

[image: e9781439619032_cover.jpg]






[image: e9781439619032_i0001.jpg]

Antonia Don Diego Melendes was born on October 9, 1900, in Aguascalientes, Mexico. At age 13 she married Joseph Melendes, aged 25, and soon settled in Waukesha. During World War II, she worked at General Castings, Arlan’s Shoe Store, and Leilani’s Restaurant. Antonia was a member of the Guadalupe Society at St. Joseph’s Church and of the Christian Mothers. The Melendes home was known for its welcoming spirit, where families would gather, and there was never a shortage of tortillas and frijoles.



On the cover: A group of women competed for the title of festival queen at the Mexican Independence Day celebration. The event was held in the former sales pavilion on Baxter Street, which was as an auction hall for cattle. As one of the few spaces that rented to Mexicans for parties, the place was cleaned up for the event, which included music, dancing, and entertainment. Many Latinos remember the hall as el salon de las vacas, “the hall of the cows.” Attending the event in 1946, from left to right, are (first row) Jovita Lugo García and Connie García; (second row) Olivia Arreazola, Isidra Mindiola García, Raquel “Rachel” Arreazola Pérez, Isabel García Arreazola, Socorro Llanas Torres, Josefina Saldivar, and Guadalupe Saldivar. (Courtesy of La Casa de Esperanza.)
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We extend a special thanks to all those who shared their family stories and photographs. We are happy they chose to celebrate and treasure their own history. Finally, we are continuously grateful to our Latino ancestors. Their hard work and persistence are what makes Waukesha’s Latino community what it is today and what inspires today’s Latinos to embrace their heritage while carving out their own future.




INTRODUCTION

Latinos began arriving in Waukesha in the 1920s and 1930s. Many of them came through Texas and other Midwestern states, often employed as migrant workers. They worked in the north during summer and in Texas during winter, where the climate remained more constant. However, when the workforce began to move out of the fields and into the factories, many Latinos decided to permanently settle in Waukesha. Initially some families moved onto a street in Waukesha called the Strand, which soon became identified as a solid Latino community. Other families lived in a shantytown area by the Highway 164 quarry. Soon these Latinos formed what became a growing community and started to adapt to life in Waukesha.

This book tells their stories: families that came to Waukesha with hardly anything but the clothes on their backs were able to secure factory work or other jobs, raise a family, and become solid members of the community. Their children would grow up to be outstanding citizens: school board members, teachers, police officers, and military heroes. These families continue to succeed, but not without their share of obstacles. Latinos in Waukesha have frequently encountered racism and discrimination, particularly from civic officials who are unwilling to meet the growing needs of this population. This is an ongoing struggle, but the strength and resolve of Latinos will ultimately win out.

The photographs and stories included here aim to be a representative snapshot of the Latino presence in Waukesha. It is estimated there are now 15,000 Latino residents in Waukesha County, and about 10 percent of the population in the city of Waukesha is Latino. The images and voices of Waukesha’s Latino community came together to share their personal and family stories through this book. It is a testament to their strength, success against incredible odds, and perseverance through trying times. The Latinos in Waukesha have become community leaders, businesspeople, and activists. We look to them to lead the Waukesha community forward and guide the next generation of Latinos.
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The original White Rock School was built in 1891 on White Rock Avenue, close to Main Street. It was enlarged in 1924, and by the late 1940s, with an enrollment of more than 200 students, it had difficulty accommodating the increasing number of Latinos. As plans were formulated in 1948 to build a new school by Frame Park, there was concern by city officials that “pupils will eventually be walking long distances to attend classes in a bad smelling section of the city.” Eventually the school board prevailed, and the new White Rock School was inaugurated in 1951.
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Two decades after the first train ran from Milwaukee to Waukesha, the Williams Street passenger depot opened in 1875. It was one of three Waukesha stations to serve the Chicago and Northwestern route, nicknamed “the 400” for the travel time between Chicago and Minneapolis. Abandoned in 1949, it became several different restaurants during the 1970s. Owner Tony Márquez has since remodeled the old station into a Mexican restaurant, La Estación.






One

THE STRAND

At first glance, the Strand is typical of any other street in Waukesha. But upon closer examination, the Strand is revealed as the heart of Waukesha’s Latino community. The Melendes family arrived in Waukesha in 1919 and settled into what had originally been an Italian neighborhood called the Strand. The Strand would become an intermixture of cultures, which is evidenced by the Italian, Mexican, and Puerto Rican groceries sold at the Strand Market.

Initially the Melendes family could not afford to buy their house so they cleverly turned it into a boardinghouse. The boardinghouse provided needed income for the family, as well as an inexpensive place for new immigrants to sleep. Boardinghouses and neighborhood bars, such as the Strand Bar, were examples of the entrepreneurial spirit found in many ethnic neighborhoods. Despite the lack of asphalt and city investment in the Strand, it was one of the first areas in the city of Waukesha where Latinos were able to become homeowners. Although many of the houses on the Strand were small, they offered decent-sized lands and good-sized yards for families. This affordable housing was also near farmlands and foundries, such as International Harvester, where many Latinos worked. The Strand was more than just a neighborhood, it was a place where individuals found a sense of community away from their original homelands. Many residents settled in the Strand area because the neighbors spoke their language, shared their food, and understood their culture.

The Strand continues to be a place where many second- or third-generation Latinos reside. There continues to be an ever-present sense of spirit, pride, and culture. In 2006, the first Latinos in Waukesha, the Melendes family, were honored with a street in their name. Upon receiving this recognition, a third-generation family member noted that he would rather an alley be named in honor of the family. The alley, unlike the street, was the main point of entrance for individuals who lived in the Strand. Calle Melendes represented the walk from the Waukesha area to the cultural neighborhood many Latinos called home.
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The first home in Waukesha owned by a Mexican family was purchased by the Melendes family and located on 1105 the Strand. Joseph Angel and Antonia Don Diego Melendes moved to Waukesha in 1919, and although they were listed in the official census of 1920, they did not officially own the home until February 1928. By boarding other Spanish-speaking individuals in their home, the Melendes family assisted newly arrived immigrants to transition into the local workforce.
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Joseph Angel Melendes was born in Penjamo, Guanajuato, Mexico, on March 19, 1888, and arrived in Waukesha at the age of 31. He was one of the founders of the Sociedad Mutualista Hispano Azteca, a group dedicated to helping newly arrived Mexicans. He became a U.S. citizen on May 1, 1944. Pictured here is Joseph (left) with a friend, wearing pistolero outfits during a visit home in his later years.
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The backyard of the Melendes home at 1105 the Strand was the setting for many family pictures. Primitivo (Primo) Melendes, on the right, posed in the 1920s with Sam Martinez, who is wearing his Sunday best.
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Another branch of the Melendes family is that of Jésus María Vásquez and Soledad Melendes Vásquez. The couple is pictured on the Borden Farm in Wharton, Texas, shortly before Soledad’s brothers moved up north and settled in Waukesha in 1919.
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Leonard “Pro” Melendes, son of Joseph and Antonia Melendes, was born while the family was transitioning between Mexico, Iowa, Minnesota, and finally Waukesha. Pro is pictured on the far left with workers at Wisconsin Centrifugal, his employer until retirement. His employee identification card from General Malleable Corporations reads, “This employee is a citizen of the United States as established by records filed with this company.” He is considered the first Latino to have graduated from Waukesha High School and was the first to run for alderman during the April 1, 1952, election.
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The Melendes family has a history of helping people in need. Antonia was like a midwife to newly arrived families who could not access hospital care. Their home was used as a funeral home, where wakes could be conducted. During the Depression, some of the priests from St. Joseph’s Church stayed with the family. Immigrants looking for work stayed in the home, a part of which was used as a rooming house. Pictured in 1985 are, from left to right, (first row) Richard Hernández, Antonia Melendes, and Carrie Hernández; (second row) Daniel Melendes and Joseph Melendes, sons of Joseph and Antonia.
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María Refugio Vásquez came from Saltillo, Mexico, to San Pablo, Texas, where she met Pedro Villareal. They married in 1937 and settled in Waukesha on the Strand in 1940. Like many other Latino families in Waukesha, they continued the Mexican tradition of picnics in the parks. Pictured above are María and Pedro in 1940, visiting Holy Hill with their children Richard and Stella. They had four more children: Joseph, Daniel, Mary Christine, and Arlene.



[image: e9781439619032_i0012.jpg]

All six Villareal children attended Waukesha public schools and graduated high school. Pictured by their house on the Strand in the late 1940s are, from left to right, Joe, Richard, Daniel, and Stella. Joe and Richard served in the army. Joe worked for the U.S. post office and served as president of La Casa de Esperanza’s board of directors. Richard owned a beauty salon. Daniel became an alcohol and drug counselor, and Stella worked for 30 years at Walgreen’s.
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Margarito “Henry” García (right) is pictured with his parents, Enrique and Jésus. The family came from Texas and settled in Waukesha in the 1940s. Henry has lived most of his life with his wife, Olivia, and four children on the Strand. The building on the right is Heale Manufacturing, where he has worked for 50 years, and at age 70, he is still working today.
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Emilia Zamarripa Arreazola was born in Zacatecas, Mexico. Her family migrated to New Brunfels, Texas, to work in the cotton fields. Pictured at right in the mid-1940s, Emilia is remembered as kind and religious. She enjoyed staging pastorelas (short plays dealing with a religious event), was an outstanding zobadora (massage giver), and an expert ventosa applicator (small glasses that would be swiped with alcohol, lit, and quickly placed upside down on the back of the patient).
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Six-year-old Richard Hernández (front, center) is enjoying an afternoon with his siblings, cousin, and family friend on the porch of his grandparents’ home at the Strand in September 1945. Seated from left to right are Víctor (Richard’s brother who served in the National Guard along with Richard), his sister Cecilia, and Richard. In the back is a visiting family friend on leave from the armed services and cousin David Melendes.
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Female employment increased significantly during the mid-1940s, particularly in the foundries that were involved with the war effort, and Waukesha was no exception. At the International Harvester factory, Latina female employees began entering the workforce in significant numbers. Pictured here, in the first row, are Margarita García (left) and Olivia Arreazola (right).
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Richard Hernández (first row, second from right) is pictured with his cousins and friends in 1945 on the Strand. The area around the Strand was largely neglected by the City of Waukesha until the late 1970s. Mayor Joseph C. LaPorte targeted this neighborhood for major rehabilitation, which included curbs, pavement, and other needed improvements.



[image: e9781439619032_i0018.jpg]

Nepotism was a common hiring practice of many local foundries. Members of the same family would work at the same place and encourage other family members, who may still be living in Texas, to move to Waukesha. Pedro Rodríguez came to Waukesha when he was 17 and ended up working with his brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law at International Harvester. In Texas, he was working for a pittance at a gas station for 10 hours a day, seven days a week. Pictured above are, from left to right, Salvador García, Pedro Rodríguez, Margarita García Salazar, and Frank García.
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The integration of Mexicans into mainstream Waukesha society often manifested itself in sports and recreational activities. Area foundries would sponsor softball teams and bowling leagues, where participants ended up socializing with each other. This 1950s photograph of the International Harvester bowling league includes several Latinos, among them are Baldo Sánchez, Frank García, Angelo Llanas, Chico Hurtado, Margarita García, and Salvador García.
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Rich’s Strand was the baseball team sponsored by Rich’s Bar at the corner of Perkins Street and the Strand. Kneeling in front of the trophy is Leonard Hernández, who came to Waukesha in 1926 from Robstown, Texas. Also pictured in the second row are (third from left) Lorenzo Anzivino, (fourth from left) George Renna, (fifth from left) Leonard “Pro” Melendes, (third from right) Alexander “Alex” Melendes, and (far right) Mateo “Matt” González.
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In September 1961, Crescenciano Arreazola hosted a get-together for his sons and sons-in-law at his home at 1200 the Strand. Standing from left to right are Pedro Llanas (son-in-law), Juan José “John Joseph” Arreazola, Crescenciano (the patriarch of the Arreazola family), Aureliano, Benito Rodríguez (son-in-law), and Benito A. García (son-in-law).
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Mary Gonzáles Hernández was born in Olwein, Iowa, on April 13, 1917, and married Leonard at age 20. They lived most of their lives at 908 Regent Street in the Strand area and were the parents of seven children. The couple was active at St. Joseph’s Church and at La Casa de Esperanza. Mary was known for her tortilla-making skills and made any fiesta truly memorable.
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Two sisters, Soledad Melendes Vásquez (left) and Ursula Melendes Banda, are matriarchs of two of Waukesha’s oldest Latino families. These two women count among their descendants some of Waukesha’s more prominent and productive Latino residents.
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Baseball was a favorite pastime for many of the men that lived on the Strand. Pictured above in this c. 1940s photograph are, from left to right, (laying) Perfecto Hernández; (first row) Ed Rodríguez, Frank González, Leon Llanas, Joe Medina, Leonard Hernández, and Solomon González; (second row) Tom Montez, Pro Melendes, Leo Julio Maldonazo, Joe Hernández, Mick Mesa, Cruz Juarez, and Pete Villarreal.
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One of Waukesha’s most popular institutions was Mindy’s Tap on the Strand. Ophelia and Stanley Mindiola operated this tavern from 1981 to 2005. Very popular for its Mexican food, it received the Best Tacos in Town award from Milwaukee Magazine. The Mindiolas have lived in Waukesha for more than 50 years and are the parents of seven children.
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This photograph is one of the last taken of Antonia Melendes (center) at her home on the Strand, before she moved to a nursing home. On the left is Enrique Martínez, who came to Waukesha from Guanajuato in 1920 and lived in Doña Antonia’s house for some time, and on the right is her niece Mary Banda Casper, who currently lives in Pewaukee.
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Many Latino families were disappointed when an alley behind the Strand was renamed Calle Melendes because they hoped a major thoroughfare or avenue would receive the Melendes designation. Many do not know that naming an alley in honor of a Latino family was not a slight by the City of Waukesha officials, but was a direct response to a letter from Joseph A. Melendes. The former Waukesha city attorney exemplified the humble and compassionate spirit of the entire Melendes family when he wrote, “I find the naming of this alley as a fitting tribute to my grandfather and grandmother who came to the city in 1919. Throughout my lifetime, in recollection of my contact with them, they were very humble, caring and nurturing individuals.” A Waukesha Freeman article captured the true meaning of the alley when it stated, “For many Hispanic immigrants, the alley behind The Strand leading to the door of Joseph and Antonia Melendes was a path to a new life.”
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Many of the families who originally settled in the Strand area continue to live there. The parents may no longer be there, but their children are. This 1958 picture shows siblings and friends who grew up in the area that many still call home. Pictured above from left to right are (first row) Margarita “Margie” Marchan Olallo, who still lives in the house she grew up in on Raymond Street and has worked at La Casa de Esperanza for more than 20 years; David García, who also still lives on Raymond Street and works at Navistar; and Lydia Tovar, who also still lives on Raymond Street and has been working at La Casa for the past two years; (second row) Frank J. Marchan and Sylvia García, who served on the board of directors of La Casa in the early 1980s; Sandra Rodríguez, a registered nurse working at St. Joseph’s clinic; Beatrice García, who works for the Wisconsin Department of Health and Human Services; and José “Joe” Rodríguez, who works for Milwaukee County as a case worker and is married to Jean and has four boys.
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