Spanish-Speaking 
Community program, which taught ESL to new 
arrivals and assisted Latinos/as with attaining 
work and career development. On 14th Street 
there was a neighborhood development center—

the CARDOZO HEIGHTS ASSOCIATION FOR 
NEIGHBORHOOD GROWTH AND ENRICHMENT 
(CHANGE, INC.)220—founded in 1966, which 
was also funded by the UPO. It took over the 
Barney Neighborhood House’s Spanish-Speaking 
Community program after 1968 and was “the first 
job training program to include Latinos.”221

The EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR UNITED 
LATIN AMERICANS (EOFULA) was founded in 
1967 and incorporated in 1969, although it made its 
largest contribution in the 1970s, when it opened a 
senior citizens center.222 Rosario was affiliated with 
and instrumental in the latter two organizations, 
leveraging “the social capital he created to rally 

for the rights of the city’s burgeoning Latinx 
population” and “adamant that the Spanish-
speaking community receive its fair share of federal 
and city funding.”223 Although social and political 

Figure 3.10: Ad for WFAN in The Evening Star, 1960. 
Library of Congress, Chronicling America.224 
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organizations that aided members of the nascent 
Latino community were few in the 1960s, their 
number would grow exponentially in the 1970s 
and form the basis for the formation of a cohesive 
Latino community in the District of Columbia.

Housing

On the topic of housing in the barrio, both 
González and Griffiths recalled that some Latinos/
as had “big houses, like on Hobart Street in Mount 
Pleasant, [and] on Kenyon Street.”225 The single-
family houses were either owned or rented, 
and a few Latino homeowners converted their 
dwellings into rooming houses, leasing bedrooms 
and basement apartments to Latino individuals or 
families. But the majority of new arrivals rented 
the more-affordable apartments in the numerous 
apartment buildings located in Adams Morgan 
and Mount Pleasant. Starting in the 1960s and 

accelerating in successive decades, “Latinos 
settled mostly in apartment buildings and shared 
houses on the southeast side of [Mount Pleasant], 
adjacent to Adams Morgan, where the Spanish-
speaking population was growing even more 
dramatically.”226 THE IMPERIAL on Columbia Road 
was a predominantly-Latino apartment building, a 
popular destination for Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, 
and Cubans arriving in the 1960s.227 Five adjacent, 
once-luxury apartment buildings developed 
between 1905 and 1909 on Mount Pleasant Street 
offered affordable housing options for new arrivals 
from Latin America and elsewhere in the latter half 
of the twentieth century. They included the New 
Bloomfield (now the ADELANTE COOP) at 3149 
Mount Pleasant Street;228 the Monticello at 3151; 
the Mount Pleasant at 3155; and the Chesterfield 
and the Winston, which were connected in 1958 
and renamed the DEAUVILLE APARTMENTS, at 
3145 (Figures 3.11 and 3.12).229

Figure 3.11: The New Bloomfield (now Adelante Coop), 3149 Mount Pleasant Street NW. 
Photograph by Zachary Burt, March 2025. Courtesy of the D.C. Preservation League.
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Figure 3.12: The Deauville Apartments (now the Monsenor Romero Apartments), 3145 Mount Pleasant 
Street NW. Photograph by Zachary Burt, March 2025. Courtesy of the D.C. Preservation League.

In 1960, the top five neighborhoods with the highest 
percentage of residents with Spanish surnames 
were Dupont Circle, Georgetown, Petworth, Reed-
Cooke, and Columbia Heights between 14th and 16th 
streets, Florida Avenue and Spring Road. Census 
Tract 40, which is the heart of Adams Morgan, came 
in at number 10, with 0.7% of its population having 
Hispanic heritage.230 By 1970, Adams Morgan was 
the number one neighborhood in all of D.C. with 
Spanish-American residents, at 11.4% (followed by 
Foggy Bottom, Kalorama Triangle, Reed-Cooke, 
and Friendship Heights).231 The dramatic increase 
of Spanish speakers in Adams Morgan through the 
1960s shifted the heart of the barrio from Dupont 
Circle northward; this was reflected not only in 
residency, but in the growth of Latino businesses 
on Columbia Road and 18th Street in Adams Morgan 
during the same period. The demographics would 
shift again to Mount Pleasant and Columbia Heights 
between 1970 and 1980. Crucially, however, even 
in the 1960s, these Ward 1 neighborhoods were 
thought of as a way station: Latino new arrivals would 

settle there for the neighborhood’s affordability 
and familiarity (surrounded as they were by other 
Spanish speakers and immigrants). But within one 
to three years, after successful acculturation and 
economic improvement, many moved out into 
the Washington area suburbs.232 This pattern is 
reflected in the personal story of NORMA SMALL-
WARREN, who emigrated from Panama in 1964 in 
order to matriculate at Howard University. Initially, 
Norma and her mother, Olga Small, lived at 1431 
Euclid Street NW in Columbia Heights. Eventually, 
mother and daughter moved into an apartment 
in Mount Pleasant, in a 1917 apartment building at 
3426 16th Street NW. Norma Small-Warren stayed 
in that apartment until she married, and then she 
and her husband purchased a 1929 rowhouse up in 
Sixteenth Street Heights. The couple lived there for 
seven years, but when they had their second child, 
they moved to suburban Maryland.233 This typically 
middle-class suburban flight accelerated after the 
1968 riots. Thus, the Latinidad of the barrio was 
always fragile, shifting, and somewhat transient.
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Politics, Governance, and 
Economic Development

Through the 1960s, D.C.’s nascent Latino 
community was bound together through self-
selection. Spanish-speaking immigrants met and 
interacted in grocery stores and retail shops that 
catered to their consumer needs and wants; in 
churches that offered Spanish-language services 
and classes; and in social milieus, such as parties, 
dances, and at cinemas showing Spanish-language 
films. Community leaders such as Rosario sought 
to forge Latinidad, or a pan-Latin identity, among 
a diverse and fragmented Spanish-speaking 
population through cultural and leisure pursuits 
that brought individuals together. Political 
consciousness percolated amidst members of 
the community who were active in the Civil Rights 
Movement and in supporting the growing Latino 
community; but, on the whole, the organizing 
actions were small. Casilda Luna, for example, 
would host regular meetings in her apartment in 
which Latinos/as would discuss the various social 
ills affecting the D.C. community. These salons 
were a means of collectively considering larger 
issues and of organizing, but they did not extend 
beyond the periphery of the barrio.234 But by the 
end of the decade, when a critical mass was 
palpable in Adams Morgan and Mount Pleasant, 
“the Latino population of the District took a more 
vocal and public presence in the city’s affairs,” 
and “leaders such as Carlos Rosario, Antonio 
Welty, longtime activist Casilda Luna, and others 
sought increased political clout in local affairs 
and recognition from District officials, utilizing 
personal pressure and high-profile public actions 
to achieve their goals.”235 

In 1968, the COMMITTEE FOR AID AND 
DEVELOPMENT OF LATIN AMERICA IN THE 
NATION’S CAPITAL (CADOLANCA)236 was 
founded by Reverend Welty and Rosario. A 
Directory of Spanish Speaking Organizations in 

the United States published that year described 
the organization’s objectives as “Assist[ing] the 
Spanish speaking in filling out tax forms, and with 

immigration problems. Referral through proper 
channels for such services as health, welfare, 
housing, education, employment, etc. Establish 
programs for English classes and skills.”237 This 
early community organization was conceived as a 
means of building coalition support and bringing 
the issues of Latino residents to the attention of 
local government. Growing out of the Civil Rights 
movement, it was a grassroots, participatory, 
advocacy group intended to inspire Latinos/as 
living in D.C. to vocalize and demand their civic 
and legal rights.238

Following the 1968 riots, after which some middle-
class Latinos/as left the city, Rosario politically 
pressured the federally-appointed mayor of 
Washington, D.C.—Walter Washington—to address 
the outstanding needs and barriers Latinos/as in 
the District faced in acculturation and economic 
upward mobility. With the assistance of Senator 
Joseph Montoya (a Democrat elected from New 
Mexico and the only Latino member of Congress 
at the time), Rosario was able to achieve headway: 
the D.C. Council held a hearing to address the 
obstacles faced by the local Latino community, and 
in 1969, Mayor Washington created the 15-member 
SPANISH COMMUNITY ADVISORY COMMITTEE, 
led by Rosario. Nestled within the D.C. Office of 
Human Relations, the committee was provided 
funding through Congressional appropriations.239 
The committee “focus[ed] on economic and social 
improvement, advocating for city and federal funds 
for poverty assistance, job training, language 
services, health care, and legal aid,” and forged 
coalitions “with African American activists in the 
District to advance common agendas for minority 
rights while at the same time appropriating methods 
of organizing and direct action honed in the black 
freedom struggle to advance their own political 
agenda.”240 In summation, the Latino community 
in D.C. became politically active in the 1960s and 
began to organize as a polity by the end of the 
decade, a trend that would expand with the growth 
of by-Latinos-for-Latinos service agencies in the 
1970s.
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Conclusion

In the period 1960-1969, Latin American Spanish-
speakers settling in Washington, D.C., continued 
to come mainly from the Caribbean, although other 
immigrants from Central and South America were 
moving into the city as well. An influx of Cubans 
after Castro’s ascension to power in 1959 shifted 
Latino demographics in the United States overall, 
which was reflected in Washington’s Cuban-
owned businesses established in the early and 
mid-1960s, such as Bazaar Nelly, a bodega, and 
the restaurants El Caribe and Omega. Various oral 
histories suggest that 1962 was a tipping point in 
which Latino community members and outsiders 
began to acknowledge or recognize a community 
of Latinos/as (rather than a handful of foreign, 
Spanish-speaking individuals) concentrated in 
Adams Morgan and Mount Pleasant. But what 
really forged a common Latino identity among the 
very diverse Spanish speakers in D.C. was the 
“early institution-building events [that] took place 
in the late 1960s atmosphere of social activism 
and civil rights.”241

The young Latinos/as coming to D.C. in the 1960s 
were shaped by the Zeitgeist of activism in America, 
at the height of the Civil Rights movement and 
the protest movement against the United States’ 
involvement in the Vietnam War. They were also 
influenced by the era’s identity politics, embodied 
by the Chicano and Puerto Rican solidarity 
movements in urban and rural centers across the 
nation. These Latinos/as found common causes 
with each other as well as with African Americans 
fighting for their civil rights. Politics and activism 
brought these individuals together in a formidable 
unity under a new, pan-ethnic identity. As Cadaval 
succinctly phrased it,

Although they came from different nations 
and experiences, Washington’s Spanish-
speaking immigrants began to forge a shared 
identity around a common language, shared 
cultural values, and similar legal, housing, 
and employment issues. Without losing their 
individual national identities, they became 

“Latinos,” a term unfamiliar in Latin America. 
Indeed, the increasing use of the term and 
the idea of a Latino identity indicated that 
community formation was taking place, with 
diverse groups coalescing around common 
experiences and a shared language. Thus 
a Latino aesthetic and culture emerged 
in the Adams Morgan-Mount Pleasant 
neighborhood…242

The racialized landscape young Latinos/as found 
when they came to Washington, D.C., also shaped 
their experiences becoming American Latinos. 
Several D.C. Latinos/as have recalled how race and 
violence affected their acculturation and formation 
of worldviews. One early Latino organization—
the LAYC, founded in 1968—can be said to have 
originated from two racially-motivated events, the 
1968 riots in D.C. following the assassination of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Lincoln Junior 
High School riot later that same year. But however 
common racial antagonism between newly arrived 
Latinos/as and D.C.’s resident African Americans 
may have been, the two groups also recognized 
that they shared similar problems, goals, and 
strategies for mitigating those ills and receiving 
recognition and parity in civic society. The Latino 
civil rights movement in D.C. and across the nation 
acknowledges that it owes a debt to the African 
American Civil Rights movement and struggle that 
came before it.

Latino businesses in this era continued to 
center largely around foodways (bodegas and 
restaurants), but the Latino presence in D.C. 
expanded into the arts, media, and leisure. 
Rosario, an early community leader, would rent 
space at the Colony Theatre and then the Ontario 
Theatre to show Spanish-language movies, a 
leisure pursuit but also a community-building 
effort that brought members of the nascent 
Latino community together. Flamenco was made 
popular in D.C. in part by the Spanish guitarist 
Torcuato Zamora Herrada, who performed at the 
restaurants El Bodegón and El Caribe through 
the decade. In 1966, the first Spanish-language 
radio station in D.C. (WFAN) was put on the air, 
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signifying the growth of the Latino community in 
the greater Washington area.

Churches also continued to bring Spanish-
speaking individuals together by offering services 
in Spanish and Portuguese. In this era, religion 
and social services or social activism went hand-
in-hand. One of the earliest Latino social services 
agencies in the barrio was the Spanish Catholic 
Center, started by the Archdiocese of Washington. 
But non-parochial service agencies also arose 
in the late 1960s to assist the burgeoning Latino 
community in issues of healthcare, housing, legal 
aid, and finances. As a polity, the Latino community 
made headway in local governance in this decade, 
culminating with the creation of the 15-member 
Spanish Community Advisory Committee in 1969.

While the four most important building typologies 
in the earlier pioneering period had been 
embassies, commercial businesses, churches, 
and schools, in this period of activism and 
community cohesion, one could add cinemas, 
parks, apartment buildings, and the offices 
of social service organizations and relevant 
governmental agencies. As in the previous period, 
the retail businesses and offices of government 
and organizations occupied converted dwellings 
or the storefronts of mixed-use buildings built in 
the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. 
The churches, cinemas, and apartment buildings 
named in this chapter also existed prior to 1960 
and served varying populations before becoming 
associated with the nascent Latino community in 
D.C. The architectural styles of the examples listed 
in this chapter vary widely. What these buildings 
have in common is that young activist Latinos/as 
occupied spaces that had been built before them, 
not for them.



THE HISTORY OF THE LATINO COMMUNITY OF WASHINGTON, D.C. 1943-1991

CHAPTER 4: COMMUNITY BUILDING THROUGH COMMUNITY ACTION, 1970-1979 | 75

Chapter 4:  
Community Building through Community 
Action, 1970-1979

According to U.S. decennial censuses, the Latino 
population in the District of Columbia grew from 
approximately 2% in 1970 to 2.8% in 1980.243 
Although members of D.C.’s Latino community 
believed the 1970 census data undercounted and 
did not reflect the community’s true numbers, the 
fact remains that the Spanish-speaking population 
in Washington remained a small minority through 
the 1970s. This quantitative fact is supported by 
personal observation:

No, we were very small... As a matter of fact, 

most [Latinos] congregated in this house with 
my parents. Weekends in this house was all 

the South Americans and Caribbean. But it 

was a small contingent of us until around late 

‘79, ‘80, ‘81, when this new influx came by the 

hundreds and then the thousands. And then it 

became a different dynamic.244

While the majority of heritages represented within 
the Latino community continued to stem from the 
Caribbean through the 1960s, the largest uptick in 
the 1970s was represented by South Americans, 
especially Chileans, Colombians, and Argentinians 
who were leaving behind political repression.245 
Furthermore, from the late 1970s, Central 
Americans—including those from Nicaragua, 
Guatemala, and El Salvador—joined the exodus 
from Latin American countries enmeshed in U.S.-
backed, anti-communist policy.246 While these 
Central and South American immigrants were 
not officially refugees or political asylees, per 
se, they came to the United States in search of 
political and economic freedoms. Some were 
politically progressive, while others were culturally 

conservative. With the arrival of this former 
cohort, political activism (and activism through 
the arts, in particular) began to flourish amid 
D.C.’s Latino community. As Otero recalled, “in the 
‘70s, the Adams Morgan/Mount Pleasant area was 
really very interesting because there were a lot 
of young Latinos who were doing solidarity work 
for various countries.”247 González described the 
Latino community in the 1970s as diverse, but also 
open to learning from, respecting, and supporting 
one another.

Latino activism in D.C. was not confined to 
political concerns abroad. The District’s Latino 
residents recognized that the local (and federal, 
which was especially hard to separate in D.C. 
prior to the establishment of Home Rule in 1973) 
government was not supporting the growing 
Latino community with commensurate (to their 
proportion as city residents) services or funding. 
As González recalled, “we helped each other 
find jobs… [because] there were no agencies” 
at that time (that he was aware of) that were 
accessible to Latinos.248 Used to self-sufficiency 
and working within an informal support network, 
a number of Latinos/as in the 1960s and 1970s 
became leaders in their own community, which 
ultimately “organized itself to help itself.”249 Based 
on these findings, the period from 1970-1979 was 
crucial in the formation of a collective Latinidad 
identity among D.C.’s various Spanish-speaking 
residents. Ultimately, D.C.’s Latino community 
was formed around the desire to be recognized by 
governmental agencies and by society-at-large, 
both of which had ignored the Latino presence 
theretofore. Crucially, however, a distinct Latino 
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community emerged from the creation of several 
social service agencies that provided support in 
sectors where the government had been found 
lacking.250 Scallen summarized it best when he 
wrote: 

Beginning in the late 1960s, Latinos founded 
organizations to address the growing needs 
of their fledgling community, which were 
often overlooked or outright ignored by local 
city officials: educating infants and youth, 
caring for the elderly, providing mental health 
and substance abuse support, advocating 
for affordable housing and tenants’ rights, 
offering free legal services, teaching English 
as a Second Language, providing adolescents 
with practical skills and job opportunities, and 
exposing them to music and the arts. By the mid-
1970s, Latinos had established an increasingly 
effective network for the provision of a wide 
variety of social services to Spanish-speaking 
District residents, services that would prove 
vital to the thousands of Salvadoran migrants 
who would arrive in the coming years.251 

Politics at Home and Abroad

Political repression, coups d’état, and violent 
conflicts continued to plague Latin America through 
the 1970s, starting with a coup d’état in Bolivia 
(1970); the death of Salvador Allende and the 1973 
coup d’état by General Augusto Pinochet that led 
to decades of military dictatorship in Chile (1973-
1990); the onset of Argentina’s Dirty War (1974-
1983); the beginning of Operation Condor (1975-
1983), a U.S. campaign promoting CIA intervention 
and intelligence operations in South America; a 
coup d’état in Argentina (1976); the start of the 
Nicaraguan civil war in 1978 between the FSLN 
and the government led by President Anastasio 
Somoza (a U.S. ally who was deposed in July 1979); 
and culminating in the coup d’état of President 
Carlos Humberto Romero in El Salvador and the 
start of that country’s civil war and insurgencies 
waged by the Farabundo Martí National Liberation 

Front (FMLN). In addition, the Guatemalan civil 
war (1960-1990) was intensifying in the 1970s. 
As in previous post-World War II decades, wars 
in Latin America (as well as the economic strife 
and insecurity they wrought) fomented mass 
migrations and increased immigration, both legal 
and illegal, to the United States.252

The restructuring of Latin American economies in 
this period as well as the neoliberal restructuring of 
the U.S. economy from 1973 onward had its bearing 
on the country’s demographics, namely “the 
explosive growth of a Latino population with origins 
in virtually all the nations of Latin America, and 
an unprecedented explosion of the unauthorized 
population in the U.S.”253 Washington, D.C. can be 
seen as a microcosm of the larger national trend, 
in which the Latino population accounted for less 
than 5% of the country’s total population in 1970 
and was more homogenous (largely composed 
of Mexicans and Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and 
Cubans), but grew to 6.5% by 1980 and then 9% 
in 1990 and was composed of a more diverse 
demography including Central Americans, South 
Americans, and Dominicans.254 Other scholars 
have suggested that the United States’ Latino 
immigrants increased from 4.5 to 8.7 million during 
the 1970s.255 Geopolitics and the 1965 Hart-Celler 
Act, which changed immigration standards, both 
fomented a new wave of immigration: middle-
class émigrés continued to arrive with the 
documents necessary to live and work legally 
in the United States, but they were joined by 
“poorer, often relatively unskilled immigrants 
seeking escape from economic and political 
hardship.”256 This expansion and diversification of 
the Latino population across America coincided 
with mounting political awareness, activism, and 
electoral influence among Latinos in the U.S.257

This population growth and its voting power led 
the federal government to officially recognize a 
Latino polity in the United States. In 1970, during 
President Nixon’s administration, the U.S. Census 
Bureau added a “Hispanic” category to the U.S. 
census questionnaire and, in 1976, Congress 
passed the Congressional Roybal Act, which 
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required the U.S. Census Bureau to prepare 
separate statistical accounts for persons of 
Hispanic ancestry. This federal recognition was 
further boosted in the 1980 U.S. census, in which 
the Hispanic-origin category was added to the 
short form that is mailed to every household in the 
U.S.258

In Washington, D.C., Home Rule was established 
by an act of Congress in 1973 and approved by a 
special referendum the following year. Elections 
for Mayor, Council members, and Advisory 
Neighborhood Commissioners (ANCs) were held in 
the autumn of 1974. Walter Washington served as 
the first elected Mayor of D.C. from 1975 to 1979, 
and was succeeded by Marion Barry (1979-1991). 

Navigating a Racialized Landscape

Before the 1950s, African Americans were 
restricted from living in various D.C. neighborhoods 
due to racial covenants, discriminatory housing 
practices, and market value. By 1970 when, 
Washington, D.C.’s African American population 
peaked, African Americans were living in all of 
the residential areas east of Rock Creek Park 
that had previously been prohibited to them. 
Mount Pleasant, which had been a starkly white 
neighborhood in 1950, was 65% African American 
by 1970. Across the entire neighborhood, the 
rate of owner-occupied houses was extremely 
low (12.9% for African Americans, 14.9% for 
whites) while the number of dwellings with 
lodgers was high, averaging between 10-15%. 
The real estate market in certain neighborhoods 
in northwest D.C. (including Mount Pleasant and 
Adams Morgan) plummeted following the 1968 
riots, and as a result—given its affordability, the 
diverse housing stock, and the neighborhoods’ 
proximity to downtown—students, artists, and 
recent arrivals flocked to Ward 1. 

PEDRO AVILÉS came to D.C. from El Salvador in 
1974. Avilés was the first of four children that his 
mother brought to D.C. one by one. They lived in 
Adams Morgan on Mintwood Place and Columbia 
Road, and his impression of the neighborhood on 

arrival (six years after the 1968 riots) was that,

…the streets were dirty and leaves and trash 

were strewn in the street and an abandoned gas 

station at the corner of Kenyon… [apartment] 
buildings that were sort of like dilapidated, 

they were not even locked, the front doors. 

You could just go in and out. …But back then 

it was completely… I don’t know, I would call it 

ghetto-ish. And of course, you would go to the 

west and you have all of this beautiful housing 

stock… a lot of it’s empty. Because everybody 

had left, the white flight, and immigrants would 

come and fill them up and students and, I 

guess, starving artists. There were Jamaicans, 

I remember, in the neighborhood back then. …

Of course, there were pockets of whites that 

never left, but by and large, this was a black 

neighborhood.259

In another recollection made in 2011, Avilés called 
18th Street a racial dividing line circa 1974, where 
the majority of people living east of 18th Street were 
African American, and only a small percentage of 
people in Columbia Heights, Adams Morgan, and 
Mount Pleasant were white.260

In the first half of the decade, the District’s residential 
population was still comprised of relatively few 
Latino immigrants, and the Latino community 
was still predominantly Cuban, Dominican, and 
Puerto Rican with a small percentage of Central 
Americans. But between 1971 and 1979, an 
increase in the percentage of Central Americans in 
D.C. was helped in part by people like SIGFREDO 
CHAVEZ, who brought hundreds of Intipuqueños 
to the city. Chavez had come to D.C. in 1966 with 
a work visa; he had emigrated from a small village 
in eastern El Salvador called Intipucá. There, he 
had worked as a bank teller, but his education and 
middle-class background had little credence in 
the United States, where he started by washing 
dishes in a metro-area restaurant. His ultimate 
economic success in D.C. prompted others from 
Intipucá to immigrate to the greater Washington 
area in the late 1960s; and while they worked in 
menial occupations by North American standards, 
often they earned more in one week of labor in 
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the United States than they would have earned 
over months in El Salvador. The socioeconomic 
background of the Intipuqueños was highlighted 
in a Washington Post article in 1979: the authors, 
Christopher Dickey and Karen DeYoung, claimed 
that while the South Americans who were arriving in 
larger numbers in the 1970s were typically middle-
class, educated, urban, and politically progressive, 
the Intipuqueños were poor, rural, with little-to-
no education and culturally conservative. The 
journalists credited Chavez with being the anchor 
for this Salvadoran diaspora, reporting that he 
would make weekly trips to National Airport to meet 
as many as ten Intipuqueños at a time. Chavez and 
other Intipuqueños who arrived in the late 1960s 
created a direct, transnational migration system 
for their compatriots that brought thousands in 
the early 1970s and later assisted the greater 
numbers of Salvadorans and Central Americans 
fleeing civil war in the late 1970s and 1980s. By 
the end of the 1970s, the D.C. metropolitan area 
counted. some 30,000 Salvadorans who could 
offer refugees from El Salvador places to stay, 
employment opportunities, and social services so 
that they might build new and better lives in the 
United States.261

By 1979, the number of Latinos/as concentrated 
in Ward 1 neighborhoods led leaders of the Latino 
community to propose renaming Adams Morgan 
the “Latin Quarter.”262 Despite this overture, D.C. 
was not necessarily a welcoming place for the 
new arrivals in this decade. Firstly, D.C. Latinos/
as faced a local government dominated by African 
Americans who, after centuries of struggle for 
social and political parity, were disinclined to 
share their newly-won achievements, power, 
and resources with immigrants. Secondly, Latino 
immigrants faced a hostile federal government 
cracking down on illegal immigration. The 
atmosphere for illegal immigrants had always been 
volatile and insecure, but it was made more so by 
certain events in the late 1970s. In December 1976, 
the police frightened some 350 spectators at a 
soccer match (in which a team of local Peruvians 
faced a team of Salvadoran immigrants) at West 
Potomac Park, leading spectators and players to 

plunge into the Tidal Basin to escape arrest. At 
the Annapolis Hotel in 1979, 92 undocumented 
service workers were arrested in what was the 
largest bust of illegal immigrants in D.C. up until 
that time. Understandably, illegal (and even legal, 
to a degree) Latinos/as lived under a pervasive 
degree of terror.263

Employment and Commerce

As in previous decades, the main business 
of Washington, D.C., remained politics and 
governance, both foreign and domestic. Embassy 
staff and employees at global organizations 
based in D.C., such as the World Bank and the 
IDB, continued to recruit domestic workers from 
Latin America. In the 1970s, the majority of these 
workers were Latinas from Central America. They 
often brought children, parents, spouses, or 
siblings to D.C. with them, thereby contributing to 
a growing Central American diaspora in the DMV. 
This pattern is reflected in the personal account 
of Rhina Garcia, who was working as a nurse in 
Guatemala City in 1977 when she was recruited 
to work for a World Bank family as an au pair. She 
lived with the family on Foxhall Road for only a 
few months, and then left to do similar childcare 
work for another family. In both households, she 
was underpaid and exploited. Eventually, Garcia 
found other work in the city, married and acquired 
permanent residency status, and fostered her 
four siblings, parents, and cousins to settle in the 
Washington area.264

Beyond domestic service in individual households, 
Latinas in this era worked in the service industry as 
well. Cadaval commented on the numerous women 
who worked at the Washington Hilton Hotel on 
Connecticut Avenue as maids or in the laundries, 
washing the thousands of sets of hotel sheets.265 
Hotels were significant places of employment 
for Latinos/as in the kitchens as well as in the 
laundries. In addition to the service industry, the 
construction industry employed some new 
arrivals. Griffiths remarked that, in this decade, “a 
lot of Dominicans were involved in construction” 
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and eventually created their own construction 
companies, continuing to hire and support their 
compatriots.266 A number of Latinos/as organized 
within labor unions that recognized the growing 
number of Spanish-speaking immigrants in these 
two sectors.

As the number of Latinos/as in D.C. rose in the 
1970s, many “settled in the adjacent neighborhoods 
of Adams Morgan and Mount Pleasant in 
northwest Washington, and…transformed 
this compact geographic area into a growing 
commercial and cultural hub” with “proliferating 
restaurants and small stores [that] reflect not 
only the area residents’ varying nationalities, but 
also the regional distinctiveness within national 
groups.”267 After Otero moved into Adams Morgan 
in 1974, she worked with Dominican families that 
had settled on Park Road between 14th and 16th 
streets. As the Dominican community grew in that 
enclave, Dominican businesses did too, such as 
the Dominican restaurant Los Hermanos, at 1428 
Park Road, which Otero remembers as having 
“been around for forever.”268 The Salvadorans who 
settled in D.C. coalesced around the Columbia 
Road and Mount Pleasant Street corridors, 
which offered affordable apartment buildings, 
proximity to Spanish-language services, and 
direct transportation routes to jobs downtown 
or in the suburbs. The Reverend Welty remarked 
that, by 1972, at least half of the commercial 
storefronts lining Columbia Road were Latino 
businesses. And in 1974, when Elinor Hart moved 
into Mount Pleasant from Chevy Chase, Maryland, 
she was aware of a Latino presence in the still-
predominantly African-American neighborhood 
through the merchants on Mount Pleasant Street, 
which included Casa Diloné among others.269

Bodegas (or neighborhood grocery stores) 
continued to be a seminal commercial typology 
for the D.C. Latino community. Circa 1975, a 
social group composed of the wives of federal 
bureaucrats created a homemade directory for 
new arrivals to D.C. The “Administrative Wives 
Booklet,” as it was called, conveniently listed the 
“Gourmet Grocers in the Metropolitan Washington 

Area: Nationality Shops,” including CASA 
LEBRATO, which the wives described as selling 
Spanish products. In fact, Casa Lebrato was a 
market owned by Cuban émigrés, Caridad and 
Manuel Lebrato, who sold a variety of goods (Figure 
4.1).270 The “Administrative Wives Booklet” also 
listed EL PROGRESO as a “Spanish Supermarket 
[with a] large selection of Latin American foods” 
and LA AMERICANA as “one of the smaller 
groceries, [that] stocks a good selection of 
canned seafoods and fresh cheeses, along with 
the typical fresh, canned and frozen products.”271 
The latter was opened by Gilberto González, who 
would frequently travel to New Jersey and New 
York City to purchase produce from wholesalers to 
stock the D.C. bodegas, including his. Eventually, 
González expanded his wholesaling business by 
operating a produce warehouse in D.C.272 The 
“Administrative Wives Booklet” listed two other 
bodegas that opened in the 1970s: La Central at 
2503 Champlain Street NW, which was Cuban 
and sold “empanadas, casadilla [sic], panatela. 
Bags of dried peppers, sacks of rice and beans, 
pinatas, etc.” and Santa Anita at 7510 Georgia 
Avenue NW, which was described as a Salvadoran 
grocery. Both La Sevillana and Pena’s Spanish 
Store were still in operation circa 1975, and the 
wives described the latter as carrying “Mexican, 
Spanish, Indian, West Indian, African, Pakistani – 
flours, oils, beans, nuts, spices, fruits, teas,” while 
Casa Diloné was described as having “Caribbean 
specialties – Jamaican hard dough bread, canned 
juices from Puerto Rico. Argentine pumpkins and 
tiny sweet potatoes in syrup are also rarities.”273
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Figure 4.1: Casa Lebrato, 1733 Columbia Road NW, 1974. Courtesy of D.C. Public Library, People’s Archive.274 

Two other bodegas opened in the barrio in the 
mid- to late 1970s: LOS PRIMOS and EL GAVILÁN. 
Los Primos, which still serves the neighborhood, 
was opened by Dominican cousins to the Diloné 
family, while El Gavilán was opened circa 1978 
by a Dominican nicknamed “El Gavilán,” or the 
hawk.275 As Cadaval said of El Gavilán, “the store’s 
merchandise has reflected the needs of the 
area’s emergent Latino, African, and Caribbean 
communities,” and the preponderance of bodegas 
opened in the 1970s by Cubans and Dominicans 
supports Cadaval’s claim that “Cubans and 
Dominicans owned the neighborhood’s earliest 
Latino stores.”276 These bodegas acted as anchors 
in the barrio that attracted more Latino settlement, 
as individual examples of economic development 
within D.C.’s Latino community, and as social 
spaces for Spanish-speaking émigrés. They also 
reflected the continual change in demographics: 
while the earliest grocery stores (like Pena’s 
Spanish Store and La Sevillana) sold a wide 
variety of international goods catering to a global 
clientele, the first wave of bodegas (like Casa 
Diloné) offered mostly Caribbean merchandise 

alongside Spanish and South American goods. 
By the 1970s and into the 1980s, however, these 
bodegas featured empanadas, which are largely 
associated with Argentina although they are found 
in the Iberian Peninsula and across Latin America. 
Latinas prepared these savory, filled pastries in 
their homes and sold them through shops as an 
alternative revenue stream. Empanadas became a 
signature snack in D.C., a quick, affordable food 
item sold at the counter.277

As in previous decades, Latin American restaurants 
continued to proliferate in D.C. and thereby express, 
commercially, the growing Latino presence in 
the District. Rumbaut mentioned the Dominican 
restaurant El Caburán and the El Gato restaurant 
in a 1982 interview. González recalled Los Panchos 
at 3166 Mount Pleasant Street prior to 1974.278 But 
the two best remembered restaurants from this 
period were the CARLOS GARDEL RESTAURANT 
and the CHURRERÍA MADRID. The Carlos Gardel 
Restaurant served Argentine cuisine in a converted, 
1902 rowhouse on Columbia Road.279 The Churrería 
Madrid has operated in Adams Morgan since 1973. 
Circa 1975, the “Administrative Wives Booklet” 
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described it as a “Luncheonette and store [selling] 
cocido madrileno [sic], empanadas, tortilla.”280

Latino businesses in the barrio were not limited 
to merely food service. Commercial enterprises 
broadened in their scope in the 1970s and included 
shops for shoe repair, tailoring, and hair cutting. For 
example, Rodolfo de León, who had emigrated from 
Guatemala in 1969, opened Leon’s Shoe Repair shop 
at 3201 Mount Pleasant Street in 1979; the store is 
still operated today by his son Randy.281 VITERBO 
MARTINEZ emigrated from Santo Domingo in 1967, 
first settling in New York City and opening a business 
there. Around 1976, Martinez brought his family to 
Washington and opened a barbershop on Mount 
Pleasant Street. Members of the Martinez family 
also operated a sewing shop in the rear of the store 
that offered repairs, alterations, and custom pants 
for men. The MARTINEZ BARBERSHOP attracted a 
mostly Latino clientele.282

Latino retail businesses expanded in the 1970s. In 
1972, González’s older brother opened a bicycle 
shop on Mount Pleasant Street, called La Biciclette. 
In 1979, their younger brother took over the lease of 
the storefront from his eldest brother and opened 
BROTHERS AND BICYCLES, which operated until 
1992. González described the shop as “more of a 

community service than a capitalistic endeavor,” 
as they extended credit to Latino and African 
American youths in the neighborhood who hung 
out in the shop.283 DANIEL BUENO, a Dominican, 
and his Salvadoran wife, María Socorro, opened 
ZODIAC RECORDS on Columbia Road in the 1970s 
(Figure 4.2). The extremely popular record shop 
was a nexus for D.C.’s Latino community, and was 
so successful that Bueno eventually opened five 
more stores in the Washington metropolitan area, 
becoming one of the area’s largest distributors and 
promoters.284 Zodiac was important to the Latino 
community because it was the only retail shop in 
which one could buy records by Latino musicians, 
and as one scholar stated, “in the history of Adams 
Morgan, Zodiac and its owner Daniel Bueno were 
emblematic of the social and entrepreneurial 
networks inextricably connected to the perception 
of the Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan area 
as D.C.’s Latinx barrio.”285 Small, family-owned, 
commercial businesses were important to the Latino 
collective not only economically but socially: “These 
institutions served as vital social and cultural meeting 
grounds for Latin American migrants, leading to the 
development of strong community networks as the 
years progressed.”286

Figure 4.2: Zodiac Records, 1756 Columbia Road NW, 1974. Courtesy of D.C. Public Library, People’s Archive.287 
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THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE RODRIGUEZ FAMILY

Leonor and Estuardo Rodriguez, both Peruvian émigrés, were central figures in D.C.’s Latino community 
during the Community Building era of the 1970s. Estuardo Rodriguez-Valdemar (b. 1942) immigrated to 
the U.S. in 1961; his girlfriend, Leonor Infante (b. 1942) joined him soon after, and the couple settled in 
Washington. In the 1970s, under the name Estuardo Valdemar, Rodriguez was among the first Spanish-
language disc jockeys (DJ) at WFAN (1003.FM). Playing South American folk and pop music as well as 
announcing the news in Spanish, Rodriguez developed quite a following among Spanish-speakers in D.C. 
who tuned into his 6 p.m. to midnight shift. By 1977, Rodriguez was directing programming at WFAN.

During the day, Rodriguez managed a print shop for an environmental, nonprofit group. Soon, the couple 
started their own printing business in a storefront on Vermont Avenue and K Street NW. In 1978, the 
couple opened the Valdemar Travel agency at 1796 Columbia Road NW. This was the same premises 
from which Leonor Rodriguez had opened her bookstore, Editorial El Mundo, in 1977. When the bookstore 
closed in 2006, a Washington Post staff writer published a profile piece on the business and asserted,

Nominally a bookstore, for nearly 30 years Editorial El Mundo has purveyed so much more. There 
was a time when this corner of Columbia Road and 18th Street NW was the gateway to an American 
life for generations of immigrants, the place in Washington where they metaphorically landed 
first. Editorial El Mundo was where they found help decoding the new land. It set an example for 
striving. (Montgomery, WP, 2006)

In addition to these business ventures, the Rodriguezes also opened and then sold two restaurants. One 
was the Peruvian Room at 1794 Columbia Road NW. (Arturo Griffiths, email communication to Heather 
McMahon, 29 July 2024. Montgomery 2006.)

Religion and Education

Religion has always played a significant role in 
the lives of Latinos/as, and the Shrine of the 
Sacred Heart was an important center to Spanish-
speaking Catholics. Innumerable baptisms, 
confirmations, and weddings were held there 
over successive decades. In the late 1970s, the 
Shrine of the Sacred Heart began an annual 
tradition of celebrating Good Friday with a Drama 
of the Passion performed in Spanish. Afterward, 
congregants proceed with candles from the 
church down Park Road, Mount Pleasant Street, 
Harvard Street, and then back to the church via 
16th Street, led by clergy carrying Christ on the 
cross and singing hymns. The Easter tradition 
continues to this day.288

As the 1970s progressed, religious denominations 
offered more and more social programming

Figure 4.3: Signs for Sunday Services in English and Spanish. 
Courtesy of the D.C. Public Library, People’s Archive.289
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at the same time that secular educational 
organizations and programs grew (Figure 4.3). 
The Spanish Catholic Center, administered by 
the Archdiocese of Washington, continued to 
serve the Latino community in the barrio. It was 
joined by the ecumenical Community of Christ, 
an activist, ascetic, and communal congregation 
that left Dupont Circle and moved into a storefront 
on Mount Pleasant Street in 1974. There, the 
congregation opened LA CASA as a community 
center for recreational activities. From La Casa 
the group operated the Life Skills Center, which 
had been founded by a church member to 
provide valuable education to new arrivals.290 
The space still functions today as a community 
services and advocacy center, now known as La 
Casa Community Health Action Center, an arm 
of La Clínica del Pueblo since 2017. In 1978, the 
ECUMENICAL PROGRAM FOR INTER-AMERICAN 
COMMUNICATION AND ACTION (EPICA) moved 
into the Wilson Center. Philip Wheaton was an 
Episcopal priest who had opened schools and 

ministered to the poor in the Dominican Republic 
during the Trujillo regime. After Wheaton settled 
in Washington in 1968, he founded EPICA, an 
ecumenical program to support Latin Americans’ 
human rights struggles. The program was based 
on liberation theology and the new theology 
movements of the mid-twentieth century.291

Bilingual early childhood development made 
strides in D.C. in the 1970s, starting with the 
establishment of the Columbia Road Children’s 
Center, which occupied the former school annex 
of the Central Presbyterian Church at 1470 Irving 
Street NW (part of the Wilson Center) in 1971. 
Renamed the Barbara Chambers Children’s Center 
by 1989, the early childhood development and 
childcare facility still occupies the annex on Irving 
Street.292 On October 2, 1972, the ROSEMOUNT 
CENTER opened in the former House of Mercy on 
Klingle Road (Figure 4.4).293 The House of Mercy 
was a home for unwed mothers established in 
the nineteenth century; by 1971, its board of 

Figure 4.4: Rosemount Center, formerly the House of Mercy, 2000 Rosemount Avenue.  
Photograph by Kim Williams, October 2024. Courtesy of D.C. HPO.
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directors had concluded that this mission was 
obsolete, and they engaged sociologist Richard 
Zamoff to explore alternative areas of service. 
Zamoff identified a lack of daycare facilities, 
particularly for infants and especially in “the low 
and middle income Mount Pleasant area,” as a 
pressing community need. Approximately 60% 
of mothers interviewed had expressed interest 
in a licensed daycare facility.294 As a result of 
these findings, the House of Mercy’s board 
closed the institution in early 1972, and a newly 
incorporated board reopened the facility as the 
Rosemount Infant Day Care Center, which was 
intended to “establish a bilingual infant day care 
program in a center… designed… to provide day 
care services, professional consultations, and 
family support from social workers… [and] to 
serve as a nucleus for a program to train and 
supervise local adults who would offer day care 
in their own homes.”295 From the outset, the 
Rosemount Center was a multicultural, racially 
integrated, and inclusive institution that served 
locals from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Alternately known as El Centro Rosemount, it 
developed a program to teach both English and 
Spanish-speaking children a second language. 
It was the first bilingual infant daycare center in 
the Washington area.296 By 1986, the bilingual 
day-care facility had “one of the earliest, if not 
the first, Head Start programs for Latino kids 
and childcare programs” in D.C. In addition to 
early childhood development programming, the 
Rosemount Center (or El Centro Rosemount) also 
offered family support and guidance to parents 
in Spanish.297

By the late 1960s, the D.C. government recognized 
that the growing immigrant population from Latin 
America required instruction in Spanish, and the 
Bilingual Education Program was introduced into 
the D.C. Public Schools in 1970.298 Still, bilingual 
education in the D.C. public school system was too 
often found lacking, prompting the founding of the 
English-Spanish bilingual program at the OYSTER 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL (now the Oyster-Adams 
Bilingual School) in 1971.299 Founded by MARCELO 
FERNÁNDEZ-ZAYAS, who had emigrated from 

Cuba in 1959, the Oyster school served the Latino 
population in Adams Morgan and Woodley Park 
and was the first bilingual school (grades pre-
kindergarten through eighth) in the city. Its “dual-
language education program [has become a] model 
within D.C. and in the country,” because Oyster 
“is extremely unique in which students are taught 
English and Spanish by two teachers in each class, 
and English speaker and a Spanish speaker.”300 By 
1982, Fernández-Zayas had become the director 
of the D.C.’s Office of Bilingual Education.301

In terms of high school and adult bilingual 
education, a number of noteworthy programs 
started in the 1970s. The first was the PROGRAM 
OF ENGLISH INSTRUCTION FOR LATIN 
AMERICANS (PEILA), founded in 1970 by Rosario 
and Humberto Vidaña. PEILA was an outgrowth 
of EOFULA, supported by federal funding, 
and was initially housed in the Wilson Center. 
Fernández-Zayas served as the program’s first 
director (1970-1971) and was succeeded by 
Hilda Moreno, who served for less than one year. 
Between 1972 and 1978, when the program was 
transformed from solely English language classes 
into a charter school for adult learners, PEILA 
was under the direction of SONIA GUTIERREZ 
(née Fairchild). When Gutierrez became director 
in 1972, PEILA had 60 students and offered two 
English classes in the morning and four classes 
at night. During her tenure, the program grew to 
300 students and new programming included 
citizenship classes. The student body outgrew 
its third-floor space in the Wilson Center, and in 
1978, Gutierrez opened the Gordon Center in the 
old Gordon Junior High (1930) in Georgetown.302 
By 1982, the bilingual programming at the Gordon 
Center had grown to include ESL, literacy in 
English and Spanish, citizenship courses for 
naturalization, computer science classes, and 
GED prep in both Spanish and English. The 
passage of the Comprehensive Employment and 
Training Act (CETA) in 1973 provided funding 
for job training, which the D.C. Department of 
Education doled out to schools including the 
Gordon Center, which offered three vocational 
courses for secretarial work, food service, and 
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telecommunications. From two morning and four 
evening programs the Gordon Center grew into a 
Monday-Friday, 9-3 school with multiple evening 
classes on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. In 
addition, under Gutierrez’s guidance, the Gordon 
Center expanded into social services, retaining 
a psychiatric social worker on staff who offered 
student counseling as well as offering education on 
breast cancer screening, tuberculosis screening, 
eye examinations, and conferring with police. At 
the time of her 1982 interview, Gutierrez stated 
that enrollment at Gordon was 1,700 students 
representing 90 countries, 85% of whom were 
Latino; the majority of the Latino students hailed 
from Central America (665 persons, or 40% of 
the entire student body, were from El Salvador). 
It also had satellite campuses at the Shrine of the 
Sacred Heart and the Wilson Center. In 1996, the 
Gordon Center was forced to close due to lack 
of funding, but in 1998, the school reopened as 
the CARLOS ROSARIO INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC 
CHARTER SCHOOL, the first adult public charter 
school in the nation that, by 2000, had expanded 
into six campuses to meet demand.303

The SPANISH EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT (SED) 
CENTER was created by Roberto Baquerizo circa 
1971, at which point it was housed in the former 
manse of the Central Presbyterian Church at 3045 
15th Street NW (i.e., part of the Wilson Center). 
By 1974, it was located in rented office space at 
2700 Ontario Road NW, on the same (the second) 
floor as the LAYC. Like PEILA, the SED Center was 
one of the first bilingual, ESL programs in D.C. 
and was tailored for adult learners. It was funded 
through federal grants made available through 
the 1962 Manpower Development and Training 
Act. The SED Center catered to professionals 
arriving from Latin American countries and 
was affiliated with (and accredited by) U.S. 
institutions of higher learning. Through the 
SED Center, adults could take courses to attain 
teaching certification through City College. The 
SED Center also had a childcare element, and by 
1975, the SED Center was running a preschool at 
1459 Columbia Road.304

In 1979, MARIA TUKEVA was instrumental in 
establishing the MULTICULTURAL CAREER 
INTERN PROGRAM (MCIP) for high-school 
students and young adults (ages 16-21) who 
were from lower-income backgrounds, were 
not native English speakers, had learning or 
behavioral disabilities, and were not succeeding in 
or graduating from the D.C. public school system. 
The alternative educational program, funded by a 
U.S. Department of Labor Career Intern Program 
grant in 1981 and in collaboration with D.C. 
Public Schools, provided vocational classes and 
functioned as a career center, requiring students 
to participate in an internship program in addition 
to the curriculum. MCIP began with 40 students 
who had dropped out of high school, were on the 
cusp of dropping out, or who had been graduated 
despite not attaining any meaningful education. 
Within a decade, the program had 680 students—
many of whom were refugees from El Salvador—
and had become a fully accredited alternative 
school. In 1989, MCIP merged with the Bell Career 
Development Center, forming Bell Multicultural 
High School, a D.C. public school. Bell Multicultural 
High School was located in a 1910 school building 
that opened as Powell Elementary School and was 
rechristened the Alexander Graham Bell Vocation 
High School in 1948. In 2008, the Bell Multicultural 
High School merged with the Lincoln Multicultural 
Middle School, becoming the Columbia Heights 
Education Campus (CHEC), serving grades six 
through 12.305

Arts, Media, and Leisure

The arts and media created by and for D.C.’s Latino 
community exploded in the 1970s and adopted 
diverse forms. One explanation for this flourishing 
was the politicization of the arts common in the 
era, or the use of public, artistic media as a vehicle 
for organization, expression, and protest. As noted 
by Scallen, 

As the 1970s progressed, Washington’s Latino 
community absorbed new nationalities and 
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ideologies due to changing conditions in 
Latin America. South Americans—Chileans, 
Argentines, Uruguayans, Paraguayans, and 
others fleeing US-sponsored authoritarian 
dictatorships—introduced a new level of 
international political awareness and activism. 
Younger, more affluent, and with higher 
levels of formal education, they had been 
radicalized by their experiences fighting right-
wing repression in their countries of origin. 
Ideologically, many strongly identified with 
Third World struggles of liberation, which 
they linked to the local fight for recognition 
and dignity for D.C.’s Latinos. These new 
immigrants galvanized the Latino artistic 
community through mural painting, protest 
music, and street theater, forming an art 
collective and Latino cultural center named El 
Centro de Arte that operated out of the Wilson 
Center. Although they sometimes clashed 
with more established leaders of the Latino 
community, these South American immigrants 
forged bonds of social cohesion among D.C.’s 
younger Latinos through their arts-inspired 
activism.306

EL CENTRO DE ARTE was a loose collective of 
mostly South American émigrés who decided to 
act politically via mural painting.307 One of the co-
founders was CARLOS “CACO” SALAZAR, who 
left Chile to escape the state’s authoritarianism 
and brutality. These Latino artists came from a fine 
arts tradition that valued murals as a “monumental 
public art form [that] links aesthetics to advocacy 
and education,” and they recognized that, as an 
artistic medium, murals were “one of the most 
powerful and enduring legacies of the Latino cultural 
reclamation project” of the twentieth century.308 
In 1975, this small collective—originally calling 
themselves the Spanish-American Community Arts 
(SACA) Project—was affiliated with the Fondo del 
Sol Visual Arts Center. They initially met in a stable 
behind the museum near R Street and Florida 
Avenue NW. But by 1976, the group had separated 
from Fondo del Sol, rebranded themselves El 
Centro de Arte, and moved into the basement 
of the Wilson Center. There, the independent 

organization offered guitar lessons and ceramics 
classes while periodically hosting poetry readings, 
musical concerts, and photography exhibitions. 
The group introduced Latino kids to street theater 
and artistic endeavors they had not been exposed 
to theretofore. CARLOS ARRIEN, the director of El 
Centro de Arte, also published a newsletter called 
El Barrio through the organization.309

Through the remainder of the decade and into the 
1980s, El Centro de Arte partnered closely with 
the LAYC to teach youth members how to paint 
murals, thereby developing a new generation 
of community-centered visual artists. Murals 
were El Centro de Arte’s lasting and greatest 
legacy.310 The majority were painted in Adams 
Morgan and Mount Pleasant by Salazar, Arrien, 
and JORGE LUIS SOMARRIBA with the assistance 
of volunteers. These “murals became part of 
the identity of the neighborhoods, or barrios, in 
which they were painted” and “provide a sense of 
connection among Latinos because they portray 
various stories and a shared ethnic aesthetic.”311 
Unfortunately, several of the murals painted in 
Adams Morgan during this early period have been 
lost to redevelopment, such as Salazar’s interior 
wall mural in El Centro de Arte’s basement space 
inside the Wilson Center.312 But a significant 
exterior mural from this period still exists: on the 
side elevation of the Kogibow Bakery building is 
the mural painted by Salazar and Felipe Martinez 
in 1977, later titled UN PUEBLO SIN MURALS ES 
UN PUEBLO DESMURALIZADO (Figure 4.5).313 
The verbal pun insinuates that a people without 
public art are a demoralized people. The mural 
was restored by Juan Pineda in 2005 and again 
in 2014, following a damaging earthquake in 2011. 
Of the mural, Pineda said “It’s the largest and 
oldest Latino outdoor mural in Washington, D.C. 
It highlights the cultural movement of immigrants 
from the late ‘70s and ‘80s in the nation’s capitol 
[sic]” and “it identifies us as a community—people 
with strong traditions and rich cultures.”314
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Figure 4.5: Un Pueblo Sin Murales, Adams Mill Road. Photograph by Stefan Zweig ca. 1980. Courtesy of the D.C. History Center.315 
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In the fine arts, the Fondo del Sol Visual Arts Center 
was founded in May 1973 as a non-profit, bilingual, 
community museum owned by its members. 
Considered the second Latino museum in the 
nation (after El Museo del Barrio in New York), its 
collection focused on the arts and diverse heritages 
of the Americas. Fondo del Sol’s permanent and 
rotating exhibits ranged from Pre-Columbian to Folk 
arts, while programming included concerts, films, 
lectures, and poetry readings.316 The ART MUSEUM 
OF THE AMERICAS was opened in 1976 as an 
outgrowth of the OAS in an effort to raise awareness 
of and appreciation for the fine arts of the OAS’ 34 
member states. Among its permanent collections 
are the works of a Cuban art collector and D.C. 
resident, JOSÉ GÓMEZ-SICRE (1916-1991), who 
was appointed the OAS’s chief curator of the Visual 
Arts Unit in 1948 before founding and serving as the 
first director of the art museum.317 In terms of public 
art, the last equestrian memorial was added to the 
Statues of Liberators set near the National Mall 
in 1976: the bronze figure of Bernardo de Gálvez 
(1746-1786), the Governor of Spanish Louisiana and 
an ally to the American colonies’ during the War for 
Independence. The statue was a gift from King Juan 
Carlos of Spain.318 The bronze bust of Sor Juana Ínes 
de la Cruz by sculptor Beatriz Caso was dedicated 
on the south lawn of the OAS building in April 1977.

Cultural centers also became popular in this 
decade, as they “stressed the holistic view of 
culture as inseparable from education, economic 
development, personal growth, and social and 
political equity.”319 The circa-1975 “Administrative 
Wives Booklet” listed the Brazilian-American 
Cultural Institute (BACI) at 4201 Connecticut 
Avenue NW. From 1970 until its closure in 2008, 
Dr. José Neistein served as the director of the 
non-profit organization that was “established to 
promote awareness in the United States about 
the music, art, and culture of Brazil” and which 
included “a large art gallery, recital and lecture 
space, and 8,000 volume bilingual library” as well 
as offered courses in the Portuguese language, 
samba, and guitar.320 Cultural centers associated 
with embassies would proliferate in the next two 
decades.

FOLK DANCING

In the 1970s, especially following the 
establishment of the annual Latino Festival 
in 1971, folkloric dance troupes became 
prevalent in D.C. (Figure 4.6). One example 
is the Ecuadorian Folklore Group, founded in 
the first half of the decade. Another is the 
Grupo Folklórico Panameño in Washington, or 
GRUFOLPAWA. Olga Small and her daughter, 
Norma Small-Warren, left Panama City and 
immigrated to Washington, D.C. in 1964 so 
that Norma could matriculate at Howard 
University. Olga became an organizer of 
the Latino Festival early in its inception, and 
in 1976, Norma founded GRUFOLPAWA. 
As Norma stated in a 2021 oral history 
interview, “We were interested in showing 
the rest of the Latinos, and especially the 
American community here, what we were all 
about.” From its origins in the annual Latino 
Festival parade, GRUFOLPAWA expanded 
their scope, performing in regional festivals 
and parades and then traveling across the 
country. Like any folkloric dance group, 
GRUFOLPAWA aims to show its audiences 
the customs, music, dances, and traditions 
of their native country. (Small-Warren 2021).

 
Spanish-language dramatic theater also 
blossomed in D.C. in the 1970s, exemplified (in part) 
by the creation of Teatro Nuestro, an outgrowth of 
El Centro de Arte, in 1978.321 In an article, Tomás 
Ybarra-Frausto included Washington, D.C.’s 
GALA HISPANIC THEATRE (1976) in a nation-
wide list of significant Latino arts and cultural 
organizations founded in the 1970s, which also 
included San Francisco’s Galería de la Raza 
(1970), New York City’s Ballet Hispanico (1970), 
and San Antonio’s Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center 
(1973).322 The dramatic theater was founded by 
HUGO MEDRANO, an Argentine émigré who had
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settled in D.C. in 1971 after having worked as a 
stage actor in Spain, and REBECCA MEDRANO (née 
Read), who had lived in Spain, Mexico, and Bolivia 
in her formative years and had moved to D.C. from 
New York, where she had studied dance in the 
Martha Graham School. The couple married soon 
after meeting at Teatro Doble, which was a bilingual 
children’s theater held in the Back Alley Theater 
space at 14th and Kennedy streets NW. Teatro 
Doble, started circa 1974 and operated by Sonia 
Castel, was D.C.’s only Spanish-language dramatic 
theater at that time. In 1976, the Medranos formed 
the Grupo de Artistas Latino Americanos (GALA) 
and ran an informal, cabaret-style theater out of a 
townhouse they bought in Adams Morgan, at 2319 
18th Street NW. Rebecca Medrano described the 
cabaret as “very bohemian and crowded,” while 
Otero recalled that you took your own folding chair 
if you wanted to see a play.323 

The first play that GALA performed was at 
the Georgetown Visitation School as part of 
the programming for the 1976 Latino Festival. 
La Fiaca, by an Argentine playwright, was 

received so warmly and extensively in a review 
in the Washington Post that the Medranos were 
shocked by the press coverage, which reflected 
the hunger for and interest in Spanish-language 
theater in D.C. All subsequent plays performed at 
the townhouse were bilingual, typically presented 
in English and in Spanish on alternating days but 
sometimes presented one directly after the other. 
GALA, however, was not just a dramatic theater 
but was a consortium of artists who worked in 
various media, and the townhouse functioned 
more like a cultural center. A wall in the theater 
was dedicated to rotating exhibitions of the visual 
arts, and GALA worked with the nearby El Centro 
Grafico, a collective of Latino visual artists, on 
18th Street NW. The GALA group also published a 
newspaper, Blanco y Negro. Often, GALA’s cabaret 
would have local musicians perform. Despite the 
venue’s teeming popularity, the couple moved 
out of their rowhouse and shuttered the cabaret 
space in 1979.324

Although GALA began as a multidisciplinary 
group of artists, the focus narrowed to theatrical 

Figure 4.6: Colombian folk dancers on Mount Pleasant Street during the 1986 Latino Festival parade. Courtesy of Carolyn Long.
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productions and the group rebranded itself the 
GALA Hispanic Theatre. At the core were the 
Medranos with the addition of Castel and Abel 
López in the 1980s. While the theater troupe 
continued to receive accolades and awards 
through its first three decades of operation, 
it had a tough time finding a permanent home. 
From 1979 to 1983, GALA operated from a black-
box theater in the Lansburgh Project at 7th and 
E streets NW; but issues with the quality of the 
space led the Medranos to consider alternative 
venues. In 1984, they performed at All Souls 

Church, the Mexican Cultural Center, and the 
Takoma Park Theatre, functioning almost like 
an itinerant band of players. From 1985 to 2000, 
GALA was housed at the Sacred Heart School on 
Park Road, and then from 2000 to 2003, in a large 
warehouse building on 7th Street NW. But GALA 
had such a following that no matter where the 
theater went, its core audience followed. Finally, 
in 2005, GALA acquired a permanent home in the 
then-recently renovated TIVOLI THEATER on 
14th Street NW (Figure 4.7).325

Figure 4.7: Tivoli Theatre, 3301 14th Street NW, 2010. Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division,  
photograph by Carol M. Highsmith.326 
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Spanish-language print media also multiplied 
in the 1970s. Latino media typically supported 
political activism, voiced social and civic issues, 
presented opinions in op-ed letters, and/or provided 
entertainment. Like GALA’s Blanco y Negro and El 
Centro de Arte’s El Barrio, small print publications—
like newsletters—were commonly produced 
by organizations as an outlet for “community 
social news.”327 From 1970 to 1971, Andromeda 
Transcultural Center, a mental health agency for 
Latinos, published a Spanish-language newsletter.328 
But two major Spanish-language newspapers were 
started in D.C. in 1977 by the same Peruvian émigré, 
LUIS SANCHEZ ESPINAR. El Pregonero maintained 
offices in the Kenesaw Apartment House and was 
associated with the Spanish Catholic Center. EL 

LATINO was a monthly publication that maintained 
an office on Pennsylvania Avenue NW. After working 
as the director of the LAYC, JOSÉ SUEIRO worked 
at El Latino with Espinar from 1979 to 1980, then 
assumed a leadership role with Fernando Leonzo 
and built the paper into a weekly publication that 
operated until 1991.329 

Through the 1970s, WFAN continued to provide 
Spanish-language radio programing on its 100.3 
FM frequency, until it switched to 1340 AM before 
closing in 1978. Although Spanish-language 
television did not exist for the D.C. market at this 
time, the Washington Community Video Center 
(WCVC) did produce “Spanish language news 
programs” on recorded (magnetic) tapes. The 
WCVC was an experimental video collective based 
at 2414 18th Street NW, in the heart of Adams 
Morgan (Figure 4.8). The nonprofit was both a 
training center in video production as well as a 
means for local community groups to educate and 
organize their bases. Because public-access cable 
was slow to arrive in D.C., the WCVC showed their 
films to live audiences in its 18th Street storefront 
or in partner organizations’ headquarters—the 
WCVC even developed educational videos that 
were shown to patients on television monitors in 
the waiting rooms of health clinics. Their topics 
addressed issues facing the local community, 
including urban conditions, poverty and welfare, 
housing, employment and wages, and nationwide 

social issues. In regard to the local Latino 
community, the WCVC produced educational and 
promotional films for community organization 
such as the LAYC and Ayuda Legal Services. In 
one segment, the collective interviewed several 
Latinos/as in Mount Pleasant who discussed 
Latino social organizations and their experiences 
D.C. in the 1970s.330

Figure 4.8: WCVC Ad in the 12 October 1973 issue of the 
“Daily Rag.”331 

In terms of leisure, the Chicano Lounge at 3171 Mount 
Pleasant Street was a popular music venue in the 
1970s, supplanting the Oasis.332 Parks—including 
Kalorama, Meridian Hill/Malcolm X, Rabaut, and 
Unity—continued to be popular outdoor spaces 
for active and passive recreation. D.C.’s Latinos/as 
would also convene in the triangular plaza known as 
LAMONT PARK, located at the north end of Mount 
Pleasant Street in the heart of the neighborhood’s 
commercial area (Figure 4.9).333 

A less formalized space was the vacant lot on 
Adams Mill Road between Calvert Street and a 
service road (Blue Road NW) within the bounds of 
the Washington National Zoo. Teenagers Walter 
and Robert Pierce appropriated the open space in 
1964 to use as a makeshift playground.334 Through 
the 1970s, community kids—African American and 
Latino—played baseball, basketball, and football 
in The Ontario Lakers League against other city 
sports clubs (Figure 4.10). The WCVC created a
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THE WOODROW WILSON CENTER: A TIMELINE

Named for the former president who attended services at Central Presbyterian Church in the first quarter 
of the twentieth century, the Woodrow Wilson Center was established in the church’s former educational 
annex by Reverend Welty with the permission of the Central Presbyterian Church, which owned the 
property. The property is comprised of three adjacent buildings: the 1913 sanctuary (3047 15th Street 
NW); a 1930 educational annex (1470 Irving Street NW); and a 1915 dwelling that originally served as a 
manse for the church’s pastor (3045 15th Street NW).

•	  ᵠầLatino community leaders meet at the Central Presbyterian Church to plan a parade that wouldמקשן
demonstrate the community’s numbers, an event that would become the annual Latino Festival

•	  ᵠ The Wilson Center opens; local community organizations, most serving the Latino community, areרקשןᴾןקשן
asked to rent space in the educational annex. A few of the first organizations include CADOLANCA and PEILA.

•	  ᵠ the Columbia Road Children’s Center (now the Barbara Chambers Children’s Center) occupiesןקשן
part of the annex (today, the early childhood development center occupies the entire annex building); 
the SED Center opens an office the former manse and is there for the next two years

•	 ᵠầthe LAYC leases space in the former manse; MERIP operates from the Wilson Centerףקשן

•	 ᵠầEl Centro de Arte occupies the basement space in the Wilson Centerצקשן

•	  ᵠ EPICA opens an office in the Wilson Center; the Adelante Advocacy Center is located in theרקשן
manse through the early 1980s

•	 ᵠầThe Central American Resource Center (CARECEN) opens in the Wilson Centerןרשן

•	 ᵠầCARECEN opens a free health clinic, La Clínica del Pueblo, on the top (third) floor of the annexערשן

•	  ᵠầthe National Capital Presbytery (NCP), which owned the property since 1973, announcesףרשןᴾשקשן
to the tenants that they wish to sell their property on 15th and Irving streets; the various lessees form 
the Tenants Association to Save the Wilson Center, and NCP agrees not to sell. The NCP continues 
to explore redevelopment ideas for the property, however, including converting the buildings into 
Section 8 or elderly housing

•	  ᵠ local musicians Ian MacKaye, Joe Lally, and Brendan Canty perform for the first time as Fugaziקרשן
in the Wilson Center basement

•	 ᵠ LAYC opens the Drop-In Center in the Wilson Center basementררשן

•	  ᵠầThe Next Step originates as a teen parenting program through the LAYC, and operated on theצששן
second floor of the LAYC’s new location on Columbia Road

•	  ᵠầThe Wilson Center is closed when the NCP divests its property, selling the sanctuary to theןממנ
Capital City Charter School. Before its closure, El Centro de Arte occupied the former sanctuary and 
basement hall and the Barbara Chambers Children’s Center, La Clínica del Pueblo, and EPICA occupied 
the annex. These four organizations composed the Unity Community Center, a 501(c)(3) organization 
that leased the property from the NCP

•	  ᵠầThe sanctuary is owned and occupied (since 2012) by The Next Step Public Charter School; theףנמנ
annex is owned and occupied by the Barbara Chambers Children’s Center; and the manse is owned and 
occupied by the LAYC

(Cadaval 1998: 221. Cherkasky and Levey 2006. Silverman 2001. The Next Step Public Charter School.)
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set a 7:00 p.m. curfew in Mount Pleasant, Adams 
Morgan, and Columbia Heights.”468 A police 
command center was stationed in an office trailer 
placed in Meridian Hill/Malcolm X Park, while the 
Shrine of the Sacred Heart was used as a police 
staging ground as well as a refuge for members of 
the community frightened by the violence.469

Monday progressed without incident, and 
González noted that it was calm enough that 
his brothers opened their bike shop on Mount 
Pleasant Street. The community’s anger was still 
evident, however, and the day was filled with 
people discussing the previous night’s events, 
what had prompted them, and what solutions 
there were. González noted that there were “two 
contingents, [those who wanted] to do damage 
to everything and anything, and then those that 
rightfully had grievances and wanted to talk about 
them,” but in the heat of an escalated moment, 
all rationality flees, and situations become violent 
and destructive.470

Neighborhood residents were not the only ones 
speaking about the events of Sunday, May 5. The 
riots, as the press called them, made national news 
in print and on television. The press focused on 
the fact that the shooting that precipitated the 
rioting occurred on Cinco de Mayo, suggesting 
that Gomez, who (by most accounts) was 

heavily intoxicated at the time of the arrest, 
had overindulged while celebrating Mexico’s 
independence. The press coverage downplayed 
the core reason for the uprising, the accumulated 
anger and distrust between the community and the 
police. MARCO DEL FUEGO, who had come to D.C. 
from El Salvador as a teenager in the mid-1980s, 
believed that negative and stereotypical portrayals 
of Salvadorans in the press inflamed the anger 
felt by Latinos/as.471 Media attention also had the 
effect of advertising the uprising outside of the 
neighborhood. The first night had been homegrown 
and spontaneous, confined to a couple of blocks on 
Mount Pleasant Street and 16th Street. The second 
night—Monday, May 6—was organized. Interlopers 
entered Mount Pleasant and Adams Morgan to loot 
and cause mayhem.472 What started as an uprising 
turned into riots, where the political point was 
lost amid the destruction for destruction’s sake, 
focused on 14th Street and Columbia Road.473

Youths took control of the street despite the 
increased police deployment. Chief Ike Fullwood 
informed his officers not to use force but 
mobilized the Special Operations Division to shut 
down 16th Street.474 On the same street, a police 
van was pelted with rocks, forcing the officers 
in the cab to escape through the passenger side 
door. Once they were out, a kid put a lit flare in 

Figure 5.2: Vehicle on fire on the 3100 block of Mount Pleasant Street NW. Mount Pleasant uprising, May 7, 1991.  
Courtesy of Richard Reinhard, photographer.
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