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JULIE L. SLOAN:
REFLECTIONS OF A STAINED GLASS CONSERVATOR

The Battle Window, John La Farge, Memorial Hall, Harvard University, 1878-1882. Courtesy of Julie Sloan

One of the persistent challenges of historic preservation is that works which are

most in need of restoration arose from a centuries old craft tradition where the
tools, technology, and the trade culture that produced the work is either rapidly in
decline or simply no longer exists. How does one reconstruct the relationship between master and apprentice that disseminated secret knowledge across generations, once the chain has been broken? There is perhaps no more poignant example of this problem than the great stained glass architectural walls that adorn universities, cathedrals, and great homes throughout the country.

When Julie Sloan began her studies in
historic preservation at Columbia University in 1980 there was no systematic method for dealing with the restoration of stained glass.
Sloan had grown up in a family that was involved in the construction business. Through the course of
her academic work she became keenly
interested in the construction of gothic
cathedrals and was attentive to the
details of engineering and craftsmanship in the medieval building enterprise, thoughtfully comparing the
methods and techniques of ancient
builders to our own modern methods.
During a class in conservation
where she learned how to make
stained glass, she asked her instructor
how stained glass could be restored
and preserved. The instructor confessed that he didn’t know, and
Sloan’s master’s thesis was born.
She surveyed the state of
stained glass conservation throughout
the world and produced one of the first
systematic methods for preserving
stained glass, which led to the publication of her award-winning book,
“Conservation of Stained Glass in
America,” now considered the definitive text on the subject.
Sloan has since published on
the works of John La Farge and has
completed a book about the stained
glass of Frank Lloyd Wright titled,
“Light Screens: The Complete LeadedGlass Windows of Frank Lloyd Wright”.
After receiving her masters’
degree in 1982, Sloan apprenticed at
a glass studio. The practical work she
did as an apprentice gave her a wide
breadth of experience in dealing with
stained glass where she learned the
fundamentals of site work, cleaning,
edge gluing, and installation. She even
glazed windows for the National Cathedral during this period, while developing working relationships with architectural conservators and glaziers
throughout the country. From 1985
until 1998, she taught a full-semester
course at Columbia University.
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STAINED GLASS CONSERVATION

Julie L. Sloan is a pioneer in the conservation of stained
glass windows. As a teacher, author, and consultant, she
has devoted the better part of 28 years to restoring some
of the nation’s most cherished works of art, ensuring that
future generations can appreciate the glazers craft.

ther restoration, for example, what
needs to be done at two years, five
years, or ten years out and she recommends that stained glass windows
should not be removed until they need
to be re-leaded, which is every 100
years on average.
In 1984 Sloan was contacted
by Harvard University for the restoration of Memorial Hall, which contains
stained glass by John La Farge, Louis
Comfort Tiffany, and Sarah Wyman
Whitman. There are over one hundred
windows at Memorial Hall and the windows by La Farge and Tiffany included
major compositional figures with an
enormous breadth of craftsmanship
and artistry.
Sloan performed the initial
condition study and supervised the
restoration project, which lasted five
years from 1985 to 1991. Sloan says
the project taught her how to do construction management. She says that
stained glass is more often treated as
a construction material than a fine art.
“It’s more efficient to work in the construction manner,” she says. Sloan
worked closely with Peter Reily who
was the construction contract coordinator for Harvard. Sloan says that she
already knew about the methodology

Sloan says that architects are not typically
trained in how to take care of stained glass.
“Stained glass is misunderstood and mysterious,” says Sloan. She urges that stained glass
owners need a representative to
liaison with the glass studios
and recommends hiring a consultant to perform the condition
study. She argues it should be a
consultant instead of a glass
studio because the studio will
always recommend restoration,
whereas she makes a condition
study based on need.
Sloan estimates that
the cost of restoration for a highend Tiffany window is approximately $2,000-2,500 per
square foot. At that price, a condition study with a timetable for
future restoration is a necessity. William Robert Ware and Henry Van Brunt’s masterpiece, Memorial
Sloan specifies which windows Hall at Harvard University, contains one of the most important collecneed work and which ones don’t tions of stained glass from the 19th century, including major works of
and provides a timeline for fur- the great European glass makers as well as some of the most revolu-

tionary stained glass pieces that were created in America at that time.
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STAINED GLASS CONSERVATION

of stained glass, but what she didn’t know
was the construction background and fundraising side of the business, which she
quickly learned.
During a major renovation project
like the one at Memorial Hall, Sloan explains that the windows are removed from
the building, crated, and transported to a
stained glass studio where they are photographed using both reflected and transmitted light. Then the windows are covered
with a sheet of paper and a hard wax rubbing is made of the design, forming a template of the lead line for later reconstruction
of the window. When possible, the windows
are disassembled under water to reduce
the amount of lead dust, and the pieces are
individually cleaned. Broken pieces are reassembled using silicon or epoxy glue.
Then they rebuild the window on the rubbing. They use a new lead came that has
about 3% copper, tin, and antimony to
make it stronger. Pure lead fatigues much
faster. Once the glass and lead is back
together the window is soldered with a 60%
lead to 40% tin solder, and waterproofed
using putty composed of linseed oil, powdered whiting, and lamp black. The window
is cleaned again and ready for reinstallation.
One of Sloan’s favorite projects
was H.H. Richardson’s Trinity Church in Boston. The church is an icon of American Romanesque architecture and includes
stained glass from the English firms of Clayton & Bell, Burlison & Grylls, Daniel Cottier
& Co., Henry Holiday, and William Morris &
Co. However, it is La Farge’s contribution
on the west end of the church that tends to
draw the most attention. After perfecting
his technique of using layers of opalescent
glass on Harvard’s Memorial Hall he produced Christ in Majesty, The New Jerusalem, The Resurrection, and The Presentation of the Virgin for the Trinitarians, which
are considered some of the finest examples
of American stained glass produced in the
19th century.
Another significant project that
Sloan spearheaded was the restoration of
St. Thomas Church in New York designed by
Ralph Adams Cram. The church has 9,000
square feet of stained glass consisting of

380,000 individual pieces of glass, the work
of James Powell & Sons, London, who created a sequence of eighteen stained glass
windows that are 32 feet tall, as well as numerous smaller windows. For the first half
of the project, completed at the end of
2009, Sloan had to coordinate with ten
glass studios from around the country that
were working on the project simultaneously.
The cost of the project was $22 million,
about half of which was the cost of scaffolding.
Not of all of Sloan’s work comes
from religious institutions however. Sloan
does much of her consulting work for educational institutions and government buildings.
She explains that by the end of the 19th century stained glass was being used in residences, tenement buildings, row houses,
retail stores, and even steam ships, and as
these windows come of age she is seeing
more demand for her restoration services.
“There is more work than the people who can do it,” says Sloan, who explains
that the glaziers union used to actively recruit new apprentices into the field. “But no
more,” she says. Sloan suggests that preservationists who want to get involved in this
work must be willing to move to where the
good glass studios are. “That doesn’t necessarily mean the big studios either,” she
quips. “Some of the best are one-man operations.” There are a lot of craftspeople,
but it is only a small percentage of what it
was 100 years ago.
In addition to her consulting, Sloan
now teaches a mini-seminar on stained
glass restoration at Columbia University.
Her passion is doing research and unearthing some of America’s great forgotten artists
and conveying her discoveries to her students.
Julie L. Sloan is the owner of Julie L. Sloan,
LLC, Consultants in Stained Glass and can
be contacted at JLSloan@JLSloan.com

Joy, James Powell & Sons of Whitefriars
Glass, Saint Thomas Episcopal Church,
New York, 1937. Courtesy of Julie L.
Sloan.
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USC SHOAH FOUNDATION: PRESERVING TESTIMONIES OF
THE HOLOCAUST

Dr. Stephen D. Smith is one of the world’s leading advocates of Holocaust
education and genocide prevention. He was founding director of the UK Holocaust Centre, and inaugural chair of the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust. In
recognition of his work, Stephen has become a Member of the Order of the
British Empire and received the Interfaith Gold Medallion.

When Stephen D. Smith joined the USC Shoah Foundation

Institute for Visual History and Education in 2009, one of his
first acts was to place a quote over the door of the Institute by
Primo Levi. The quote reads, “Memory is a marvelous, but
fallacious instrument.” Smith, who is now serving his second
year as Executive Director of one of the largest video digital
archives of Holocaust testimonies in the world, explains the
reason he put the quote there is that he wants people to
know that they are well aware of the complexity of oral history
testimony.

“The testimonies have validated oral history in
some sense,” says Smith, whose doctoral dissertation was
entitled, The Trajectory of Memory. “There is a lot of talk
about the malleability of memory, but what is interesting is
that there is little shifting of the facts in testimony,” he says.
He refers to Holocaust historian, Christopher
Browning’s latest book, Remembering Survival, which
looked at 292 testimonies of survivors from Starachowice,
a Nazi labor camp in central Poland. Browning found that
memories don’t deteriorate over time as much as historians
had suspected. Furthermore, he identified inconsistencies
in oral testimony as having more to do with the context of
the interview itself or the skills of the interviewers.
Though logistically untenable in most cases, Smith
has found that location creates a significant context for the
interview that evokes many types of memories. “Being in
the space is more dangerous and volatile,” he says. “You
get sound, smell, details like the color of a door or window,
or a copper tap where someone got water every morning.”
“The geographical fact is its own narrative,” he says.
When Smith began studying the testimonies he
realized that the stories the survivors were telling were organized into “parables,” episodes which address topics
such as the nature of hatred or of evil, or the successful
choice, which meant life for another day, or no choice. He
compares viewing the testimonies to looking at a piece of
art. He says it is not in the taking of testimony, but in the
listening that counts.
Smith has been interviewing a Jewish survivor over
the last few years who was only seven years old when the
Nazis invaded Poland. He was alone in various camps from
the time he was 11 until the age of 13. Smith comments
that he has tremendously sharp memories, especially from
before the war. He stopped going to synagogue when he
was seven, and yet his musical memory allows him to sing
in the voice of his synagogue, which no longer exists. He is
now a cantor. He can also describe places in the Warsaw
ghetto as if he were looking at a picture. Smith observes
that he has a photographic memory as well as a musical
memory. When the boy’s parents were put into the gas
chamber, somehow at the age of 11 he understood that he
had to kill his emotions to survive. Today he is an important
member of his community who contributes a great deal, yet
he continues to suffer from constant nightmares, panic attacks, and depression. Smith says that Holocaust survivors
have not recovered from their experiences however well
they appear to have coped. Yet, remarkably he has witnessed very little anger among the survivors.
“If we can encourage young people and teach
them how to learn by listening to narratives, you create a
much greater sense of connection,” says Smith. Even
though the events of the Holocaust are seen as distant to
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USC SHOAH FOUNDATION FOR VISUAL HISTORY AND EDUCATION
the ones who are lost.”
Between
1994 and 1999 the
Institute
collected
nearly 52,000 video
testimonies of Holocaust survivors and
other witnesses. The
testimonies are indexed to the minute
with terms that are
geographical and topical in nature; the Institute also indexed the
names of people discussed in the testimoHoused at the USC Leavey Library, the Shoah Foundation Archive has collected over 52,000 testimonies between 1994
nies
and has a dataand 1999, and the average length of the interview is over two hours. They have 105,000 hours of audio visual footage
gathered from 56 countries and in 32 languages. It would take 12 years to view all of the testimonies in the collection.
base of 1.2 million
names. The testimonies have been gathered from 56 countries and in 32
young people, says Smith, they are not seen as irrelevant.
languages. Each testimony is a full life story, and in total,
Smith says that it is important to create tools that
the Institute’s archive has 105,000 hours of audio visual
allow young students to learn through stories, and that aufootage, which would take 12 years to view from begindio-visual and oral history has that power. “Finding a point
ning to end.
of connection…allowing the journey to happen over time…
The Visual History Archive is available at 32 instiit’s a lesson. It’s discovery.”
tutions around the world as a tool for the academic comSmith believes that an appropriate age for starting
munity. More than 250 university courses have been
to teach about the Holocaust is at the age of nine. He cretaught worldwide, in which the archive is used as primary
ated a permanent exhibition in the United Kingdom based
source material. The Institute encourages the broadest
on the story of Leo Stein. The story of Leo is a fictional narand widest possible access to the testimonies by offering
rative supported by the true life experiences of survivors
teacher education, professional development and trainthroughout the exhibit. Smith says that the children have no
ing, and educational resources for use in secondary eduinhibitions about asking questions and they have a tremencation.
dous bandwidth for difficult concepts. “Over-exposure to
horrific imagery is not educational,” says Smith. He believes
that the photographs and film documentaries of the camps
are not appropriate for younger students. But the audiovisual testimonies are very good because the survivors tell
their stories in a series of short episodes that is immediately
arresting to young people who are intrigued by the narrative
format.
“How do we translate history into the future, so that
our collective memories of the Holocaust become part of
the collective memory of future generations?” asks Smith.
“Genocide doesn’t happen by chance,” he says. “It’s purposeful and intentional, and the warning signs are always
there.” “We are in a moment of transition. What are we doing as institutions and as a culture to preserve memories?”
One of the things that Shoah Foundation interviewers ask of each narrator is the question, “What is your message to the future?” Sixty percent of the survivors wanted
This photograph taken at Auschwitz in May of 1944 shows Hungarian
to focus on the preservation of community and of collective
Jews being removed from transport trains and being divided into labormemory. Smith’s friend, and Holocaust survivor, Ben Helfgot
ers and those who would be placed in the gas chambers.
has said, “The testimony of the survivors is the headstone of
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GENETIC BANKING: PRESERVING ENDANGERED
SPECIES AS CULTURAL HERITAGE
a museum piece? Does a beast that
is reft from its wild environment and
its history, have historic and cultural
significance?
In its mission to prevent
extinction and preserve the legacy of
life on earth, the Frozen Zoo at the
San Diego Institute for Conservation
Research, has created a repository
of genetic samples that represent
the unique fauna that constitute our
natural heritage.
The Frozen Zoo was started
in 1975 as a repository for skin cell
samples from rare and endangered
The Frozen Zoo at the San Diego Institute for Conservation Research has created a repository of genetic species and is accredited with the
samples that represent the unique fauna that constitute our natural heritage. The institute has cell culAmerican Association of Museums.
tures from 9,000 individuals representing 1,000 different species gathered from around the world.
Dr. Oliver Ryder, Director of
Genetics and Kleberg Chair at the
The domestication of animals and the civilization of human- Institute, comments that there wasn’t anybody working on
ity arose from the same impetus – the desire to alleviate the cell sample preservation seriously at the time. It was a
suffering and deprivation of another, that odd behavioral poster on display at the National Library of Congress that
mutation that lead a Paleolithic man to rescue a wounded Ryder says reinforced the intent of the program as they
Musk ox, or share a piece of bread with
began preserving animal genetic
a half-starved wolf, was the basis for “You have to save things for reasons material, well in advance of the cursocial development to come. It was
rent revolution in genetic science.
you don’t understand yet.”
man’s reflexive relationship with aniThe poster depicted a scientist with
mals that coaxed altruistic and humana magnifying glass and the caption
ist sentiment from the early savage, laying the emotional read, “You have to save things for reasons you don’t understand yet.” A credo that might well be adopted by the
groundwork for the first human civilizations.
entire historic preservation community.
In the historiography of contemporary man, animals
“Our efforts were diligent and consistent and it
are conspicuous by their absence. They recede into the
was funded as a long term commitment by the San Diego
background and become part of the scenery. Yet, human
communities evolved in the presence of animals, and much
of our purpose-seeking behavior is involved in our historic
connection with animals as herding, or hunting companions.
Indeed, the history of our nation is inextricable from
its flora and fauna, whether it is the relationship of Native
Americans with the American Buffalo or the indefatigable
Copper River Salmon, or the explorations of the adventurous
French fur traders who trapped their way across the country
in search of American beaver pelts. How can one understand the fear that haunted early pioneers like Lewis and
Clark without first seeing a grizzly bear? Indeed, the untold
story of American history is man’s interaction with the wild
animals of North America.
As loss of habitat has imperiled the existence of
some of these creatures, some preservationists wonder
whether there should be a failsafe that would allow for the
reestablishment of these native species. Can an animal be

This painting by John Mix Stanley, 1845,depicts the hunting culture that
arose among the Plains Indians of North America who ebbed and flowed
with the movement of the herds, and whose lifecycle was sacralized as
the buffalo hides, muscle, and sinew were made into teepees, rope,
clothing, and moccasins.
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GENETIC BANKING
apes were the result of the dominant or the subordinate
Zoo, instead of a short term grant, which gave the program
males. “It’s not just a mausoleum,” says Ryder. “It is actustability and continuity,” says Ryder. Now the institute has
ally utilized.” “We do this for zoos across the country, specell cultures from 9,000 individuals representing 1,000
cies identification and forensic analysis.”
different species, including one extinct species, the Po’ouli
So far there are two species that have been sucbird, which is a small bird from the slopes of Haleakala on
cessfully cloned from samples in the collection, the gaur
the Hawaiian island of Maui, which became extinct shortly
or Indian gaur, which is the largest species of wild cattle,
after it was discovered.
and the banteng, a species of wild cattle found in SouthHundreds of investigators from 186 agencies and
east Asia. The Frozen Zoo could be used to replenish the
institutions have contributed irreplaceable genetic regenetic diversity of vulnerable species such as these.
sources to the zoo that can be thawed and grown. The
However, Ryder hopes that the zoo does not lead to a
samples in the zoo are mostly skin cells. However, they are
false sense of security about preserving the world’s anialso experimenting with making pluripotent stem cells
mal species. He would instead prefer to see a coherent
based on Takatsugu Yamada’s recent work.
policy that protects animal species before they are in imThe Frozen Zoo has two completely redundant colperiled.
lections. “Human efforts to save things of great value in a
One of the great success
single repository have
stories of the Institute
failed,” warns Ryder. The
has been its effort to recells are preserved in the
store the California Conmost secure environment
dor to the wild. The largat -300 F° and the viability
est species of bird in
of the original cells colNorth
America
was
lected in 1975 has rethought to be used in
mained the same for the
mourning and renewal
last 30 years. They have
ceremonies among the
determined the frozen cells
indigenous peoples of
have 99% viability with an
California. Friar Boscana
error of about 99.99%,
of the San Juan Mission
which means they are stawas one of the first white
ble for about 10,000 years.
men to witness and comOne of the main
ment on the ritual.
drivers behind the program
By 1982 only 22
is to identify how many
birds remained and the
species there are. The
species appeared destechniques afforded by
tined for extinction. Yet,
genetic
analysis
have
made scientists aware of The petroglyph called “La Pintada” in California, is thought to depict a large con- due to the efforts of the
The birds had ceremonial significance to the indigenous people who used
San Diego Zoo, captivethe incredible biodiversity dor.
effigies, or some cases the animals themselves in seasonal renewal rituals.
bred condors were reof the planet. “Today, we
leased into the wild in
only know the chromosome
1992, and as of January 2011 there are 369 California
numbers for half of the mammals. Not necessarily because
condors.
they are remote, but because people thought that what was
“Species that are called doomed may be a prea single species is actually more than one species,” says
mature judgement,” says Ryder, explaining that animals
Ryder.
One example is the Muntjac, also called the bark- go through periodic cycles of decline and recovery. “I am
privileged to work with sacred species – the California
ing deer. Morphologically the barking deer are very similar;
Condor.”
however, some species have 46 chromosomes while other
Ryder believes that the indigenous peoples of
species have only 6 chromosomes, which is the smallest
California had a keen awareness for animals and their
number of chromosomes of any mammal. They cross-bred
two of these species and got offspring that had 3 chromo- habitats. His effort to preserve the species has not only
somes from one parent and 23 from the other parent, and saved one of North America’s rarest and most impressive
creatures, but it has preserved a vital connection in the
the offspring were infertile. Within the muntjacs, they say
relationship between the Native Americans and the anithere are cryptic species.
mal world.
The collection has also been used for parentage or
pedigree analysis to examine whether offspring of certain
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O R A L H I S T O RY I N T E RV I E W O F SY LV I A M E N D E Z :
REMEMBERING RACISM IN CALIFORNIA PUBLIC SCHOOLS
families, sued the Westminster School District in what
would become known to legal scholars as Mendez v.
Westminster. The landmark case marked the end of public school segregation in California and laid the legal
framework for Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka that
would eventually desegregate schools throughout the entire nation.
On April 6th, 2011, Preservation Chronicles interviewed Sylvia Mendez at her home. The following excerpted portions from the transcript are the record of that
interview.
BJ:
This is Brent Johnson of Heritage Preservation
Consultants and today is Wednesday, April 6th and I am
speaking with Sylvia Mendez—good morning.
SM:

Good morning.

BJ:
Now, your parents, Gonzalo and Felicitas—they
were immigrants from Mexico and Puerto Rico?
SM:

Correct.

BJ:
And what was it about this region of California
that made them decide to settle here?

The legacy of racial discrimination in the United States is

one of the most difficult facts to reconcile with the highminded ideals that were embraced by the founding fathers
and made manifest in the Constitution. As late as the midtwentieth century, American citizens were forced to endure
the indignity of de jure segregation, which partitioned society into white and non-white living quarters. Segregation of
public schools was one of the most insidious manifestations
of the culture of racism, which guaranteed that the sin of
racism would be implanted in the next generation. The colored schools taught students to lower their expectations, to
give up the pretense of academic aspirations. Students
were told to know their place, to be subservient, and to prepare for lives of domestic service or field labor. Schools
were places where dreams died.
When Sylvia Mendez and her brothers were denied
admission to the all-white 17th Street Elementary School,
her father Gonzalo and mother Felicitas, and four other

SM:
Okay, what happened was that my dad was born
in Chihuahua, Mexico and—Parral, Chihuahua, Mexico and
Pancho Villa had gone into Parral and taken over the land
there—some of the ranches. So my grandmother decided
to come to the United States and they already had family
here in 1913. My aunt who was my grandmother’s sister
was living here already. So when they decided to move to
Westminster my grandfather, who didn’t come with my
grandmother, gave her enough money to buy a house in
Westminster, and that’s why they came because of the
revolution in Mexico—that’s why a lot of people came at
that time—from Mexico because of the revolution and Pancho Villa.
BJ:
I see. And at some point your parents opened a
café in Santa Ana?
SM:
Yes, they had worked together in farming, picking
oranges and being peons and my father saved enough
money to buy a cantina, which is a café in Santa Ana so
they were making a lot of money by that time—it was during the war. They even had their own wine bottling license and—but my dad always remembered how he always wanted to be a farmer, to be the boss. He had been
the peon because he had left school to work in the fields,
not because he wanted to, but because my grandmother
ran out of money. And so when Mr. Monroe, who was the
banker for the café said, “Gonzalo, I know how you can
become that farmer you always wanted to be, if you take
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charge of the Munemitsu Ranch because they are going to
be interned in camp.”—into an internment camp—and they
could only take what they could carry to the internment
camp. And you could take charge of the ranch—be what you
always wanted to be—the boss of a ranch and at the same
time take care of the ranch for the Munemitsu’s. Mr. Monroe took my dad to Arizona and they signed the lease papers
and he leased the ranch, the Munemitsus ranch.
BJ:
I see. And I was wondering what ever happened to
the Munemitsus family after the war—did they return to
Westminster?
SM:
They returned back to Westminster and they were
so nice to us because they let us live with them for like, I
don’t know, three, maybe six months with them because
what happened was my dad was making $1,000 or more
during the time because it was during the war—making all—
sending all his crop to farmers market in Los Angeles and it
would go to all over the United States, but what happened
was that he used all his money for the trial and trying to convince people to go to court and—when they came back they
were nice enough to let my father finish growing the crop
that they had started—when the Munemitsu’s came back,
we stayed there and lived with them and then they even
helped us grow that land and then my dad sold the produce
and he found another cantina—another café.
BJ:
What was it like living on a ranch in the 1940’s—
was it a struggle, was it a hard life?
SM:
It was beautiful—no—well, not for me—I was eight
years old. I had a good old time. And my father, what he did
was he had my uncle Frank, and Aunt Sally Vidaurri go with
him because my uncle had always worked in farms and he
had always been like the overseer of farms so he asked my
uncle, “Do you want to come and help me in the ranch?”
And so between the two of them—my dad was very smart—
he was very intelligent and so he knew about business because he had a business—he had a cantina— he had a café
that was very profitable. So between him and my mother—
and my mother helping with overseeing the men because
they had 14 braceros—they were here legally. Braceros were
people that were—that came from Mexico to work here in the
United States during the war and they were allowed to come
here legally. We had 14 of those—my mother had to take
care of them. My mother had to take care of the packing
house, overseeing all the women that worked at the packing
house at the ranch and my dad was working with a lawyer
trying to take him all over at the same time overseeing and
making sure that he took care of all the books, you know, of
the farm and my uncle helped him also with overseeing
some of the men that were working there.
BJ:

So he was responsible for a lot of people.

Pancho Villa and his Division del Norte (Division of the North) seized
haciendas, robbed trains, and held hostages, destabilizing the state of
Chihuahua and forcing many Mexicans to flee northward to the United
States. The Mendez family sought refuge in Westminster, California.

SM:

But he loved it—it’s what he wanted to do.

BJ:
So what happened when your parents took you to
enroll—
SM:
My parents did not take me, it was my aunt Sally
Vidaurri that took us to school and they were very—my
cousins were really light skinned and they told my aunt
that she could leave her children there and to say they are
her grandchildren and nobody will know they’re Mexicans—but your brother’s kids will have to go to the Mexican school. My aunt was part Spanish and she says, “I’m
not leaving my children here. If you don’t want to take my
brother’s children you’ll hear from him tomorrow.” So she
went back and told them—told my dad and she was so
upset and my dad—my mother tells me my dad told her,
“Calm down, Sally. Tomorrow I’ll just go tell them there’s
been a mistake, we live right here near the white school.
We don’t live right now where I used to live in the barrio,
next to the Mexican school, so it’s been a mistake.” So
next day he went to the school and the principal told him
“Sorry, Mr. Mendez, but we have a policy here now in
Westminster where the Mexicans have to go to the Mexi-
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can school no matter where they live.” So the following day
he went to the Superintendent of Schools and he told him
the same, so he went to the School Board in Los Angeles
and they told him the same thing—well, Mr. Mendez, there’s
been four cities—and it wasn’t every city here in Orange
County—it was just four—it was Garden Grove, El Medina,
which is really Orange, Westminster and Santa Ana that had
separate schools for Mexicans. And he said—and the Superintendent of Schools of Orange County told him there is
nothing I can do about it, it’s up to the cities.

to do, they appealed the case. They appealed it to the
Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, which is part of the Supreme Court. On April 14 the United States Circuit Court of
Appeals unanimously upholds the Ninth Circuit Court decision and the Mendez children along with thousands of
other minority students throughout Orange County began
attending integrated schools and that was in 1947.
So that was like seven years before Brown v.
Board of Education. So what a lot of people aren’t—
weren’t aware when I started talking about this story. And
one of the first places I went was to USC, which I am going
back to next month. When I started to say this and I said,
Mendez was a precedent to Brown and I said because,
there were two people involved in Mendez—there was
Thurgood Marshall who was the
lawyer for the NAACP that sent
in a brief, and Governor Warren
who was our Governor at the
same time and he had sent his
Attorney General to help in the
Mendez case.

So then my dad was very upset talking to all his
compadres because he had grown up in that area in Westminster, And this man that used to come to the ranch and
pick up the produce in his truck and take it to a farmer’s
market, he told him, “Gonzalo, I
know this lawyer—Jewish lawyer—
that just filed a case in Los Angeles where they wouldn’t allow the
Latinos, Mexicans, to go into the
public parks in Riverside and he
won that case, and why don’t you
get a hold of him, he’ll help you.”
So my dad and mother
went and they had enough money
at the time and they hired Marcus.
And Marcus was so intelligent that
he says let’s make this a class
action suit. My mother and father
formed an organization there in
Westminster—Parents of Mexican
American Children—that was the
name of the little organization and
they heard about the other famiThis is a photograph of the war relocation camp in Poston, Arilies in Santa Ana.
zona where the Munemitsu family was interned during the war.

And so the two of them
were part of the Mendez case
and later when Thurgood Marshall decides to fight for Brown
v. Board of Education for the
nation, our Governor is a Supreme Court Justice of the
United States, He had already
desegregated California so here
he is—I’m sure you know where
I’m at, but—so he’s the Supreme
Court Justice and Brown comes
before him and is, you know,
And they had this meet- Every month Gonzalo Mendez would drive to Poston and pay Mr. with this case—what Thurgood
Munemitsu the rent, in cash. Many other Japanese families who
ing, how they would meet together were interned during this period lost their homes and farm- Marshall did, what he asked our
and they found out about the other steads to war profiteers who purchased the properties for very judge—our lawyer, David Marcus
families—the Guzman family in little and then sold them at great profit after the war’s end.
and the Register talked to MarSanta Ana, the Ramirez’s in El Mecus before he died and docudina which is Orange, the Palomino’s in Garden Grove and mented that—because Marcus told the Register reporter
the Estrada’s were part of the Westminster families that yes, that Thurgood Marshall had asked him to send all the
were trying to get their kids into white schools. And Marcus, boxes—the very thing that he had used, so they could use
he’s the one that decided to make it a class action—so he it. Because never before had somebody come up with
was intelligent. So what it was, the class action lawsuit for using anthropologists and sociologists trying to show that
5000 students—not just for Sylvia Mendez. And it wasn’t we’re all equal and we’re all the same, and that was the
just Mendez, you know, it wasn’t just my dad, there were the strategy that Marcus had used to win the Mendez case.
other four plaintiffs the Guzman, Palomino, Estrada and RaEverything that was used in Mendez was used in
mirez. So what they did was they fought the case and they Brown and so the thing was that when Thurgood Marshall
fought Brown v. Board of Education he never even menwon.
tioned Mendez—nowhere. So if you read the whole court
They went to the Superior Court in Los Angeles and
trial—because I have the whole court trial there on
Judge McCormick—I’ll give you this—and Judge McCormick
Mendez and if you read—that book right there—but if you
states that on April 1947—46—on February 18 the court
read the whole court trial of Brown you won’t see anything
finds in favor of the five plaintiffs but then what they decided
that says Mendez anywhere. So when I went to USC and
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talked to them about how it was a precedent they said it’s
not true because nowhere is Mendez mentioned.
So it took a lot of work, and finally I got people to
start investigating, and I had the article where the Register
had spoken to Marcus where he had said yes, Thurgood Marshall asked me and I sent him everything. And then Judge
Aguirre, Fred Aguirre, who is a Superior Court Judge here, he
started doing research and he found out that everything that
was used in the Brown case, all the wording, that was—.
Thurgood Marshall sent a brief to the Mendez, and
he used everything that was in that brief to fight his case so
that’s one thing. The other thing is that the wording that our
Governor used when he desegregated California, he used
when he desegregated the whole nation—they just kind of
used different words. But the thing that really saved us from
everybody who kept saying, “No, it’s not true,” was that Thurgood Marshall was sick that day and he didn’t really write the
brief even though it has his name—Carter who was his companion wrote the brief and both names are on there but
Carter actually wrote the brief that was sent to Mendez, and
Carter was still alive about three years ago, he’s dead now,
but he was 90 years old and we got him on tape on that
documentary Para Los Ninos, we have him on tape saying,
“Yes, we used everything from Mendez, and yes, the Mendez
case was helpful to Brown.”
So then we finally, after all these years—it wasn’t
until around 2000 and when was that—2002 that we finally
were able to prove what I had already been saying because I
knew and we got it on tape that they admit that they used
everything—that Mendez was a precedent to Brown v. Board
of Education. And so it has been a long, long, long hard
struggle, you know, when you try to—when you’re focused on
something and you know that you’re right, and that it’s all for
This photograph of Earl
Warren was taken
when he was the Governor of California, a
position that he held
for three consecutive
terms, from 1943 to
1953. Warren desegregated public schools in
California and later as
the 14th Justice of the
United States Supreme
Court he saw that
Brown versus the
Board of Education
became the case that
desegregated schools
nationwide. Warren is
generally recognized as
one of the most effective jurists of the 20th
century in protecting
the rights of the individual.

The brilliant young Thurgood Marshall seen here
wrote an amicus curiae
on behalf of the NAACP
for the Mendez case,
which was later used in
Brown v. Board of Education. Marshall, who was
the grandson of a slave,
argued more cases before the United States
Supreme Court than any
lawyers in history. He won
his first major civil rights
case, Murray v. Pearson,
in 1936, which challenged the “separate but
equal” doctrine that was
held under the Plessy v.
Ferguson decision. In
1967, Marshall became
as Associate Justice of
the Unites States Supreme Court, which he
served until 1991.

good.
BJ:
You know, it’s interesting—I mean our system of
laws is based on this concept of legal precedent, why do you
think Thurgood Marshall didn’t rely on the Mendez case
which had been won—any inside reason why—
SM:
Okay, you know, what happened was that even
though—you know what happened when it went to the Ninth
Circuit Court because Judge McCormick had said separate
but equal is not really equal. That was the first trial. But
when it went to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals the judges
didn’t go for that. They did not settle with that. You know
what they said?
BJ:

Hum?

SM:
That Mexicans were white and that white could not
be segregated from white.
BJ:

So maybe he was—

SM:
So all the time we were Indian, you know, when they
were trying to separate us, we were Indian—and, you know,
the Mexicans are Indian, but then when the judges—the
Ninth Circuit Court judges, they weren’t going to go into separate but equal—they were not going to challenge that.
BJ:
Did Marcus believe that he had a strong case that
was winnable from the beginning or did he prepare your parents and say, well, this is going to be tough, we might not win
because of this 50 years of legal precedents?
SM:
I think that he was very—the man was very intelligent—I don’t think my dad ever thought he wasn’t going to
win. First of all, it was the 14th Amendment that they were
going against. They were fighting for the 14th Amendment
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BJ:
Can you tell me what were some of the discrepancies in the quality of the facilities at the all-white school at
17th Street and the school on Hoover Street where the
Mexican children were going? Can you explain some of
the differences?
SM:
I think that the things that I could see as a child
were that—if you see the Mexican school and you see the
Hoover school you can see almost by looking at it that
outside of the building you could see the manicured
lawns, the palm trees at the white school—the beautiful
playground and then you went into the barrio where Hoover was and it was all dirt. The playground was all dirt next
to the cow pasture that had that fence that had a wire
that had a little bit of electricity to keep the cows in, because that is what they could have at the time, you could
have electricity on the wire.
Gonzalo and Felicitas Mendez spent much of their personal fortune in an
effort to desegregate California’s public schools. The successful Mendez v.
Westminster case paved the way for integration of schools nationwide.

and my dad had gone to school to the fifth grade but he was
so intelligent that he had studied—and then aside from that
he had—after leaving school he had studied to become a
citizen so he had studied the Constitution. So he believed in
the law and he believed that they would win. I don’t think
they ever thought they were going to lose—ever, ever. And I
don’t think Marcus ever thought he was going to lose either.
He was already—he had won all those cases and he was a
very strong lawyer.
BJ:
On March 18, 1946, Judge McCormick ruled that
segregation prevalent in the defendant’s school districts
foster antagonisms in the children and suggests inferiority
among them where none exists and that the equal protection clause had been violated. I was curious, as a result of
the segregationist policies of the school district, did you or
your siblings or any of your friends, did you have any sense
that you might have been inferior to the white students?
SM:
No, we were too young to know and that’s what happened. You see, I was eight years old at the time and my
brothers were younger than me and all we knew—we went to
court everyday, we were fine—at the time we were thinking of
going to the white school with the beautiful swings and playground—that’s what I was thinking. I didn’t even—I couldn’t
even imagine what they were fighting for at the time, it was
all that—they didn’t want us in that dilapidated school, they
wanted us in that beautiful school with that beautiful playground, never imagining what they wanted us to feel, you
know. And my father then states in the court records that he
didn’t want me to feel—he didn’t want us to feel inferior and
he wanted us to never feel intimated, and that’s why he was
fighting. That’s what he told the judge but at the time we as
children were not—it was more our parents that were fighting
for us.

And then so the flies would come over when we’d
be eating, and so—and then inside the school, we had the
desks that had been handed down from the white
schools, and the books that had been handed down. But
what I am told by my other cousins that were a year
older—a couple of years older that went to that Mexican
school was that they weren’t teaching them—they were
teaching them how to be housekeepers, it was more like
to be housekeepers, to be housewives, you know—the
women—the girls—not like teaching them reading, writing,
arithmetic so they could go on to college or something like
that. It was more economics—home economics than math
and English and things like that.
BJ.
After the suit was successful, did your teachers
and fellow students identify you with the court case? Did
they understand that Sylvia Mendez was indeed part of
the Mendez v. Westminster School District? How were
you treated in the aftermath of that?
SM:
What happened was that we went to—the Japanese came back before the war ended—he signs a release
to release them before the war ended and they come
back to the ranch and they let us live there with them for a
while and so we bought another café in Orange County—
we come back to live in the barrio in Santa Ana. We’re in
the barrio and had to go to the Mexican school. We had
gone to a Mexican school but my dad hadn’t seen any
black discrimination because the Mexican school was
close to us and over here, the Mexican school was in the
barrio and we weren’t living in the barrio. So when we go
to Westminster it’s obvious what they’re doing—he hadn’t
seen that before, they were trying to segregate us.
The previous school where I had gone was a
beautiful school, you know—Mexican school that was a
two story—it had everything. Anyway, so we went back and
he tells the School Board—”I’m not taking my children
back to the Mexican school, I want to take them to a white
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School.” So he takes us all the way across town to a white
school and that white school—the teacher knows that we’re
coming—the School Board has told them that Mr. Mendez is
bringing his children, so when I walk in there the teacher
was really nice and states, “Sylvia Mendez, you’ll be in my
class.”
I think it was the third grade, I’m not quite sure if
that was the third or fourth grade by then. And so it wasn’t
until the school bell rings and this little boy comes and tells
me, “You Mexicans don’t belong in here.” And I start crying
and I go and I tell my mother—”Mother they tell me—this little
boy came and said I’m not supposed to be going to that
school.” My mother—I think I
was already like nine, okay—I
was nine when I went to court
and was eight when I was
turned away, nine when I went
to court, ten when we moved to
Santa Ana—I was already ten
years old almost and I tell my
mother I’m not going to that
white school, they don’t want
me there—the kids don’t want
me there. This little boy came
up and said we didn’t belong
there. She says to me, “Sylvia,
don’t you realize—aren’t you
aware why we were fighting all
this time?—You’re just as good
as that boy and, of course,
you’re going to stay in that
school.”

playground, it was so I could grow up knowing that I was
just as good as everybody—anybody else. My dad wanted—
didn’t want us to grow up thinking that, and he puts it in
here—my dad didn’t want us to think that we were not any
better than anybody else, you know—I mean inferior.
That’s what he said—he didn’t want us to grow up feeling
inferior to the other students.
So my mother says, “Of course, you are going to
go back to that school, Sylvia.” And, of course, I went. And
when I tell the students when I go to high schools or when
I go to middle schools, even grammar schools, we are not
born—when we’re born—
we’re not born with hatred in
our heart, we’re not born as
bigots, as people with prejudice—it’s instilled in us either
by society or your parents or
somebody because that’s
how we get it, but we’re not
born with it. It’s not something that you’re born with,
hating every other nationality
or hating somebody who—
that’s black or Mexican hating somebody, we’re not
born like that. So before you
know it, the children started,
we started playing and we
were being invited to their
house—we were in the white
school and being invited to
their parties. My brother became president of his class
there in the white school. I
think that is what’s so neat
about integration.

It wasn’t until I was ten
years old that I realized exactly
what they had been fighting.
All that time I thought I was
BJ:
You said that as part
This photograph of Sylvia Mendez, at the age of 9, shows her playing
fighting to go to that beautiful piano at her home in Westminster, during a time when the courts were of the evidence admitted into
school with the beautiful play- deciding if she could be allowed to interact with white children.
trial, there was an anthroground. And I had been in court
pologist of some sort who
every day and the judge—and Marcus would put me on the was asked to testify, is that—
stand every day and ask me questions and I even thought I
SM:
They had anthropologists, they had sociologists
had testified and when I first started talking I said I had testiand psychologists—you see, that had never been used in
fied and my mother says, “Sylvia, you did not testify.”
any other—when they were fighting segregation, the AfriWhat happened is that we would get there and Marcan Americans had already been trying to fight different
cus would put me on the stand just in case—I was Gonzalo
little cases so what Marcus did, he used this strategy to
Mendez’ daughter so he thought maybe they’re going to ask
show that we’re—anthropologists to show that we are all
Gonzalo Mendez’ daughter to test—to see if she speaks Engthe same. And then my mother—you said it—she said in
lish. So he would put me up there and he would ask me all
court, we always tell our children they are American and in
these questions in English, so I would know exactly what to
fact I’m an American myself and so is my husband—we
say if—but they never called me, they called somebody else
thought that they shouldn’t be segregated like that, they
so I never did testify. But I was there every day, sitting there
shouldn’t be treated the way they are. So we thought we
never quite acknowledging that it wasn’t because they were
were doing the right thing and just asking for the right
going to put me in that beautiful school with the beautiful
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thing to put our children together with the rest of the children—that was my mother’s testimony, when they were
asked why, but my father said it a little different. So what
were you asking me about testifying? I didn’t testify.
BJ:
After the court decision did you feel an added burden to be successful in your academic career?
SM:
I did. Because—okay, I thought it was a lot of fun
and I had a lot of fun in school and, you know, only the elementary schools were segregated. Junior highs weren’t, so I
went on to Willard in Santa Ana which is integrated and
Santa Ana High School. At that time they weren’t like they
are right now—the Santa Ana schools were more white than
Mexican at that time.
And so I went on to high school, joined all the clubs,
had a lot of fun in school, graduated from high school and I
wanted to become a telephone operator because at that
time we had the telephone, we didn’t have the cell phone.
And I used to love to pick up the phone and somebody would
say, “Number please.” And I’d tell my mother, “I want to be
an operator—I want to be that person that says number
please.” And my mother says, “You’re going to college.” And
she says, “How about becoming a registered nurse?” And I
told my mother I cannot become a registered nurse, I am not
good at chemistry and microbiology. I had to take chemistry,
microbiology, anthropology, all of those things that you have
to take for nursing—”I can’t do it.”—She says, “Of course you
can.” So then I had to prove that I can, so that was the only
thing. I just had to work really hard because my dad was
very intelligent, he had a very high IQ. My sister, Sandra, has
his IQ—you know the kind that you just read the book and
you don’t have to study? Well, I am average so for me to
take these classes I had to study—like all night sometime to
take that test in the morning because you couldn’t stay in
nursing school if you went below a certain grade point average. So it was hard, but I knew I had to do it—here my parents had fought for me and we had—and my mother wanted
me to become a registered nurse. And then I loved it—once I
became a registered nurse I loved being a registered nurse.
BJ:
What made you decide to be a pediatric nurse—I
think probably the most difficult thing you could do?
SM:
Oh, I went through—well, I worked there 33 years at
LA County General Hospital, USC Medical Hospital—for 33
years and I went through all the disciplines—I went through
everything. I went through—I worked in derm, I worked in
surgery, I worked in GYN and you name it, I worked it. And
then when I went to pediatrics I loved it.
BJ:
The time that you were working as a medical professional you really saw some major changes—some major
transformations in medicine and medical technology.
SM:

We did—when I first started there we first heard

Sylvia Mendez worked 33 years at LA General Hospital USC Medical
Center and was the Assistant Nursing Director before she retired in
order to care for her ailing mother, civil rights advocate Felicitas Mendez

about AIDS and, the hospital, General Hospital, was one of
the first to start using the AIDS medication.
BJ:

AZT, is that what it was?

SM:
Yes, and so—and some of the patients were dying
and I remember I was—I became a supervisor before I
became Assistant Nursing Director and I was supervising
and I remember some of the nurses not wanting to go into
the rooms for the AIDS patients—they were scared and—so
that was a lot of teaching and learning that they all had
to—that we all had to know about during that period and—
so I had communicable disease for adults and pediatrics
both in that area—and I was Assistant Nursing Director at
the end.
So in this room where you’re sitting right now, my
mother was in this room and she was very sick—And she’d
be saying, “Sylvia, nobody knows—nobody knows about
Mendez v. Westminster how we fought—we just didn’t do it
for you, we did it for everybody and it’s the history of California and nobody even talks about it.” “And I hear about
Chavez—all this Caesar Chavez has worked so hard but
your dad worked so hard, too, during this—trying to integrate California and nobody even mentions it and I think
that people should know about it.” And when I try to talk
to people about it, as I got older, people just didn’t believe
me and I told my mother, “Well, mother, I’m going to
start—I’m going to make sure that everybody knows about
it.”
BJ:
Now, you actually received the Medal of Freedom
recently?
SM:
Yes, I did. I was sitting here and I got the phone
call—in March they had invited me to the White House and
I was mentioned as one of the courageous women of the
United States. So when they called me, and they called
me from the White House, because they always send me
emails of what’s going on in education from the White House.
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And so now with the Medal of Freedom I feel that he has
finally received his thank you.
BJ:
So what do you think—what is the legacy of
Mendez v.Westminster—how would you evaluate what the
impact of that has been on—not only California but of the
United States?

The Felicitas and Gonzalo Mendez Learning Center, located at the corner of
First Street and Mission Road in Boyle Heights, is a new $108 million school
facility that opened its doors in 2009 and has a science education emphasis

So she gave me my Medal of Freedom and I say, “Oh, thank
you.” Not quite exactly knowing exactly what it meant—
”thank you,” and I hung up and I called my friend who’s a
teacher and I said, “I’m getting the Medal of Freedom”—
you’re what? “I’m getting the Medal of Freedom.” And then
she says, “Do you know that’s the highest civilian honor?” I
say, “It is?” And then I got all excited—I couldn’t believe it—I
said, “Oh my god, isn’t that wonderful?” Because what it has
done for me is it has given me—I can’t quit now—it has inspired me to keep on doing what I’m doing. It’s just so wonderful that I have—that he acknowledged what I have been
doing all these years—trying to talk about the history of the
United States because it’s so wonderful. How everybody can
just join together and how we’re all equal and how we can all
make the wrong, right. So I think it was just wonderful that—
when I received that. It just made me so proud—and the
whole thing was for my mother and father.
They’re the ones that deserve this Medal and so
they are getting this so I’m sure they’re so happy, so I’m so
happy for them that they finally received recognition because my father died and nobody even said, “Gonzalo, gracias for what you did.” He died younger than—he was only—
when my father died in 1964, he was only 51 years old and
nobody even said, “Thank you, Gonzalo, for what you have
done, for helping us integrate California, thank you.”
BJ:

I’m sure he understood the significance of it.

SM:
He did, he did—he was so happy, you know. His
children were going to an integrated school, yeah, he did.
And his friends told him but, nobody acknowledged it or—
look at all the recognition we have in their names now—up
there for the Mendez family—and I’ve given most of them to
my brother that have Mendez on them. And so, he never did
get anything like that. A gracias, you know, for what he did.

SM:
I think that what it did was to show how important
education is and how we’re all equal. It was part of that—
because we had segregated swimming pools, we had segregated theaters, we weren’t allowed to go into the public
pools, you know. And we’ve come a long way with integration now and people are all aware, about how we are all
equal and how we all deserve to have the best. Now the
story is very well known. I think I did my job well on that
part.
BJ:

Yes, you did.

SM:
Now what I’m going around saying is that we’re
more segregated than we were in 1950.
BJ:

Hum—how so?

SM:
Because they call this de facto segregation. What
Brown and Mendez did was they got rid of segregating
school children by law. They can’t segregate us by law but
we have de facto segregation where the schools are more
segregated now than they were in 1947. And what
causes it—demographics, politics, poverty, district lines—
so many things. Those are the two schools that are
named after my mother and father—that one I went to
yesterday and whenever I speak somewhere if they give
me an honorarium I always take it to the schools, I don’t
keep nothing. I went there yesterday—that’s the one in
Los Angeles and it’s named after my mother and father—
Gonzalo and Felicitas Mendez High School and that’s the
one on 17th and Bristol here in Santa Ana and they’re like
99-100% Latino students—so what does that tell you?
It’s a segregated school. So we’re more segregated now than we were then, but it’s not by law, it’s by so
many other things and a lot of problems, you know, a lot
of reasons that are very hard to—so when I go to colleges
– I just came back Monday from UC Davis where I talked
to law students there, I tell them, “It’s up to you to see
how we are going to solve this problem.” —where we are
so segregated now in schools and districts and towns like
Santa Ana is 100% Latino. How has this come about that
in this nation we are getting so segregated, you know, the
different nationalities? So it’s up to them—they didn’t give
me a reason, they didn’t give me the solution but I told
them that that’s what I expect for them to do, to find a
solution for it.
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR: TIME CAPSULES FOR THE DIGITAL AGE
With the tools afforded by new technology there has never

been a greater opportunity for self expression. Digital media
with portable hard drives and wireless networks that are
directly connected to the World Wide Web, allow millions of
people to share their thoughts about everything from Maoist
architecture to Flemish cheese.
With Facebook, LinkedIn and other forms of social
media, many people are beginning to systematically chart
the social geography of their everyday lives, with minute to
minute, blow by blow sense impressions and commentaries.
A more thorough census of the population has never been
performed, including details of employment, family life, religious practice, and sexuality, constituting a massive inventory of human rituals and behaviors that would have made
even the great chronicler of European history Fernand
Braudel exasperated at the depth of human idiosyncrasy.
The social network will no doubt be a treasure trove
for historians of the future who will be translating the
strange hieroglyphics of emoticons. Social networks give
historians the power they had always hoped for, the opportunity to witness numerous anecdotal accounts of the same event from many different perspectives.
In some sense, the android device
and the social networks that bind them
together has restored an avenue of research to historians who mourned the telephone age and the attendant loss of written communications as primary source
material. Documents like the letters exchanged between Thomas Jefferson and
John Adams, for example, have become
enshrined as a treatise on republican democracy. Yet, how many discussions between Kennedy and McNamara or Nixon
and Kissinger simply spilled into the aether
after lengthy telephone conservations?
The recent uprising in Egypt and across North Africa
is a good example of the power of the new medium. The ignition point, quite literally, was an act of self-immolation by a
poor Tunisian street vendor whose vegetable cart was seized
by an overbearing policeman. His act of desperation was so
shocking that it electrified the Arab world, which had become complacent in the face of tyranny and repression that
has plagued the region for a century or more. As the video
was replayed on the world wide web and bloggers weighed-in
on the events, most notably Google executive Wael Ghonim,
the rebellion spread rapidly from Tunisia, to Egypt, to Bahrain, to Libya, and Syria.
As historians review the myriad text messages and
emails exchanged between protestors throughout the region, comparing their time stamps and points of origin, they

will have an unprecedented opportunity to understand the
precise sequence of events that triggered one of the most
sweeping political rebellions in modern history.
The idea that a science of history could be made
from a reductionist approach to human events made historians of the last century consummate collectors and
archivists. “That Noble Dream” as Peter Novick put it, of
producing a quantifiable science of history like that imagined by Baron Von Richthoven, fell out of fashion with post
-modernists. Yet, does the information gathering power
made possible by social networking technology lead one
closer to adducing a mathematical fact about history?
When some of the first working examples of
nanotechnology were demonstrated a few years ago, technologists spoke about our ability to sensate the environment as a real world application. As an example, millions
of tiny intelligent sensors could be distributed randomly
throughout a forest, for example, providing real time information on conditions over a large area, such as the movement of insects, growth of fungus, and distribution of
small mammals, that would produce an
organic picture of environmental health
that has predictive power. Can android
devices offer the same potential for human populations?
Isaac Asimov, in his epic Foundation trilogy, prophesied that the statistics of psychohistory could be advanced
to the state where studying very large
populations could result in mathematical formulae that would result in predictions of finite specificity with regard to
the unfolding of future events. Decades
before the development of nonlinear
mathematics, Asimov conjectured that
there is a super order in the universe
that confines seemingly chaotic weather patterns, and
perhaps even human populations to a predictable and
definable pattern that can be understood at the macroscale. Has this day arrived?
I propose that a randomizing engine be used to
extract correspondence such as email, digital messaging,
and social media exchanges only from people who voluntarily opt-in to the system. These messages would be retained on a dedicated server that is, in essence, a digital
time capsule. Once the messages become ripe, one hundred years hence, they will be downloaded into a system
that is available to historians and archivists for review.
The repository would give historians an unprecedented
and unvarnished account of what people thought about
particular events and how they made value judgments,
formed opinions, and navigated through their world.
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