
T h p fl i:'liffiih ii.::i'ff" xlT.'1ffl: TT ffi ,ff rff
ll ]l [ \,f stories o[ all they have seen. In l(en Gonzales-Day s historic

and moving work, what we leam is this: the tl€es are llot as innocent as
lhey seem. They present disturbing delails, hide valuable fragments of his-
tory and figure prominently in the world of racial iniustice.

ltey are California's Hang Trees, where more than 300 lynchings and
lega.l hangings took place from the beginning of statehood in 1850 through
fte last documented case in 1935.

After more than five years of meticulous research, the facts of lynching
haunl Gonzales-Day, associate professor and chair of the depaxtrnent of an
at Scripps College in Claremont, Calif. "This has transformed my life, the
way I look at Califomia history and my place in the world today."

Conzales-Day's research allow€d him to reate a photographic series,
"Searching for Califomia's Hang Trees," and eventually wdte a book,
Qnching in the west, 18501935.1he book addreses racial imagery and
documens honific acts of racism throu$ lynching, legal hangings, and
vigilantism lhat affected Lainos and the way they were perceived.

4tnchirrg in tbe west rcsurrccts the forgotten and influences people
to re-examine what has been buded - an important perspective on
California history At the heart of the book, conzales-Day recognizes that
of lhe more than 350 lynchings, mos! victims were of M€xican-American
or Mexican descent. Natiye Americans and Chinese were also highly tar-
geted, often with no trial by lury, and more often than men of Anglo or
EuroDean descent.

His revolutionary photographic work has been exhibited worldwide.
Photographs, documentation, drawings, and publications uneanhed in his
research fully document the llnchings. Gonzales-Day, working with pho-
tographs of actual hangings, erased the bodies, leaving an image of an
angry mob, a solitary tree or telegraph pole, a desolate area, speclators,
executioners.

"I didnt vant to revictimize the victims. I also wanted to mekphorically
show how these people had been erased from history"

His work shows the brutality of the tirnes and the growth of racial injus-
tice ftom early days of statehood, a fact that shook him to his core. Many
people don't want to believe that there could even have been lynchings -
especially those motivated by racism and hatred, he says.

His ioumey in €xposing and documenting the atrociti€s has also been a
personal awakening.

The losdgator
Given his background in an history Gonzales-Day decided to write

about latino porlraiture from 1850-1900.
'As I got into my research, I found infomation on Rodolfo Silvas, a

man lega.lly hanged in tos Angeles."
The finding piqued his curiosity. More research led to other portraits,

some of which are in the book. "That's when I saw portraiture change to
horrific injustice."

Powerhouse institutions such as the Los Angeles Natural History
Museum, University of Southern Califomia's specia.l coll€ctions, Huntingon
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..:d I ' jublic Library Lnit 'ersitr of California-Los Angeles. stare
. r. il)fnix llistorical Societ\,, Sacramento kchiles Museum md

:: Lrnter. md nanr other rescarch ccnters became his second
::, ehrckcd microfilrn, photo collections, books, terls. neNspapers,
-::rn xccounls, court trulsclipts, prison logs, joumiLls, and personi
:i( l(^fd finding pennv novcls

' 'ri:rr nolels ofthe l9th centu-
:r.\\rre ro feferences or f00t-

. : rht,n. but he was able 1o fol-
rntl documcnt certain obser-

. ;nir(lc b\' $e \1rilers.
. : irf (L)cunentation reached
-rrportions. he took a vearlong
.,:Leril .,trr'ltrded a fellowship by

i,(kclcllcr lroundalion, Bellagio
. :fnc\ in lti v gave him a chance
.:.ifl his nlrnuscript. After a fel

:h.. he sent r proposal out to
:r\ it\ lresses. He savs he $ls

- , r i r rd  bv  the  reac t ion  f rom
. . r ' .  such  as  the  Un ivers i tv  o f

- :,n]ir Plcss, lhat said there Nirs
:frl narket for such a book.
I)uke UniYersitv Press was great

.: hne\\' thcre was some important
: ,rnxtion herc. I had a case list.

...r i irst proposal I sent out had a
-..r,fd 180lynchings in California. '

llr lhought it \\'as a re\olutionan
:.rnrbt,r '. Other' organizations, such as the NAACP and the California
llr:toricd Societv, had onlv about 40-80 docurnented cases of hrrching,
..1\5 Gonzdes-Dav Bv the fime U' ching in lhe West \\as published, he
lrd ck)sc t0 400 documented cases. Tern)s such as "necktie paltv," "fron-
:rrr iustice," md "kangaroo court" took on decpel significance.

One case conccmed a li-\ear-old Mexicin bot $'ho Nas stabbed. shot,
.urd dragged doun the street before he na.s hanged for the murdcl of a
iemale shop oNner'. He might have becn guiln: bur there Nas no trial, n0
\\x\ 10 l{ro\\, i[ thev got lhe right person, srws Gonzales,Dari

''Thats not ir civilized socienr, not ho$'civilized people act, he s:ws.
Thrl s vhm bothered me most. '

finding three tines the number of known lynchitgs made Gonzales-
I)rr\ lrkc stock of his rcsearch. "l thought, 'this is going to be a |adical
hook. l had to nake it as perfect as possiblc - aiFtight - because I
(nr\ it \\'onld bc scrutinized bv historians and professofs. government
.Lnd th r  pub l i c . '

\\ rittr,0 in a stfaight research shle. Gonzalcs-Dav prcsents inetocable
:llfl. ret conjures up amazement that thesc flcts rvere never exposed
:rrtorr. Blinging the research to light became his nission.

ll \\'rls Dot an emv path. There rvas no real suppor't in his communiq
ntnrrrrk o[ scholars. "Most people didn't beljcvc me," says Gonzales-Da1,.
lhr\'d sa\i 'Oh, reah. Whatevex"'

Slill. for fivc vears, eventhing revolved nround the book. 'l didn t havc
x lifu. II \\$ a prettv isolating e\perience."

lir ttxrk rord trips to dozens 0f counties in Cdifornia to find the hang
trees lnd facc them in person.

''Once t got there, elen if the tree might hale been gonc. I d find a cin
hall, .tn old creek. or some cntde remnants. and I knes, ml tlork n'as lali-
dated. It \\as m\, Dav of the Dcad. Dri\illg to these l0cation$ NlLs sometling
I had to do. It nlade it redl. I ve been lookng for eren single place that
had a hiug tree mentioned in the book."

i
{
I

I
?
I

Most Disturbing
Vhat wes distu$ing in his research is that thcse c.,Lses nlight have been

documented - but thcy rvclc ignolcd. Thev were not secn for the impor-
tant historical significance thev had - rvith roots in racial hat|ed. "Clearlv
md consciouslri therc $as a decp hatred for Me\icans and a pffticular
vie\r 0f Mexicnns, Californios. and Mexican-Americxns. sars Gonzales,
Dar "Some ofthose hanged rvere guiln ofa crime. but not all oflhem.'

Fcar caused hatred to rise up. and the l\nching of Mexicms became
preralent. It fonned a racial imagen 0f Latinos in the \I/est that persists
t0 this dav I greN up hcrc, in Los Angeles. You erpericncc racinl bias,
sure. But vith the research, I thought, Vo$t Roots run dccp and live for
scnel.ations."'

In the l9th centur_v, hrch law included various fonns of vigiliurte ,us-
lice. Conzales-Days cllapters confoml to the Tlskegec Inslitutc s dcfinition
of lvnching so that the California case list could be vie\red in a mtional
conte\t. The definition read: There must be legal eridence that a person
n'as killed. That person must have met \rith death illegallri ,t group of three
or more persons must hrve pr icipated in the killing. Thc group must
hare acted under the prelert of scraice to justice, race, or trrdilion. '

Man,v c,ises Gonzales-Dw carnc across fft the definition oflvnch lar'.
''l'd hxve to sav thc most distubing case is that ofJosefir, the first and

orlr l\4exican rvomln lvnchctlin CJifornia

Josefa stood up to a man rvho dared call her a prostitutc in hel oln
home. She had threalened to kill him if he did. "Shc admittcd 10 stabbing
the .lnglo man ... n'hich transfolmed her into sonething monsttous
before a mob of sereral hundrcd men. for Nhom a Me\ican \\,0man Nith a
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knife was no woman at all. ... She was arrested, ried, sentenced, and
hung within several hours time. . , . Vhen asked if she had anlthing to say,
she replied, 'Nothing; but I would do the same again if I was so provoked,"
(ryncbing in tbe tvest,p.137)

"You have to imagine not only the hanging but the reasons behind it
and everything that could be done - was probably done - against her by
four [hundred] to ei$t hundred men," says Gonzales-Day. "Try to picture
that woman alone in the middle of that mob."

Often, thousands would come to watch a hanging. After the hanging of
Rodolfo Silvas was much publicized in the national press, dre federal gov-
ernment put some limitxtions on h4ngings, such as a rarely enforced age
limit on who could watch. An estimated 6,000 to 8,000 spectators, includ-
ing rvomen and children, crrne to watch Silva's execution.

Gonzales-Day pushed through the records and archives to bring the
lack of iustice to fte foreftont. The documenl4tion of these cases rvas hum-
bling and heart-rrenching.

Some infomation was beyond comprehension. For example, he decid-
ed not to include Texas in his version 0f "!he Vest."

"[ couldn't, There were so many hangings lhere, it was mind-boggling."

Th€ lmpact
Gonzales-Day wants to acknowledge this part of Califomia history in a

bigger way. "In the South, those who died or were violently killed are
remembered by historical markers found on so many sheet comers. So-
and-so slept here. Ate here. Liv€d here."

Even though there was a battle of two cultures, there is some respect
for the sacrifices and historical significance of these deaths and events
made with the historical marke$. He hopes that eventua.lly some of th€
locations 0f Caiifomia's Hang Trees will have similax historical markem.

"My goal is to find all the documented hang trees and acknowledge
what went on there."

ln the meantime, he started his one-man missiofl: a walking tour of

more than 40 sit€s in the Los
Angeles area alone where he found
documented cases of lyrchings and
legal hangings (see www.kengonza-
lesday.com for the guide). "The
walking tour allows you to let go
and see the city in a different way.
You can't forget thes€ people. Just to
say'in 1850, 12 people di€d here'
gives ffedence to our history"

Ivilh many different cultures rep-
resented in an area such as Los
Angeles, Gonzales-Day understands
how his present is connected to past
and future. 'The project transformed
eventhing about my life, my art, lhe
way I look at my disciplines, the rmy
I teach, and the cont€nt I use."

Because it draws on photogra-
phy, history, art history cultural
studies, visual arts, Chicaro studies,
literary texts, and critical studies,
the book and subiect matter can be

introduced to students in an interdisciplinary approach, which can help
them position themselves historically, as well. Awareness cal enrich all dis-
courses and ethnicities. he sals.

"I want people to see California difierently. I want Latinos to see how
we wer€ constructed by lhis history Ho\v we are maneuvered through it,
seen bv it. and erased from it."

fxhibits and variations of California's Hang Trees are being shown
intemationally ftom Vienna to London, t0 Chicago, Philadelphia, New York,
and Los Angeles. Gonzales-Day hopes lhe book gets the discussion going
for those struggling with immigmtion issues and the undercurrent of fear
and hate when different cultures interact, He questions whether we have
come far at all in the last 100 years.

"l want people to rethink race relations, ethnicitv, and justice," he sa's.
"African-tunericans vere not the onlv victims of lmching. That same violence
vas imitat€d h our communities, thousands of miles away from the South."

He also hopes his own community can gather strength from the book.
"The silence in the Latino community has to be broken," he says. "Maybe
- ideally - it'll help people open up. we need to have discussions with
family and friends. Ve have to validate the individual experiences of my
grantlfather, your father - different generations - who experienced racism,
Many people don't want to talk because they were embarrassed or humfi-
at€d, hurt or angry our experiences are not as isolated as we think, and
they add up to form history"

Gonzales-Day's devotion to his protect remains clear and unwavering.
The images of his photographic exposd make an impact on him daily as he
teaches, travels, and searches for more answen. He hopes Unching in
lhe tvest gives people ^ different perspective of Califomia history believing
that even images of terror can bring about social change.

"Maybe it will give a voice to those who were silenced unjustly, tf(/e need
to acknowledge all the pain from them and the legacies made possible
through these racial inlustices."
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