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Abstract
The racialized and gendered regulations of national borders, and the solidification of U.S. borders through the industrialization of neighborhood geographiesy had a tremendous impact on daily work, home architecture, and social relationships in the Chinatown and Sonoratown neighborhoods of Los Angeles during the early twentieth century. Using space and gender as analytic lenses, this article examines the built environments of house courts in Sonoratown and Chinatown, Los Angeles, as windows into the everyday lives of Mexican and Chinese Angelenos. Women’s ordering of domestic space and intimate labor in and around the home spaces—in particular, their use of common spaces like courtyards and alleyways—not only blurred the categories that city and state agents designated for family, home, and nation, but as they shaped conceptions of community that exceeded the logic of the nation-state.
Keywords
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In 1924, eleven-year-old Betty Wong and her younger brother Bruce returned home from grammar school one day to find that their father had passed away, leaving behind their mother and their twelve older siblings, along with the family business, a herbal medicine shop that was attached to their house in Chinatown, Los Angeles.1 Observing the customary Chinese mourning period, Mrs. Wong and the children did not leave the house for three months. During that time, the women and children of their neighborhood came to cook together and socialize. Betty fondly remembered that her mother had taught the children to play mahjong and let them stay up all night. “With no father around, she just living the life of variety I guess, just having a good time, showing her children how to play dominos, you know. ’Cause she have all the say then, see?” Betty’s testimony focused not on her father’s death but on the importance of the home her mother created in his absence, and the extended neighborhood community she forged with other Chinese women and children. For Betty’s mother, home-making and community-making went hand in hand, and she used the space of her house, the medicine shop, and its location in the neighborhood to that endthose ends. Chinese women like Mrs. Wong worked not only to maintain their familial households but also to sustain the larger Chinese community in Los Angeles. They fashioned homes that were both spatially and ideologically quite different from the single, nuclear-family model that reformers and urban planners of the early twentieth century would have had preferred as part of their Americanization and urban modernization campaigns. By using gender and space as analytic lenses to examine “intimate” domains” like Mrs. Wong’s home, we can understand the impact of nation-state forces on women’s lives and, more importantly, how their work of “making home and making do” exceedsded the logic of the nation-state.
Mrs. Wong’s home—located on North Alameda Street during the 1920s—was situated at the nexus of Chinese and Mexican Los Angeles near the Plaza during an era of rampant border transformation following that followed the U.S.–Mexico War.2 Although the social worlds of Chinese and Mexican Angelenos are frequently discussed separately, geographical proximity demands a comparative approach in order to understand not only how borders shaped residents’ lives, but also how borders affected the lives of people who are not usually thought of having direct relationships understood to negotiate with them. Placing Chinese women’s and girls’ intimate labor—that is, the labor of caring for immediate and extended family members, boarders, and others from the neighborhood—within this multiracial context urges us to consider how, for example, Chinese Angelenos contended with quotidian instantiations of U.S. conquest that succeeded and its succession over Mexican and Spanish colonial rule in the region on a daily basis.3 Correspondingly, the intermingling of Chinatown and Sonoratown begs the question of how Chinese exclusion—that is, anti-Chinese border solidification processes that manifested both as policy and as practice—affected Mexican Angelenos’ daily lives. Gender and spatial analyseis of Plaza area neighborhoods, the architecture of dwellings, and residents’ everyday activities allow us to imagine social worlds created by women that presented alternative ways of being living to those dictated by colonialism, industrialization, exclusion, and segregation in Los Angeles. In other words, it was within the local context of global, political, and economic transformations that Chinese and Mexican women labored in order to make “home” work, and, in the process, not only staked a claim to neighborhood space, but also  and fostered the survival of their communities.
From the late nineteenth century until the 1930s, the spatial arrangements of Plaza area homes reflected the gender politics of border formation processes such as migration patterns associated with global industrialization and war, racial segregation, Mexican labor recruitment, and Chinese exclusion policy and practices. Beginning in the late 1860s following the completion of the first transcontinental railroad, Chinese residents settled along the east side of the Plaza, in what was , then a Spanish-Mexican city undergoing in the throes of political, economic, and cultural transformation, as the United States sought to establish rule (Figure 1). By the turn of the twentieth century, Chinatown became a well-established neighborhood located in the middle of the district that came to be known as Sonoratown. While Chinese and Mexican men encountered one another in public spaces such as streets, businesses, and the Plaza itself, Mexican and Chinese women did so less frequently; these women often worked at home and seldom shared home spaces with each other. What interests me here is not whether such contact took place—although certainly, it did—but rather what we can glean from the proximity of the two communities and the work that the women performed. That is, a study of space allows us to ask how communities and homes flourished through women’s daily work in intimate domains that were produced in the context of colonialism and border formation.
This work is in conversation with historical scholarship of the U.S. West, the U.S.–Mexico borderlands, and urbanization. Historians of race, gender, and urbanization at the turn of the twentieth century have skillfully traced the central roles white women progressives played in Americanization projects that sought to transform the domestic spaces of urban immigrant homes into models for the reproduction of American morality—“respectable domesticity”—among populations that were deemed, to borrow Natalia Molina’s phrase, “unfit for citizenship.”5 In the U.S. West and Southwest at the turn of the twentieth century, these imperial projects took shape against the backdrop of the post-1848 conquest of territories formerly 
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Figure 1. The Plaza area during the early twentieth century.4
Source: Map created by Dan Dong.
colonized by Spain and Mexico, and the subsequent social processes that solidified U.S. borders, processes that extended into sites removed from the border itself. As urban historians of the region have masterfully shown, the broad political and economic changes following the U.S.–Mexico War that later resulted in the racialization of Mexican American working-class neighborhoods, immigrant groups’ struggles over citizenship and national belonging, and the shifting racialized representations and opposing meanings of nonwhite neighborhoods and their residents.6 Anti-Chinese practices and border restrictions are part of the larger story of post-1848 conquest in the U.S. West and Southwest. Some have argued for the importance of using a multiracial perspective to understand the development of social dynamics in the Plaza area, but few have considered the roles of gender and the formation of multiple national borders in the creation of neighborhood spaces and everyday life within this multiracial context.7 By centering Mexican and Chinese women as vital actors in the making of neighborhood communities, we can shift the lens from citizenship and national belonging to situate local neighborhoods and ordinary acts of “making do” as significant loci for alternative “imaginings” of community.8
This article thus traces women’s daily practices of home- and community-making that materialized in this urban borderlands context during the early twentieth century. Born in 1912, the aforementioned Betty Wong’s remarkable story illuminates the texture of neighborhood life among Chinese women and girls during 1910s and 1920s Los Angeles, a story that has often been left out of historical narratives of the city and of the nation. Interviewed for the Southern California Chinese American Oral History Project in 1979, Betty’s testimony stands as one of few documented firsthand accounts of the lives of either Chinese or Mexican women of the Plaza area before the 1930s.9 Perhaps because of the limited availability of Chinese and Mexican women’s firsthand accounts about this time and place, these women’s intimate labors have all too often been overlooked in historical narratives. Documents produced by early twentieth-century reformers, researchers, and city officials who were concerned about the living conditions in the Chinatown and Sonoratown neighborhoods provide useful, if imperfect, windows into the complex local organization of space and everyday life among Chinese and Mexican residents. In her methodological discussion of how institutional records may be read against the grain to understand the experiences and attitudes of women of color, historian Vicki Ruíz implores feminist historians to ask what kinds of choices women made “for themselves and for their families” given the political, economic, and social conditions in which they lived.10 Rather than analyze these institutional documents to understand women’s negotiations of reformist projects, I propose that these sources may be read as thick ethnographies that detail the buildings, patios, and streets along with the daily activities in these spaces. Spatial analyseis of these studies alongside fire insurance maps, oral history interviews, census data, and institutional reports illuminate the choices Chinese and Mexican women made daily to care for themselves, their families, and their communities in the midst of Los Angeles’s racial and colonial geography.
Examining the material configuration of buildings—both in their physical structures and in their representation—offers a way of interpreting and re-creating everyday lives and the “web of economic relationships” shaped by legacies of colonialism.11 Shared spaces like courtyards, patios, and alleyways surrounded by home units were central places where women and girls gathered to work; they collected water in earthen jugs, kept small vegetable gardens, washed clothes, and often simply congregated working and talking together.12 Reformers like Amanda Mathews described these women’s spaces, detailing how residents opened their doors into “a court swarming with bronze infants rolling in the sun and permeated by the odor of parched corn and the soft spat, spat of tortillas between the women’s hands.”13 Despite her romanticized statements, Mathews’s description provides a sense of what daily life looked, sounded, and smelled like in the Plaza area, and the ways residents used their home spaces. Reformers’, researchers’, and state and city officials’ writings reflect white, middle-class ideologies of what an “imagined community” of “Americans” should look like in the built urban environment—a series of single-nuclear-family units. Yet, Chinese and Mexican residents lived in tight quarters, used limited spaces to house families and boarders, and as they overlapped “work” and “home,” generating to generate an alternative to the institutional model—a different ideology of how to construct and use available dwelling spaces to suit their needs. Thus, it was not only the built environments that were central to women’s community-formation, but the kind of intimate labor that Chinese and Mexican women did collectively to care for their family members that sustained the larger populations that lived in their neighborhoods.
Architecture and Legacies of Colonialism
Changes wrought by the layering of U.S. colonial rule on top of Spanish-Mexican colonial rule and the creation of new sites for national borders brought about the literal reordering of architectural frames. U.S. rule ushered in a period of rapid industrialization, especially in the Plaza area, that not only signaled a transition in the political economy of the small town but also marshaled an immigrant workforce, especially from Mexico. These industries helped to solidify U.S. rule in the region, with a growing population of Mexican women, men, and children who needed housing. Within only a few decades following the U.S.–Mexico War, adobe buildings that once housed the most elite families of the local Spanish colonial civic pueblo hierarchy under Spanish and Mexican rule became homes to for Los Angeles’s poor and immigrant Chinese and Mexican communities. As Spanish-Mexican elites increasingly moved away from the Plaza area, remaining and new residents transformed their adobe structures into multifamily and boarding units, and refashioned courtyard spaces into places of women’s shared work. From the 1860s through the 1920s, Mexican and Chinese residents drastically reordered the home spaces in the Plaza area.
In a spatial arrangement common to colonial settlements in the Spanish empire, the Plaza served as the center of community and civic life during the mid-nineteenth century. According to Spanish law, Spanish settler colonists builtd the civic pueblo colonial settlement of Los Angeles on top of existing indigenous villages. This ordering of home and public space served to maintain colonial power over indigenous populations so as to exploit their labor.14 Additionally, although most of the Spanish settler colonists in Los Angeles were of racially mixed backgrounds, they and their descendants, many of whom intermixed with local indigenous people, took pains to distinguish themselves from indigenous people of the region.15 The buildings immediately surrounding the Plaza were homes to elite Californio families who not only maintained municipal control but also dominated the area immediately surrounding the Plaza itself. A family’s proximity to the Plaza reflected higher social and economic status, while distance from the Plaza reflected lower status. Under Spanish and later Mexican rule, this spatialization served to maintain political power for the elites; under U.S. rule, this spatial and social hierarchical arrangements would be reordered.16 As Douglas Monroy has pointed out, within fifty years following the U.S. takeover of the region, “most of Californio society had either moved back to Mexico, intermarried with Anglos or more recently arrived Mexicans, or moved out of Sonoratown, which was rapidly filling with poor Mexican immigrants.”17 As elites increasingly chose to live away from the Plaza, the geographic concentration of Spanish-Mexican colonial power dispersed, and their homes were structurally reconfigured to accommodate the new residents and commercial businesses that proliferated along with industrialization.
The spatial reorganization of the building known as the Avila Adobe demonstrates the layering of colonialisms and the accompanying transformation of Plaza area social worlds (Figures 2 and 3).18 Preserved during the 1930s as part of the work of Christine Sterling and city boosters, and now part of an exhibit at El Pueblo de Los Angeles Historical Monument, the adobe was built in 1818 during Don Francisco Avila’s tenure as alcalde (mayor) of Los Angeles.  (Figure 3 [AQ 4]). Under Spanish and Mexican rule, the Avila building reflected Don Francisco’s elite status in the social hierarchy of Californio colonial settlement. The building was considered to be quite spacious and, as Don Francisco’s “congenial hospitality was renown throughout California,” the Avilas often used the front room to entertain members of the Californio elite.19 The original structure was an “L” shape with doors that opened into a porch facing a patio where the family’s garden and vineyard was located.20 During the mid-nineteenth century, the homes of Californio elite families, like Avila’s home, were adobe structures, often a series of successive rooms in a row, each with a door opening either into a private courtyard or opening onto a porch facing the street. Adobe is a building material composed of mud and straw; it is ideal because it retains warm temperatures in the winter and cooler temperatures in the summertime. As was common for the period, the house had a compacted earthen floor that was later replaced with varnished wooden floorboards. The material frame of the building and the patio, built under Spanish colonial rule, became the structures that residents would repurpose well after 1848, when the United States claimed the area. After the last member of the Avila family moved out in 1868, the building served as a family home, a hotel, a lodging house, and a restaurant, demonstrating the increase in both commercial and business establishments that proliferated there, as well as the need for worker housing.21 By the 1880s, as merchant shops and manufacturing replaced agriculture, the local economy transitioned to one based in localized industries with a global workforce and a global market reach.22
This process of spatial reorganization around the Plaza was part of larger political and economic changes in the city and region, brought about through migration, industrialization, Americanization, and the solidification of U.S. borders. Named for the miners who migrated from Sonora during the Gold Rush, Sonoratown was originally located to the northwest of the pueblo’s central Plaza. As its location farther distance from the Plaza suggests, it was not a settlement that held the municipal power of the Californio elites in the Spanish colonial urban planning model. Those Mexicans who remained along with new arrivals from Mexico and from other parts of the region were segregated in Sonoratown. According to Monroy, “the few remaining 
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Figure 2. This 1873 map of Los Angeles shows the Avila’s property, including the “L” shape of the family adobe house that faced Wine Street (as directed by the arrow). 
Note: The homes of other Californio elites were located nearby and around the plaza. The Plaza is located on Marchessault Street across from Wine Street.
Source: “Map of the old portion of the city surrounding the plaza, showing the old plaza church, public square, the first gas plant and adobe buildings, Los Angeles city, March 12th, 1873 / A.G. Ruxton, surveyor.” Library of Congress Geography and Map Division, http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g4364l.ct001794 (accessed February 17, 2009.).
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Figure 3. Avila Adobe.
Note: By 1930, when this photo of the Avila Adobe was taken, city booster Christine Sterling lived in the building. She rented it from a member of the Avila family after working to prevent the city’s scheduled condemnation of the building in 1928.
Source: “Avila Adobe, numerous men sit along the front porch” [graphic]. Photograph, 1930. Courtesy of the Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection.
Indians lived on reservations or married Mexicans.”23 With increasing numbers of workers arriving and as elites began moving out of the Plaza area, the district known as Sonoratown expanded considerably and came to encompass the buildings surrounding the Plaza as well as areas farther away. In the early twentieth century, many referred to the entire area surrounding the Plaza as Sonoratown, sometimes including Chinatown—which was a smaller area surrounded by Mexican homes.
Chinese residents started to settle on the eastern edge of the Plaza in the late 1860s corresponding with and the completion of the first transcontinental railroad. By 1870, a sizable group of Chinese residents settled lived in the adobe buildings immediately bordering the Plaza on its eastern edge, notably in the Lugo adobe and nearby buildings. The well-known Chinese Massacre of 1871 when Mexicans and Anglos participated in the violent targeting of Chinese people and neighborhood space, resulting in at least 18 Chinese men and boys killed, demonstrates not only that Chinese and Mexican residents interacted daily, but also how the violencet and contentiousness was of the process of U.S. conquest in the Plaza area at this time. The massacre was a moment that signifieds Chinese, Mexican, and Anglo contestations over neighborhood space during a time when U.S. rule was not yet fully as established in Los Angeles and the West, as it would be in subsequent decades with the imposition and solidification of Anglo-centered political and economic structures.24 In some ways, the extreme violence of the Massacre that was perpetrated mostly by men in the spplace of the Pplaza area overshadows the ordinary ways in which Chinese and Mexican residents created communities in the midst of solidifying borders and exclusion practices.
That Chinatown and Sonoratown grew in the very same geographical space as the city’s industrial and vice zones demonstrates how industrial modernization, as a key part of the process of solidification of U.S. borders, shaped neighborhood geography. The arrival of the Southern Pacific railroad lines in 1876 followed by the Santa Fe, Atchison & Topeka in 1885 facilitated industrial growth throughout the city, but especially in the riverbed near the Plaza. Industrial sites such as railroad yards, brickyards, packinghouses, street rail yards, and gas and water works proliferated there.25 With more people and commerce in the city—specifically more single men and tourists—the Plaza area had become home to the city’s red light district.26 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, zoning and corruption contributed to the clustering of saloons, brothels, and gambling dens in the district.27 The California Commission of Immigration and Housing (CCIH) noted in 1916 that the Macy Street district, which bordered the Plaza on the east and encompassed all of Chinatown and a large portion of Sonoratown, “had all the brothels and one-third the saloons of the city.”28 These changes, along with the increasing violence in the Plaza area, encouraged Spanish-Mexican elites to move away from the Plaza and to their ranchos farther away. Like Francisca Avila, many chose to rent their homes to new residents, thus transforming not only the social order of the district but also contributing to the transition in residential populations who would reconstruct their homes to suit their needs. Industrial zoning near the Plaza helped to solidify racial segregation by establishing the Plaza area also as a place for Mexican and Chinese working-class and immigrant residents and vice, such that, as William Deverell has noted, “the river became known as a place of bad smells and bad people, a place where, Anglos expected and insisted, crooks, Mexicans, Indians, and Chinese congregated.”29
The rails and their connection to Pacific ports brought the promise of modernity and economic prosperity for the city, while also fortifying what George Lipsitz has called “the racialization of space and the spatialization of race.”30 It was in this context of rapid industrialization that racial ideologies rooted in white superiority came to structure Anglo American domination in California. As Tomás Almaguer has argued “racialized relations in [California] reverberated along a number of racial fault lines” with whites “situated unambiguously at the top of this social hierarchy.”31 Los Angeles’s image was based on an ideal of a white city maintained through segregation, commerce, and public services.32 City boosters who worked in real estate and land development touted this promise along with the notion that the sunny regional climate, rich agricultural economy, and opportunities for land speculation proved ideal for health seekers and tourists, which helped to foster a booming population of U.S. whites.33 Between 1870 and 1880, the total population of Los Angeles had doubled from 5,728 to 11,183. By 1890 it had increased to 50,395.34 Racial covenants in outlying cities, such as South Gate and Glendale, restricted the sale of property to whites only.35 Housing restrictions reflected this vision of a white city made up of single-family homes.36 Settlements farther from the Plaza area attracted Anglo elites and newcomers alike, further displacing the Plaza as the center of economic and political life, and creating an urban social system based on a racially segregated geography.
Crucially, the displacement of Californios from power and the rise of industrialization went hand-in-hand with anti-Chinese exclusion policies and practices in the of shaping of Plaza area communities. With increasing pressure from anti-Chinese agitators and eventually the legal barring of Chinese workers from crossing the border into the United States, industries in Los Angeles and the West turned to Mexico as a source for low-paid workers. Thus, the decades following the Chinese Exclusion Acts of 1875 and 1882 saw a marked increase in the Mexican population throughout Los Angeles and in Sonoratown specifically. This population growth was augmentedincreased sharply after 1910 as many migrated following the onset of the Mexican Revolution. From 1910 to 1930, the Mexican population in the city grew from 5,632 to 97,116.37 One scholar has estimated that in 1900 some 3,000 to 5,000 Mexicans lived in Sonoratown and other smaller Mexican immigrant settlements in the city.38 Once in Los Angeles, many Mexican men went on to work varied and sometimes seasonal jobs in other industries of the region, such as agriculture and brick manufacture. Anti-Chinese racism, war, and industrial expansion remarkably shaped tThe extraordinary increase in the population of Mexicans was remarkably shaped by anti-Chinese racism, war, and industrial expansion.
The intended effects of the Chinese Exclusion policy—to halt the growth of Chinese communities within U.S. borders by prohibiting legal border crossing—were did not initially seen occur in Los Angeles, even if such legislation was successful in the nation as a whole. While the numbers of Chinese residents in Los Angeles County decreased steadily, the numbers in the City of Los Angeles actually increased. From 1890 until 1920, for example, the Chinese population in Los Angeles County decreased by more than 50 percent from 4,424 to 2,032. However, in the city of Los Angeles, following the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882, the population increased twofold from 604 in 1880 to 1,871 in 1890.39
The gender politics of Chinese Exclusion had a profoundly impacted on the migration and experiences of Chinese women and children. Prior to 1882, the vast majority of Chinese migrants were men, —laborers who were recruited to work in the booming industries of the West. After the passing of the Page Law in 1875 and the subsequent Chinese Exclusion Acts beginning in 1882, the general Chinese population in the United States saw a significant decline. Under exclusion, the majority of Chinese women entering the United States were wives of merchants or students—both categories that of U.S. immigration legislation that allowed legal entry. Although the general population of Chinese in the United States declined in this period, the numbers of women and children increased. In 1920 the ratio of males to females was 18 to 1,; whereas in 1900 men accounted for more than 96 percent of the Chinese population and women only 3.7 percent.40 In line with this trend, the Chinese population of the United States and in Los Angeles continued to be mostly male.
During the period from 1900 to 1924, exclusion laws continued to be successful in limiting Chinese migrants from crossing into U.S. borders, but the numbers of Chinese Americans born within U.S. borders increased. Before 1924, most Chinese women in Los Angeles were China-born and migrated to California as wives of male U.S. citizens or merchants who fell within the special classes allowed legal immigration under the Chinese Exclusion Acts. The 1924 Immigration Act effectively barred the passage of the wives of the men who had become U.S. citizens. After 1924, Chinese women mostly entered the U.S. legally as daughters of U.S. citizens or as wives of merchants.41 In local contexts like Los Angeles, the increased migration of wives and children meant that there were also parallel increases in the numbers of Chinese families and of U.S.-born children during the 1910s–1930s, the majority of whom claimed to be of merchant-class status rather than laborers.42 In 1929, for example, the Los Angeles School Census recorded 1,027 Chinese children under the age of eighteen living in the city.43
In addition to exclusionary laws, anti-Chinese racism contributed to the policing of the border in both formal and informal ways; the impact of this policing in the Plaza area was seen in the growth of Chinatown. Many Chinese seeking to escape the virulent anti-Chinese violence in outlying areas found relief respite in the larger Chinese settlement located next to the Los Angeles Plaza. The combination of Chinese Exclusion policy’s limitation of legal immigration only to merchants and students, on the one hand, and local racially restrictive covenants, on the other, led those Chinese residents who ran businesses to locate both their homes and often their shops in the Chinatown district. Furthermore, because the Chinese navigated were exclusionded from working in industrial jobs, they navigated around that racism by working in agricultural, produce, domestic, and store service industries. Men who worked in industries that were not centralized in Chinatown, such as produce and domestic work, traveled daily from their homes in Chinatown to their places of work, making  and made the space of Chinatown both exclusive and yet more porous than one would imagine.
While Chinese living spaces were often more segregated than other residential spaces of the neighborhood, Mexicans and Italians sometimes shared living spaces. Sociologist Alexander Bridge emphasized in his 1920 study that Mexicans formed the large majority of the Sonoratown district (not including Chinatown), accounting for more than 61 percent of the population, while Italians made up 21 percent.44 By the 1930s, Italians moved away, forcing the Italia Unita Hotel and the Italian Hall to close, both of which stood on Olvera Street at the turn of the twentieth century.45 In the context of U.S. racial systems, Italians, to be sure, experienced a great degree of racial discrimination and prejudice as “foreigners.” However, as Thomas Guglielmo has poignantly argued, despite this racialized designation as “foreign,” Italians were still largely accepted as whites in contrast to blacks, Asians, and Mexicans. Unlike Mexican and Chinese residents of the Plaza area, who were segregated in the Plaza area during this period, Italian residents were not limited to housing choices in the Plaza area, even if they along with Jews and other white ethnics were also barred from housing in some parts of the city through restrictive covenants.46 Reformers, urban planners, and city officials racialized the “housing problem” in the Plaza district as one that was particularly tied to Chinese and Mexican residents. Despite the ethnic intermixing in the Plaza area, particularly among Mexicans and white ethnics, “barrioization” forced Mexicans to concentrate in the Plaza area and south of the city, so that these areas accounted for 70 percent of the Mexican population by 1880.47 White ethnics experienced some degree of economic, social, and geographic mobility enabled by their whiteness that allowed them to experience U.S. borders from a privileged position in the West generally, and in Los Angeles specifically, where the multiracial context was shaped by conquest and exclusion.
 Remarkably, while the Plaza may no longer have been the geographical seat of municipal power under U.S. rule, it continued to be a center of Chinese and Mexican community life. Chinese and Mexican residents were differentially racialized in relation to border formations, even as they were both segregated in the Plaza area. Indeed the Plaza area was a multibordered place. While processes of conquest such as displacement, modernization and industrialization, and anti-Chinese policies and practices are often understood as affecting Chinese and Mexican people discretely, the Plaza area context necessitates an understanding of how these processes shed light on the emergence of what Grace Hong has called “alternative imaginings” of home and community.48 Spatial analysis of Chinese and Mexican homes provides a lens to understand how women in particular created community in ways that defied the models of home and neighborhood that reformers, researchers, and urban planners promoted.
Making Home, Making Communities
Two photographs here feature Mexican and Chinese children and their housing structures. Together these photographsy elucidate how border formations at once marked the spatial configurations of house courts, affecting how Chinese and Mexican women worked and lived within them, and shaped the gender relationships of Plaza area neighborhoods. The first photo, taken during the 1890s (Figure 4), features children posing for the camera in front of an adobe house court in Sonoratown, while an older woman known as Florentina Ybarra looks on from the doorway behind. This building was once the home of the elite Californio family and was repurposed to house many residents. The photo shows that one cannot see the inner courtyard from the perspective of the street. In this particular house court, residents could come and go through these doors that opened onto the street and also probably exited into a courtyard on the interior of the block. We can imagine that Ybarra worked alongside many others to care for her family and other residents of this building and ones nearby. The second photo (Figure 5) shows children playing in the interior courtyard space of a Chinatown house court. Like the house court in the previous photograph, this one shows dwellings that are arranged in a long line of side-by-side units. The smoke rising from the fire pit in the middle of the courtyard indicates a shared spot for preparing meals and washing clothes. Different than most other house court buildings of the Plaza area, many Chinatown buildings such as this one were constructed of brick rather than wood or adobe. Following a series of anti-Chinese riots and arsons that burned down the original adobe and wood structures during the 1880s, property owners reconstructed the buildings using brick and mortar.49 Although women residents do not appear in this image, the migration patterns of Chinese women and children to Los Angeles during the first decades of the twentieth century indicate that the women caretakers of these children were working nearby. With units located very close together and doors opening into shared spaces, residents had no choice but to interact. Given the crowded conditions of the house courts, the spatial configuration of housing structures exhibited in these photos facilitated the formation of communities among Mexican and Chinese women who in turn utilized this space for collective work and child care. The architectural frames of these homes—adobe and brick—reflect the transformation of political economies from Spanish-Mexican to U.S. rule and the maintenance of U.S. borders through anti-Chinese violence. More importantly, they indicate how these borders were literally structured into the home spaces of Mexican and Chinese residents.
Arising Emerging in the midst of rapid industrialization and Chinese Exclusion, Plaza area homes thus reflected Los Angeles’s modernization schemas of the turn of the twentieth century. However, reformers, researchers, and city and state officials did not consider Chinatown and Sonoratown homes to be “modern” because these homesy did not easily fit into the idealized model of single, heteronormative, nuclear-family home units that they deemed to be acceptably “American.” Unlike those spaces, the Plaza area homes had crowded living spaces with a disproportionate population of men. Similar to Chinese men, many Mexican men who came to Los Angeles alone or without their family—and were often called “solos”—either found shelter in lodging houses or boarded with families that took them in. Both Chinese and Mexican women who often arrived with their families were likely to live in “house court”-style arrangements and work there. In order to see how women built communities through the use of their living spaces, it is necessary to understand these space of the “house courts.”s.
By the turn of the twentieth century, many of the restructured adobes as well as newly constructed dwellings of Chinatown and Sonoratown came to be known as “house courts.” The City of Los Angeles legally categorized the “house court” in 1908 as any area of land upon which “three or more” dwelling units were located, and whose residents shared a common yard.50 House court configuration commonly consisted of a series of “shacks” or long buildings of multiple side-by-side units with a common courtyard space in the middle. In 1916, Emory 
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Figure 4. Adobe House Court in Sonoratown.
Note: Children stand on the street in front of a house court–style adobe building, located on San Fernando north of Ord Street, during the 1890s. Florentina Ybarra looks on from the doorway behind them.
Source: “Adobe in Sonora Town,” Security National Bank Collection, Courtesy of the Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection.
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Figure 5. Children playing behind Chinatown house courts.
Note: This photo shows children playing in Chinatown at the corner of North Alameda and Aliso Streets. Although the photographer is unknown, the photo was titled “Rear of Chinatown,” suggesting that this area was possibly in the enclosed alley area that was concealed from street view. Architecturally, these buildings resemble the adobe house courts, but they are made of brick, as most buildings in Chinatown were.
Source: “Rear of Chinatown.” Photo, 1924. Photographic Documentation of Pneumonic Plague Outbreak Sites and Rats in Los Angeles. BANC PIC 1988.052--PIC, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. http://www.oac.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/tf0c60078m/?order=1 (accessed June 2, 2008.) Courtesy of The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
Bogardus, a prominent Sociologist and philanthropist of Los Angeles’s poor communities, noted that the house court was a “modification of a type of Spanish architecture” common in the Plaza area neighborhoods for decades.51 Although the adobe structures previously used by the Spanish-Mexican elites, with their whitewashed walls and expansive garden patios, were the quintessential house courts, the official house court category also included lodging houses, railroad boxcars, wooden shacks, long barrack-like structures, and other “tenements.” Chinese and Mexican residents and their landlords often used the house court–style architectural design as a model to build subsequent living structures, constructing makeshift dwellings and utilizing available materials and land near their places of work.
With land values on the rise, Mexican and Chinese migrants relied on house courts as the most affordable shelter, and for many families arriving in Los Angeles, it was “one of the only possibilities available.”52 They repurposed existing adobe structures like the Avila building into multi-unit house courts that housed both boarding families and workingmen who boarded. Many times Often doors connecting successive rooms in the adobe were blocked off, leaving residents with a single door to enter and leave the unit. For example, an original kitchen door of one building was remade into the unit’s primary door, which was “the only entrance” to the unit.53 Depending on the existing structure, this door usually faced the shared courtyard space in the building’s rear, rather than the street. Open courtyards that once served as gardens and vineyards for elite Californios sometimes became sites on which to construct additional buildings, which  that also fell under the city’s house court category.54 Whereas residents of adobe house courts lived closer to the Plaza, Mexican railroad working families often made home in boxcars that railroad companies converted into multiple-family units to keep laborers near the worksite. A single boxcar frequently housed from two to four families at once.55 Many Plaza area residents rented land on which they built housing structures themselves.56 Although landlords built the buildings of some house courts, residents constructed the majority of these structures themselves, to serve their own living needs, including proximity to work and community centers. By the turn of the twentieth century, the industrial zone thrived in the Plaza area, so much so that the residential population in Chinatown and Sonoratown boomed as well, leading Bogardus to note in 1916 that there was an estimated 1,202 house courts in Los Angeles that, accommodateding 16,510 residents.57
House court architecture—the arrangement of the buildings and the location of shared water supply, for example—facilitated residential interaction in ways that shed light on the gendered relationships that emerged in the context of segregation. Bogardus created a map in 1916 that offers graphic, detailed descriptions of house court building architecture, noting the locations of individual units, courtyard space, and water supplies (Figure 6). As he described, “Faucets and hoppers are located in the open court and the family washings, children’s playground, toilets, woodyards, garbage cans, and so forth take up any vacant space that is to spare.”58 Shared water supplies meant that spending time with other residents in the courtyard or alley was a necessary everyday activity. Communal toilets were located in the courtyard or in a row of units and, depending on the court, may or may not have been designated by sex.59 Residents gathered at the hydrants where they filled clay pots and jugs with water to bring back to their units for cooking and drinking. Women, in particular, spent time there to wash and cook, prompting a variety of other undertakings necessary to sustain their neighborhood communities, such as shared child care and gardening. For example, the aforementioned reformer Amanda Mathews described the sound of Mexican women speaking together in Spanish as they washed clothing together in a house court patio, a sound that could be heard from the street by passersby who usually could not see into the courtyard. “The cool splashing . . . rippled in from the courtyard with a gurgling accompaniment of women’s voices.”60 Railroad companies created camps for Mexican workers and their families by clustering thirty or more boxcars together and often housing as many as four families in a single car. Without partitions in these cars, the spatial configurations of the camps created circumstances in which women and children, who stayed in behind during the day while men left to work the tracks, created community through shared space and work. Sharing a single stovetop, women had to prepare joint meals to feed all the children and men who lived in the car or in the camp.61 These common spaces with shared water hydrants and stoves were critical sites where women and girls interacted daily for work and survival. Crucially, it was not only the space itself but the kind of collaborative work that had to be done in the tight spacethere that was essential to women’s home-making and community-making in the house courts.
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Figure 6. Floor plans of two house courts, 1916. 
Source: Emory Bogardus, “The House-Court Problem,” The American Journal of Sociology 22, no. 3 (1916): 394. Courtesy of the University of Chicago Press.
Despite this sharing of work and community, housing conditions were far from ideal. Courtyards were usually unpaved; drainage problems after rains left pools of filthy water in the very same places where women did the work of caring for their families and other residents.62 Additionally, many housing structures lacked adequate sealing oin the rooftops, leaving residents vulnerable to hot and cold weather, flooding, and flies.63 While the city allocated resources toward improving infrastructure in Anglo neighborhoods, it withheld resources toward building infrastructure in the Plaza area. Without basic facilities like sewer lines and street pavements, residents contended with poor living conditions and inadequate sanitation that left them frequently vulnerable to diseases.64 Chinese and Mexican residents in house courts faced poor drainage, ventilation, flooring, and toilets, leading the city council to pass the “House Court Ordinance” in 1907.65 The ordinance specified that building owners were responsible for tending to repairs and meeting these regulations.66 As David Torres-Rouff has argued, “The decision not to build sewers in Mexican American and Chinese neighborhoods created a continuing problem because it produced and reinforced stereotypes of Mexicans and Chinese as dirty and diseased.”67 Although white ethnics and others also made homes there, official and popular representation of house courts identified them as a “problem” of Chinese and Mexican residents. Overcrowding and limited resources in the Plaza area prompted Bogardus to write that the house courts represented “the worst form of housing conditions” in the city.68 The Los Angeles Housing Commission (LAHC) reported in 1910 that the house courts were “the lowest form” of the housing “problem,” and described them as “the dry goods box shack and the gunny-sack, tin-can tent house.”69 The intentional neglect of Plaza area neighborhoods by the city and by landlords, along with their own limited resources to build more sound housing structures, created a built environment in many house courts that shaped residents’ everyday acts of “making do.” Remarkably state-sanctioned stereotyping and association of Mexican and Chinese places and people with diseases, filth, and contamination characterized the racial landscape in the borderlands at this time, which, as Alexandra Stern has argued, served “to ensure the putative purity of the ‘American’ family nation.”70
With limited resources and available living spaces, Chinatown and Sonoratown residents faced increasingly crowded tenement conditions. In 1916, for example, the CCIH reported that between two and three hundred Chinese men lived around the corrals where they kept the vegetable wagons and horses. The Commission’s concern, however, was not for the residents who lived near the stables, but for the white “citizens” of the city. In Commission members’ estimation, Chinese men sold produce that was contaminated by “filth and disorder,” which threatened to contaminate the entire city, especially whites.71 Linking race and space, the CCIH attributed this spatial arrangement to a supposed “Chinese custom,” rather than to a way of making use of limited space in the midst of racialized segregation.72 Overcrowding and poor housing conditions prompted the LAHC to order the demolition of several house courts immediately surrounding the Plaza, forcing residents to find other housing. In 1910, the LAHC reported that “the old courts which could not be remodeled or repaired [were] either vacated or demolished” and counted “seven vacated, twenty-one demolished, and twenty-eight abolished” that year.73 While this accounted for the displacement of residents of some fifty-six house courts, the city built only eight new ones to meet the state housing ordinances.74 Paradoxically, although the LAHC intended to abolish these community arrangements altogether, it contributed to the proliferation of house court–style neighborhoods in areas to the east and southeast of the Plaza, as its residents relocated. In addition to facing limited resources and poor living conditions, because residents did not own the property on which they lived, they were vulnerable to urban renewal and planning that dispossessed them of their homes. The city’s failure to meet the housing needs of residents functioned as an act of removal of Chinese and Mexican residents from the Plaza area—, an uprooting that would later serve to benefit the city when Chinatown and Sonoratown were either torn down for the construction of Union Station depot and other municipal buildings, or recast for tourist attractions during the 1930s. In this sense, Chinese and Mexican residents’ homes became sites where health and city officials policed the borders of the nation by regulating local urban geography.
Sanborn fire insurance maps illustrate the spatial layouts of Sonoratown and Chinatown house courts and provide a frame to understand how women residents created alternative imaginings of their homes and communities through the necessity of working in common spaces. The 1906 Sanborn map of a house court in Sonoratown, for example, spanned the entire block between Buena Vista Street (also known as Broadway) and New High Street between Sunset and Ord Streets., Tthis house court alone comprised fifty-seven dwellings (denoted by the letter “D”) and one lodging house (“Lodgings Cheap”) (Figure 7). In the upper left corner of the map, the small stand-alone building adjacent to the building labeled “Restrt [Restaurant]” was likely very close to the location of a shared toilet and the house court’s water supply. Shared water hydrants in a single house court encouraged the daily interaction of residents, especially women and girls who cooked and washed laundry there. In addition to the restaurant and water supply, the presence of a chapel indicates a site of possible community cohesion in the central courtyard. While the map does not indicate the number of rooms in each dwelling, researcher John Keinle noted that the majority of dwellings had one or two bedrooms. One-room units often housed a number of male industrial workers who “live[d] as bachelors, having their families in Mexico or some other place.” Kienle suggested that the few three-room units were occupied by families that he noted were likely “of a better class.”75 The proximity to the rail yards indicates that this house court was conveniently located near industrial work.
Census data of the above Buena Vista house court corroborates Keinle’s assertions and shows not only that there were many Mexican men who lived in all-male boarding situations, but that most Mexican families took in lodgers. In 1910, for example, Anita and Catarino Morales lived there with their young children Amelia, Teresita, Vicente, and Pedro, and Anita’s widowed father Juan Franco. All of the Morales family members were born in Mexico, except for the two youngest children who were born after the family migrated to the United 
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Figure 7. Sanborn map showing a large house court in 1906 located in Sonoratown to the northwest of the plaza, between Buena Vista Street (also known as Broadway) and New High Street, on the block between Sunset and Ord Streets.
Source: Sanborn Map Company, Insurance Maps, Los Angeles, Los Angeles County, California, 1906. Volume 3, Sheet 338.  New York: Sanborn Map Company. (accessed February 17, 2009). Courtesy of Environmental Data Resources.  Maps sourced from Digital Sanborn Maps, 1867–1970, provided by ProQuest LLC. www.proquest.com
States in 1905. In addition to looking after her immediate family, Anita probably also cared for the seventeen solos who lived at her address, and who  had migrated from Mexico within the previous ten years and lived at her address. Several other Mexican and some Italian families and solos also lived at the Morales’s house court. In the area located on the upper right corner of the Sanborn map, three Mexican families and two Italian families lived along with several male lodgers.76 Although only one unit housed exclusively male lodgers, almost all the families in the Buena Vista house court took in one or two lodgers. Like Catarino, who worked at the gas company near their home, the Mexican male residents secured employment on the railroad, on streetcars, in packing, and at the brickyards and foundry. Of the Italian men, two men were listed as shopkeepers and fruit merchants, while the remaining seven worked in railroad, lumber, street railway, and cement.77 Although Mexicans and Italians sometimes shared living spaces in single house courts, as a group, Italians as a group were more likely to work as merchants, while the majority of Mexican men worked as laborers. Women of the house court, whose work was not listed on the census, worked collaboratively to care for the residents who lived there.
Although city officials labeled most Chinatown homes as “boarding” or “lodging” houses because of the large numbers of single men, some families and children lived there by the 1910s, when the CCIH counted 116 children residents.78 Like the Buena Vista house court, the spatial layout of Chinatown house court architecture illuminates the gendered social relationships that emerged in this neighborhood. In 1916, the CCIH mapped the buildings of the Chinatown block that faced the Plaza (along Los Angeles Street), noting that the majority of the building structures were brick, with wooden additions lining the street sides of the buildings (Figure 8). Housing included a mixture of two-story brick buildings and wooden additions or shacks attached.79 In the middle of the block along North Alameda Street between East Marchessault and Ferguson Alley, three families lived within the single building next to a restaurant, along with a few lodgers and business partners. For instance, Ng Gow and Ng Chin Shee lived with their young daughter and four sons at 757 North Alameda, where their herbal medicine shop was also located. Ng’s business partners, Ng Henry Gung and Ng Henry Toi who were listed as “druggists” on the census lived with them. In a spatial arrangement common to Chinatown buildings, the herbal medicine shop likely faced the street, while the living quarters were located behind or above the shop. Chin Shee and the children, like Betty Wong and her mother, likely helped with the shop in addition to caring for their extended family and neighbors.80 In the same interview as mentioned earlier, Betty described how her mother ran the herbal medicine practice for a time after her father’s death, drawing on the knowledge she gained from helping him in the shop. Mrs. Wong delivered babies and arranged herbal combinations to treat a variety of conditions, which, Betty noted, was “really something for a woman who didn’t speak a word of English to know how to get the herbs together.”81
Like Mexican house courts, Chinatown buildings were positioned along streets in a manner that formed common spaces in the middle of blocks, spaces that were central to collective living and working. Like the Ng’s home arrangement, most buildings had shops, restaurants, or other businesses that faced the street, while the dwellings were located in the back, as the 1906 Sanborn map illustrates (Figure 9). Wooden additions to buildings might have been built starting at the street level with more added later toward the interior of the block. The CCIH map shows that while storefronts were visible from the street, dwellings exited through the stores and businesses to the enclosed alleyways. Laundry and makeshift gardens for vegetables lined the porches facing these alleys and, in this case as the Sanborn map shows, a “Joss House” (temple) was located in the center. Unlike the Mexican house court–style units that opened into courtyards and sometimes onto the street, the entrances to homes in Chinatown often opened only to fire escapes in the back of two-story buildings. In fact, the CCIH reported that “only 76 of the 252 apartments opened directly onto the street.”82 The location of kitchens and stoves on the back porches suggests that, in addition to laundry and gardening, meal preparation and perhaps eating also took place in the alleys where residents came and went, as the photo of a Chinatown courtyard demonstrates (Figure 10). Thus, the spatial arrangement of buildings with their alleys, like courtyards, created a place in which residents built community through everyday neighborhood interaction.
Chinese families frequently shared common spaces with men and boys who lodged with them. The photograph of a Chinatown building (Figure 11) shows a series of shirts similar in size hanging out to dry, which suggests that this building was home to a number of Chinese men. Residents used available spaces such as balconies, hallways, and kitchens to provide additional sleeping accommodations for boarders. One 1922 study of housing in Chinatown noted that a “typical” lodging house had “thirty-two rooms on one side and thirty-four on the other, alternate store and living rooms; upstairs all the rooms are occupied by lodgers.”83 The kitchen sometimes served both as a place for meals and a sleeping room for boarders. As a teenager, Tyrus Wong was a lodger who lived with his father in an all-male living quarters in Chinatown during the 1910s. Although they had a small room to themselves, he remembered sharing the building with farm-working men. According to his description, five or six men often lived in one large room, and other men often slept in the hallway.84 Chinese male lodgers in Chinatown, like those of the Mexican house courts, lived in crowded rooms. For example, Young Chew, Young Chee, Oee Na, and Hoe Ming shared a room or a small apartment along August Alley. (See location of August Alley depicted in Figure 8.) Young Chew ran a grocery, while Young Chee worked as a cutter in a clothing factory. Oee Na and Hoe Ming, like their neighbor, Lum Jam, worked as agricultural laborers. Many more Chinese men found homes in the blocks farther to the east of Alameda.85 In 1924, Lieutenant R. E. Steckel, a Los Angeles policeman who worked in Chinatown, recalled a man who had a small space behind his store that he rented out to a number of men. “Old Jim down here has a little store with a sort of balcony at the back where he has beds which he rents to other Chinamen and makes his living 
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Figure 8. Map of Chinatown, 1916.
Note: Map produced by the Commission of Immigration and Housing, showing a block in Chinatown and detailing the tight space in which Chinatown buildings were laid out. Although the CIHC identifies them as “unoccupied,” the unshaded areas were shared spaces of daily interaction and community formation. From this block, the plaza was located across Los Angeles Street.
Source: Commission of Immigration and Housing of California. Second Annual Report of the Commission of Immigration and Housing of California, January 2, 1916. California State Printing Office, 1916, 246.
that way.”86 Characterizations such as Lieutenant Steckel’s demonstrate not only the racialization of Chinatown spaces and people; but they also point to the realities of overcrowded conditions and the resourcefulness of Chinese residents in creating living arrangements in the midst of limited space. To white officials and researchers, such living arrangements, with many men living and sleeping together in tight quarters in hallways and on balconies, fell outside their model of white “American” middle-class domesticity. Significantly, the absence of women from these official narratives of Chinatown neighborhoods should not be read as actual absence, but as a part of the process through which Chinese women’s work has been made invisible.
It was not just the Chinese who had lodging establishments that housed large numbers of men in the Plaza area. In 1914 Sociologist William McEuen, who conducted research near the Plaza, noted the prominence of “cheap lodging houses of the Plaza district.”87 Although some lodging houses catered to workers of varying racial and ethnic backgrounds, census records show that the majority of these men were segregated by race. Some on North Main Street housed white men of different European ethnicities. In contrast, New High Street—to the west, parallel to North Main—was the location of lodging houses of primarily Mexican men residents.88 At their most basic, a lodger might have rented a bed in a room with several other beds. A “typical” lodging house presented poor and crowded conditions for Mexican men who stayed there.89 Advertisements for Mexican lodging revealed in both English and Spanish the price, number of linens, and furniture included. In some cases, small rooms were partitioned out of larger ones. These rooms often included a bed, a nightstand and a stool. In other situations, one large room accommodated up to thirty-two beds. Lodgers could rent a room for twenty cents or just a bed for ten to fifteen cents per day. If the house included a toilet and sinks, they were shared among the residents.90 José María Contreras, a railroad laborer, lived in one of these male lodging houses located on New High Street in 1910. He lived there with his two younger brothers, Antonio and Marces Contreras, and nine other male lodgers between the ages of 20 and 46, all of whom worked for the railroad and all had migrated to the United States from México after 1900.91
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Figure 9. Sanborn map showing the layout of buildings on the Chinatown block bounded by Los Angeles Street, Ferguson Alley, Alameda and Marchessault Street. (Same block as Figure 7.)  
Note: The map illustrates that buildings on the perimeter of this block were storefronts, indicated by the letter “S.”  Although this map lists very few dwellings, most of these buildings had housing located above and behind the storefronts.  Note also the narrow alleyways between buildings.
Source: Sanborn Map Company, Insurance Maps, Los Angeles, Los Angeles County, California, 1906. Volume 3, Sheet 301.  New York: Sanborn Map Company. (accessed February 17, 2009). Courtesy of Environmental Data Resources.  Maps sourced from Digital Sanborn Maps, 1867–1970, provided by ProQuest LLC. www.proquest.com
In these boarding situations, women and girls frequently did a great deal of the work to maintain the household and the larger neighborhood community. Ying Wong Kwan recalled that during her childhood in the 1920s, her family took in and cooked for lodgers who worked in her family’s laundry business. She emphasized the privacy of the home’s spatial construction despite the large numbers of people living in small space. “We had proper living quarters there,” she said. “Divided. You know, with walls, partitions and doors.”92 David Lee remembered that his family shared their apartment with a number of single men who worked at their restaurant. “Apartment also consists of all the workers also from the restaurant. We always had a lot of people at the . . . apartment. . . . I would say five or six, plus the family. Most of them [were] singles. . . . They would get married. They left their wives in China.”93 These childhood memories reflect the ways in which families configured their home spaces in order to serve multiple functions—for living quarters and commerce. More importantly, they demonstrate that work had to be done to maintain these homes and lodging houses. While most 
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Figure 10. Photo shows a Chinatown alleyway. 
Note: Wooden fire escapes were often the only access residents had to enter or leave their homes. Also note the additional wooden buildings located in the middle of the alley space, as well as the clothesline for hanging laundry out to dry. The orientation of the camera is such that this alley space appears to be fairly spacious; however, given the density of Chinese dwellings, it is likely that this common space was much narrower than it appears here.
Source: Photo courtesy of the Huntington Library: photCL 400 volume 2, Number 163, Historical Society of Southern California Collection of Photographs by Subject, circa 1850s–1982 (bulk 1860s–1930s).
men residents worked outside the home in industrial labor, agriculture, domestic service, or shops nearby, women and children often stayed behind to make “home” work. Although reformers may have condemned the use of home for both business and family, this arrangement was a regular way of making use of space for Chinese and Mexican residents in order to sustain the households, neighborhoods, and communities. The gender politics of border formation forced both Mexican and Chinese men to live in crowded boarding conditions, and significantly, also put women and children (and some men) in positions where their work sustained a household that included these many boarders.
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Figure 11. Taken from inside an alleyway, this photo shows a Chinatown residence, circa 1930. 
Note: The assemblage of many white shirts of similar size suggests that this dwelling housed a number of men who might have boarded there.
Source: Photo courtesy of the Huntington Library: photCL 400 volume 2, Number 917, Historical Society of Southern California Collection of Photographs by Subject, circa 1850s–1982 (bulk 1860s–1930s).
Not Invisible from the main street, courtyard and alley spaces created a social world obscured from the public eye, in which residents, especially women, created opportunities for shared work, childcare, play and communal living. Mexican and Chinese women often took in laundry and sewing to help support their families. Their work washing and hanging clothes, gardening and keeping animals occurred in this central space.94 Local school principal and scholar Bessie Stoddart observed that the doors of house court units often opened only into the shared courtyard, rather than the street, and residents entered the house courts through “narrow alleyway[s] running back between two houses.”95 Often this common space was only eight to ten feet, located between rows of homes. Stoddart described this by saying, “You may walk in the middle of a ‘street’ and touch two rows of houses facing each other, or follow a winding path between habitations, tripping over tubs and clothespoles and outdoor fire-places, over dogs and cats and children at play and the tinier tots just creeping about.”96 Stoddart used this description to buttress her argument about Mexican house court conditions as particularly deplorable and in need of improvement. However, this description also demonstrates that residents lived in close quarters, and that the work of making home took place in the common spaces. Additionally it illuminates that how work and childrearing were shared in courtyards and alleys, rather than in the private space of the idealized “American” single-family home.
Reformers’ descriptions of the goings on in courtyards and alleys highlight the ways that residents had understandings of intimate labor that extended not only beyond the nuclear family and beyond familial lines, but also that the spaces of home spaces work were significant locations for the daily interaction of women and girls who shared work and food. Stoddart observed that in these house courts, “the hungry family is shared with, that the sick stranger is cared for and housed, and that one big family occupying two tiny rooms not infrequently offers hospitality to another big family that cannot pay its rent-money.”97 Betty Wong likewise remembered that her mother regularly welcomed Chinatown young people into their home to share meals, despite her children’s protests due to limited family resources. “Everybody came to our house at that time. Young people. Run in and out, can use her stove and bake and eat there. . . . We used to stand around the dresser [saying], ‘Mommy don’t let him in because we don’t have enough money to give him food too.’ She said, ‘Well that’s alright. Let him come.’”98 Even in the face of limited family resources in the 1920s, Mrs. Wong insisted that the family further share their home, food, and resources. In doing so, she emphasized to her children that home was not limited to herself and her children, but was molded through daily interactions and sharing with other members of their neighborhood community.
Mexican girls also did a great deal of work after school looking after younger children, cleaning and preparing meals. Mary, a Mexican girl of junior high school age, mentioned to her school’s vice principal that she cared for her family when she was not at school. “When I go out of school I go straight home and I dont [sic] fool around in the street. I help my mother to get the supper and when they all finish eat[ing] I clear the table. I wash the dish and put the dish away. When I come to school I leave the clothes iron and some[times] I scrub the floor and some[times] I go to play. After that I go to sleep in the bed. That the end of the story.”99 Reformer Bessie Culp maintained that the courts were “more of an evil than a benefit to the neighborhood,” but she also admitted that the spatial configuration allowed possibilities of community when she wrote, “it is true that a court promotes friendliness.”100 Bogardus offered a similar assessment of the courtyard space, describing it as having “unlimited possibilities for wholesome social contact and group development.”101 Daily practices of interfamilial care and work in the shared spaces created inside the architectural design of these neighborhoods demonstrate that residents understood their social worlds as places where intimacy was not contained in the home, but shared across homes and among generations. Their understanding of what made “home” was rooted in a larger neighborhood community that extended beyond the walls of their unit.
Conclusion
Born in 1899, Him Gin Quon was twenty-three years old when she arrived in Los Angeles in 1922 with her husband and two young children. Seventeen days later, she gave birth to her third child, in on the first floor of a wooden house in Chinatown where she lived with her husband, aunt, uncle, grandmother, and several other children. The building’s upstairs unit was home to her father-in-law, while other family members lived in the unit next door. Helping with collective child care and home work, Quon often “took the children out to play” outside in the alleyway, which that they accessed through the back of the building, because a restaurant called Tsui Far Low was attached to their home facing the main street. She remembered that in the alley, “the ground was mud, the street was dust and sand.” When asked how many women were in Chinatown at the time, Quon estimated that there were only eleven. These women, she recalled, often worked at home during the day sorting walnuts, spinach, tomatoes, and strawberries for men to sell at the produce market, and making wine. “I carried the children on my back while I did it,” she said.102 Quon’s description demonstrates that women created collective household and work arrangements that functioned to sustain not only those who lived in their individual housing units, but also extended family, boarders, and non–family members. Through their collective work, they shaped spatial imaginaries of home for themselves, their children, and their communities that extended beyond the limited confines of the walls of their individual dwellings.
While reformers, researchers, and city and state officials imagined a city and a nation of propertied “citizens” who lived in single-nuclear-family homes, Chinese and Mexican residents—particularly women—created alternative models of home and belonging through collective work and survival. Sonoratown and Chinatown realities, and the choices residents made to “make do” in their buildings and neighborhoods, were profoundly shaped by U.S. empire and border formations. The changing architecture of Plaza area homes illuminates the ordinary ways that Chinese and Mexican residents of the Plaza area “made do” in the midst of limited resources and poor housing environments brought on by the larger sociopolitical conditions. The racialized and gendered regulations of national borders, along and  with the solidification of U.S. borders through the industrialization of neighborhood geography, had a tremendous impact on these communities in terms of daily work, home architecture, and social relationships of Plaza area residentspeople. The daily practices of making home allowed Mexican and Chinese residents to collectively lay claim to urban space, even while as industries asserted control over the area as an “industrial zone,” and as city planners and reformers slated their neighborhoods as “problems” for the city’s claim to modernity. Residents’ ordering of domestic space and labor in the house courts, —in particular, their use of common spaces like courtyards and alleyways, —not only blurred the categories that city and state agents designated for family, home, and nation, but as they shaped conceptions of community that defied idealized U.S. institutional home models of homes. By making do, making home, and making communities, Mexican and Chinese women utilized creative, collective strategies to build models of home space and everyday life.
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