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3
LA CARAVANA DE LA RECONQUISTA

The Brown Berets Contest Memories of Conquest

Omar Valerio- Jiménez

i N DECEMBER 1971, the Brown Berets arrived in Santa Fe, New Mexico, 
along their months-long march throughout the U.S. Southwest, called La 
Caravana de la Reconquista. From local residents, the Berets learned that 

General Stephen Kearny had raised the U.S. Øag in the town’s main plaza on 
August 22, 1846, and declared New Mexico to be part of the United States. 
Kearny, in charge of one of the military campaigns to take over Mexico’s Far 
North, had led the U.S. army in capturing Las Vegas, New Mexico, months 
earlier at the beginning of the U.S.-Mexico War. One hundred and twenty-�ve 
years later, the Brown Berets purposely traced part of the path of Kearny’s troops 
through New Mexico, held rallies to demand better living conditions and civil 
rights for Mexican Americans, and raised the Mexican Øag at various plazas in 
the state. After the threats to, harassment of, and arrests of several march par-
ticipants, one of the leaders of the Brown Berets reØected on the signi�cance of 
Kearny’s nineteenth-century actions. “It was never clearer to me that we were 
the descendants of the Mexican inhabitants who had lived under the United 
States occupation,” David Sánchez wrote in his memoir, “descendants who con-
tinue to live as a subordinate population to a white society which continues to 
destroy our culture, our health, and our existence.”1

�is chapter will examine the multiple ways the Brown Berets contested 
memories of conquest during their 1971–72 march throughout the U.S. 



Southwest. As they traveled from California across various states to Texas, 
the Berets collected, interpreted, and promoted collective memories. �ey vis-
ited various sites in the U.S. Southwest with ties to the U.S.-Mexico War, and 
invoked collective memories of the war and its aftermath to contest the nation’s 
oÞcial history of the conØict. In addition to raising Mexico’s Øag at various 
stops along their march to commemorate Mexico’s previous jurisdiction over 
the region, the Berets erected monuments to nineteenth-century Mexican rebels 
to remind local communities of their ancestors’ resistance to the U.S. invasion. 
Rather than introducing democracy and civilization to the U.S. West, the war, 
according to the Berets, directly led to the dispossession of American Indians 
and Mexican Americans of their lands. �is alternative view also addressed 
the war’s legacies by tracing Mexican Americans’ second-class citizenship to 
the broken promises of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. �e group’s journey 
generated publicity for their cause, but also strategically reminded the nation 
that the U.S. Southwest was an American Indian and Chicano homeland. �e 
Berets’ symbolic “reconquest” of the region relied on reminding residents of the 
tragic consequences of the U.S. conquest, challenging the “conquered” mentality 
among some Mexican Americans, and asserting Chicanos’ claim to the land and 
to U.S. citizenship. �ese Chicana/o civil rights activists strategically “remem-
bered” the nineteenth-century conquest to raise awareness of Mexican Amer-
icans’ contemporary poverty and disenfranchisement in the twentieth century.

GENESIS OF BROWN BERETS

�e Brown Berets began organizing in the Los Angeles area in the late 1960s 
and achieved prominence through their participation in a series of events, 
including the East Los Angeles Walkouts, the Chicano Moratorium, a march 
from southern California to Sacramento, a months-long “caravan” throughout 
the Southwest, and the occupation of Catalina Island. Scholars have traced 
the origins of the Brown Berets to the Mexican-American Youth Leadership 
Conference, a meeting in April 1966 in Malibu, California, for high school stu-
dent leaders to explore values, identity, and the label “Mexican American.” Co-
sponsored by the Los Angeles County Commission on Human Relations and 
the Wilshire Boulevard Temple’s Camp Hess Kramer, the three-day conference 
included discussions of commonalities among the high school student leaders, 
with the goal of creating alliances to improve their schools and neighborhoods. 
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As their conversations extended beyond the conference, a group of six of the 
attendees, including David Sánchez, created Young Citizens for Community 
Action (YCCA) the following month.2 �is group sought to reform the local 
educational system through political action and electoral participation. �e 
YCCA’s �rst eÓective eÓort was to support the successful electoral campaign of 
Julian Nava to the Los Angeles school board. Several of these founding mem-
bers eventually served on advisory boards for the Los Angeles mayor’s oÞce 
and the governor of California.3

Over the next few years, the YCCA evolved into the Brown Berets, a mili-
tant cultural nationalist organization that remained reformist despite its rhet-
oric. Various civil and religious organizations assisted the YCCA by provid-
ing training and encouragement to participate in neighborhood improvement 
and community participation projects. One of these groups, the Community 
Service Organization (CSO), introduced members to Richard Alatorre, who 
would become a state congressional aide and a state assembly member. Ala-
torre mentored the youth in community organizing and local politics. He also 
helped them meet farmworker leader César Chávez. As they gained political 
knowledge and met more Mexican American political and civic leaders, the 
members of the youth group began expressing more pride in their ethnicity, 
which led them to change the name of the organization to Young Chicanos for 
Community Action. With the support of Father John B. Luce, of the Episcopal 
Church of the Epiphany, the YCCA opened a coÓeehouse, La Piranya, in East 
Los Angeles. La Piranya became a meeting place for local youth, and also a 
platform for talks by regional and national civil rights leaders such as Stokely 
Carmichael and Hubert “Rap” Brown of the Student Non-Violent Coordi-
nating Committee, Reies López Tijerina of the Alianza Federal de Mercedes 
from New Mexico, and César Chávez of the United Farm Workers union. 
Such speakers increased the youths’ politicization about issues beyond East Los 
Angeles and aÓecting other minority communities. �e coÓeehouse also hosted 
informational sessions on higher education to encourage local youth to attend 
college. Unfortunately, the meetings at La Piranya also drew the attention of 
the Los Angeles County SheriÓ ’s Department, whose oÞcers began harassing 
the coÓeehouse customers. In response, the YCCA organized several protests 
in front of the East Los Angeles sheriÓ ’s station. �ese protests marked a shift 
in leadership and strategy for the YCCA, as several members discontinued their 
participation to concentrate on their college studies, and the YCCA became 
more confrontational under the leadership of David Sánchez. In January 1968, 
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Sánchez led the YCCA to change its name to the Brown Berets, and to adopt 
khaki-colored military garb and distinctive brown berets.4 �e Berets espoused 
a highly masculinist Chicano cultural nationalism and militant rhetoric against 
police harassment, and advocated for better schools. Despite their militant rhet-
oric, the Berets remained a reformist organization that identi�ed both the U.S. 
Constitution and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo as laws that the United 
States needed to enforce.5

MARCHA DE LA RECONQUISTA

Frustrations with police harassment and the challenges of organizing a move-
ment in the city led Chicano activists to plan a march from southern California 
to Sacramento, the state’s capital. First, however, in response to the dispropor-
tionate Chicano casualties in the Vietnam War, Rosalio Muñoz, a recent UCLA 
graduate, and David Sánchez established the Chicano Moratorium Commit-
tee to plan a series of protests against the war. �e protests culminated in the 
National Chicano Moratorium on August 29, 1970, which drew some twenty 
thousand to thirty thousand participants to Laguna Park in East Los Angeles, 
but was marred by police aggression, damaged buildings, and the deaths of 
several participants, including Los Angeles Times journalist Ruben Salazar, who 
had covered several Chicana/o Movement events.6 Police harassment of the 
members of the Chicano Moratorium Committee increased in the aftermath 
of the August 29 march, while the committee began protesting police brutality 
in addition to opposing the war.7 After the National Chicano Moratorium, the 
Chicano Moratorium Committee decided to launch La Marcha de la Recon-
quista (March of the Reconquest) in May 1971, to reach a larger audience and 
to gather information on broader problems confronting Chicano communi-
ties elsewhere in the state. �is pilgrimage recalled the strategy used by the 
National Farm Workers Association in their 1966 march from Delano to Sacra-
mento in support of striking workers.8 Like the farmworkers, the Brown Berets 
sought to publicize their eÓorts among Chicano communities to build support 
for their cause, but also to help Chicanos in other towns �ght for civil rights 
reforms. David Sánchez remembers �elding many telephone calls from activists 
throughout the nation and coordinating contact information prior to the march, 
but also feeling frustrated at the slow pace of organizing while dealing with the 
mass of paperwork. Along with other activists, he wanted to learn �rsthand 
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about problems facing Chicanos elsewhere in the state. �e activists also wanted 
to escape the city, “with all its complexities and potential destructiveness.” In 
particular, they wanted to take a break from the constant police harassment, 
undercover surveillance, and frequent arrests of activists. �e Berets had been 
forced to close their headquarters because they could not aÓord the rent; so the 
march was also a way to make their headquarters “mobile” and escape the police 
pressure at the same time.9

�e name given to the march recalled the mid-nineteenth-century conquest 
begun by the U.S.-Mexico War. �e interpretation of the U.S.-Mexico War as 
a conØict that led to the conquest of Mexican Americans became widespread 
during the Chicano Movement in the late 1960s. �e United States, many Chi-
cana/o activists argued, had not enforced the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo with 
respect to Mexican Americans’ citizenship rights. A few years before La Marcha 
de la Reconquista, Reies López Tijerina had risen to national prominence with 
the Tierra Amarilla courthouse raid in New Mexico in June 1967. Tijerina had 
started La Alianza Federal de Pueblos Libres (the Federal Alliance of Free 
Towns), a land-grants organization, in 1963, with the goal of helping the Mexi-
can American descendants of Spanish and Mexican land grantees reclaim their 
ancestors’ property. In addition to characterizing the U.S.-Mexico War as a war 
of conquest, Tijerina had argued that the nation had not honored the Treaty 
of Guadalupe Hidalgo.10 �rough their public actions and interviews with the 
press, Tijerina’s land-grant movement activists had exposed many Chicano 
Movement activists to the history of the war and the treaty. While details of 
the U.S.-Mexico War might not have been common knowledge among Mex-
ican Americans, some had acquired a general understanding of the conØict. 
�rough public school education, some activists discovered that the U.S. South-
west had been part of Mexico and sought more information in history books. 
According to David Sánchez, he �rst learned that California had been part of 
Mexico in the �fth grade. �is knowledge led him to question Mexican Amer-
icans’ role and status in the U.S. Southwest.11 Other activists learned about the 
U.S.-Mexico War in university courses and from textbooks.12 Central to these 
activists’ understanding of the U.S.-Mexico War was the belief that the United 
States had failed to enforce the citizenship rights for Mexican Americans as 
stipulated in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. An additional inØuence was 
Mexican immigrants, from whom activists learned an alternative version of 
the war. �ese immigrants viewed the conØict as it was presented in Mexico’s 
history textbooks—that is, as an unprovoked and blatant act of aggression to 
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acquire Mexico’s land. For example, among the marchers in La Marcha de le 
Reconquista and La Caravana de la Reconquista were several young men who 
were recent Mexican immigrants.

�e use of “reconquest” in the name of the marches also implied a histor-
ical agency for a Chicano community long subordinated throughout the U.S. 
Southwest. �e term “reconquest” was consistent with the Brown Berets’ belief 
that Mexican Americans’ lands were “temporarily occupied.”13 But far from 
believing that Chicanos would retake control of the U.S. Southwest, the Berets 
used the term to refer to a state of awareness of rights and history.14 While they 
considered the U.S.-Mexico War as a military conquest and Mexican Americans 
as a conquered people, many activists, including some of the Berets, asserted 
they did not have a conquered mentality or outlook. By declaring “reconquest” 
as their symbolic goal, these activists were presenting an alternative view of the 
war, and claiming a right to self-determination consistent with their embrace 
of cultural nationalism. Not surprisingly, several participants explained that one 
goal of La Marcha de la Reconquista was to “reconquer the rights and dignity 
of Chicanos,” and to “reconquer [Chicanos’] rights to be treated like people, and 
not like second-class citizens.”15

FIGURE 3.1. La Marcha de la Reconquista began in Calexico in March 1971 and trav-
eled eight hundred miles to the state capitol in Sacramento. (Photo courtesy of UCLA’s 
Chicano Studies Research Library, La Raza Collection.)
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During the long march to Sacramento, activists learned about issues confront-
ing Chicano communities along their route, but they also experienced several 
organizational and logistical problems during their three-month journey. Begin-
ning at the U.S.-Mexico border town of Calexico, the activists were in high spirits, 
as a large crowd from both sides of the border cheered them on. Twenty-�ve 
activists demonstrated their ethnic pride by carrying a Mexican Øag and begin-
ning their march on May 5, 1971, a symbolic day commemorating the Mexican 
army’s defeat of French imperial troops at the Battle of Puebla in 1862. Among 
the marchers were Brown Berets, supporters of the Chicano Moratorium Com-
mittee, members of the United Farm Workers union, and individual Chicanos 
from various parts of the nation.16 Within a week, the marchers had covered 
sixty miles and were near the Salton Sea but had already confronted formidable 
obstacles, including the threats posed by speeding vehicles along the road, hot 
desert weather, and occasional hostility from local residents.17 Practical logisti-
cal issues, such as securing food, water, and lodging for the marchers, as well as 
transportation for their supplies, became constant concerns. In the ensuing weeks, 
they would also face roadblocks set up by the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (INS) and by local police departments. �e core marchers often staged 
rallies at various towns along the route, and met with residents to learn about the 
challenges facing local communities. Joining the core group of marchers were 
residents, students, and farmworkers, who often traveled with the group for a few 
days. Although these reinforcements helped buoy the spirit and determination 
of the core group of marchers, some volunteers also created serious problems by 
encouraging drunkenness, drugs, and in�ghting among the participants.18 Along 
the eight-hundred-mile march, the protesters promoted various issues in speeches 
at rallies and in interviews with news reporters. �ey sought to draw attention to 
the police brutality inØicted on Chicano communities, the farmworkers’ struggle, 
Chicanos’ claim to land, their ethnic pride, and their opposition to the policies 
of Ronald Reagan, the state’s governor. When they arrived in Sacramento, the 
marchers held �ve days of rallies at various locations, including at Governor Rea-
gan’s house and on the capitol steps. By the last day of the march, they had added 
better education (and speci�cally more Chicano studies courses at universities), 
welfare rights, and prison reform to the list of issues they sought to highlight. 
Despite several formidable obstacles (including exhaustion, violent threats, and 
internal divisions) along their route, the protesters completed the grueling march 
to Sacramento to present their demands to the state government, and thus con-
sidered their primary goal accomplished.19
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LA CARAVANA DE LA RECONQUISTA

�e success of La Marcha de la Reconquista led the activists to plan another 
march to other states, which they called La Caravana de la Reconquista (Car-
avan of the Reconquest). �is caravan began in southern California in fall 1971 
and proceeded over the next year to Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Texas, 
with a side trip to the Midwest. Like the California march, the months-long 
Caravana de la Reconquista attracted various students, activists, organizations, 
and local Brown Beret chapters, who helped increase the number of participants 
on weekends and in large cities. �e core group of some twenty-�ve to thirty 
Brown Beret marchers would swell to one hundred or more when the partici-
pants in La Caravana entered large cities like Albuquerque and El Paso to par-
ticipate in demonstrations.20 Among the Brown Berets, there was a belief that 
the movement was dwindling and that the Chicano Moratorium Committee 
was in decline after the �rst march. �ese activists believed that continuing a 
march throughout the U.S. Southwest would help prolong the movement that 
pressed for issues important to the Chicano community.21 �e Brown Berets 

FIGURE 3.2 . As the march passed through various communities along the route to 
Sacramento, local residents joined the Brown Berets and often shared with the marchers 
their community’s concerns about civil rights issues. (Photo courtesy of UCLA’s Chicano 
Studies Research Library, La Raza Collection.)
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wanted to see the U.S. Southwest for themselves, map the region, and get to 
know activists in the region, where they planned to launch future organizing 
drives. �e Marcha de la Reconquista had convinced the Brown Berets of the 
usefulness of mobile headquarters to avoid police harassment and surveillance; 
so despite the challenges, the group decided to extend the march across the 
Southwest. While various police departments and the FBI continued to harass 
the marchers during La Caravana, the police had their diÞculties too because 
the Brown Berets were always on the move. Nevertheless, an FBI in�ltrator 
brieØy joined the marchers but left after the activists confronted him.22 As they 
ventured outside of California, the Berets faced greater logistical challenges to 
coordinate a long-distance march. In response, they reached out to Brown Beret 
chapters in the states they visited to ask for food and water, as well as additional 
marchers.23 As the group visited border states historically tied to Mexico, they 
capitalized on various opportunities to directly challenge public history about 
the U.S. Southwest, to learn about local issues, and to promote their message 
of cultural nationalism.24

CONTESTING THE HISTORY OF 
U.S. WESTWARD EXPANSION

As they traveled across the U.S. Southwest, the Berets often sought out local 
residents to learn about contemporary civil rights struggles and community 
issues. While visiting Tucson, Arizona, in November 1971, one of their local 
guides (Anna) explained community eÓorts to convert part of the city-run El 
Río Golf Course into a public park in Barrio El Río, a Chicano neighborhood.25

After nine months of repeated demonstrations the city agreed to build a park, 
but it remained unnamed. �e Chicano community wanted to name the park 
after Joaquín Murrieta, the nineteenth-century “social bandit” from California, 
so the Brown Berets decided to stage an unoÞcial christening ceremony for the 
park. �ey organized an “invasion,” set up tents, took over a miniature children’s 
“castle” in the middle of the park, and raised two Øags (one for Mexico and one 
for the Berets) over the castle. �e group then staged a march through various 
Tucson neighborhoods in order to announce a rally for the next day to name the 
park. As they had done similarly elsewhere along their Caravana de la Recon-
quista, the Brown Berets created a small monument to commemorate the park’s 
name as “Parque Joaquín Murrieta.” Prior to unveiling this monument, several 
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speakers addressed the crowd, including one who spoke about the signi�cance 
of Murrieta, California’s gold rush, and the U.S. westward expansion. After 
characterizing the park’s namesake as a great hero who “stole from the rich to 
give to the poor,” the speaker claimed that Murrieta understood the severity of 
the destruction initiated by the European American westward movement. �e 
speaker closed by summarizing European Americans’ persecution of Mexicans 
during the gold rush and the environmental damage unleashed, and by aÞrm-
ing Murrieta’s struggle for “our cultural survival.”26

�e visit to Tucson illustrated some of the ways the Brown Berets used 
collective memories to contest the oÞcial history of the American West and of 
Chicanos. Brown Beret leader David Sánchez recalled that the toy castle in the 
middle of the park intrigued the group and led them to organize the rally and 
unoÞcial christening. �e castle was ten feet tall, built of sturdy concrete, and 
had authentic-looking gun sights. Sánchez remembered the group’s fascination 
with the children’s castle. “�e park struck us as having been designed for battle 
and the fact that it needed a name intrigued us.”27 �e military aspects of the 
children’s castle in this unnamed park led the Brown Berets to recall collec-
tive memories of the nineteenth-century U.S. westward expansion as a military 
conquest. As they had done elsewhere along the march, the group raised the 
Mexican Øag as a reminder that the park’s land (and the territory of the state 
of Arizona) had formerly belonged to Mexico. While the Mexican Øag served 
to trigger the collective memory of a pre-annexation period among some of 
the Mexican American residents of Tucson, it also angered the local police as 
well as residents who had no social or cultural connections to Mexico. Raising 
the Mexican Øag also reminded residents that the Brown Berets’ Caravana de 
la Reconquista was meant to highlight the Chicano community’s grievances, 
many of which had begun with the U.S. conquest in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. While the Berets surely knew that they could not physically reconquer the 
U.S. Southwest, the caravan did spread their message of symbolically recon-
quering the region by advancing eÓorts for Chicanos’ self-determination and 
community control.

�e Berets’ symbolic “reconquest” of the region relied on challenging the 
oÞcial narrative of U.S. westward expansion, and reminding the region’s resi-
dents of the tragic consequences of the U.S. conquest. One of the rally speakers, 
for example, inverted the American claims of “pacifying the wild west,” calling 
that a justi�cation for expansion onto lands claimed by Mexico and American 
Indian nations. “Today, this serves as a reminder,” the speaker argued, “that 
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the west was not wild until the expansion of the United States boundaries.” 
By accusing the United States of making the west “wild,” this speaker publicly 
contested the common narrative that the nation’s westward expansion intro-
duced progress to the region. �is speaker also connected Murrieta to Mexican 
American resistance to the U.S. conquest. In this retelling of Murrieta’s role in 
challenging American expansion, the social bandit’s eÓorts were equated with 
the larger Mexican community’s goals of protecting their land and culture. For 
Chicano activists, it seemed �tting that this park be named after a nineteenth-
century Mexican American hero who had fought against American expansion. 
After all, the park was located in a Mexican American neighborhood and cre-
ated through local community eÓorts in an area of the American West that 
had belonged to Mexico. Although the Berets’ naming ceremony was unoÞcial 
and the monument was only temporary, the ceremony was consequential by 
ful�lling the community’s wishes and pressuring city oÞcials, who acquiesced to 
name the park after Joaquín Murrieta.28 �e unoÞcial naming ceremony, raising 
of the Mexican Øag, and speeches denouncing U.S. westward expansion allowed 
the Brown Berets to eÓectively contest oÞcial public history of the American 
West and propagate an alternative memory of the war’s tragic consequences for 
Mexican Americans. Moreover, their unoÞcial naming ceremony undoubtedly 
motivated some attendees and onlookers to read more about the nineteenth-
century conquest of the U.S. Southwest.

As the Caravana de la Reconquista passed through Arizona, New Mexico, 
and Texas, the Brown Berets repeatedly experienced the transmission, contesta-
tion, and strategic use of collective memories of conquest. While visiting Silver 
City, New Mexico, the Brown Berets were forced to sleep in campsites after 
a local priest rescinded his initial oÓer to house them at the Catholic Youth 
Organization Center on discovering they were not students. �e group split 
into three smaller units (two male and one female) in order to camp and train 
in diÓerent parts of Silver City. �e Berets named the �rst unit the Nepomu-
cenos squad after Juan Nepomuceno Cortina, the South Texas native who led a 
rebellion in 1859. �e second squad was named Los Tigres after one of Pancho 
Villa’s units during the Mexican Revolution in 1910. �e third group, composed 
of Brown Beret women on the expedition, was named Las Juanitas squad after a 
Mexican woman whom California vigilantes hanged during the gold rush.29 �e 
symbolism of these monikers illustrates how the group used its understanding 
of the history of Texas, Mexico, and California to draw parallels between ear-
lier struggles and their contemporary goals. �e names also served to remind 
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group members and the public of an alternative history that was not taught in 
public schools. Finally, the monikers symbolized the Berets’ understanding of 
the transnational history of resistance.

�e appellations chosen for the three squads demonstrate how the Brown 
Berets harnessed collective memories of conquest and struggle for civil rights 
goals. �e �rst two groups recall popular male rebels, one in Brownsville and 
the other in Mexico’s northern states, who fought against injustice and for land 
reform, respectively. David Sánchez identi�ed Cortina as a “famous Mexican 
general . . . who captured Brownsville, Texas[,] in 1859 to free twelve Chicano 
prisoners.”30 Although he does not acknowledge it in this description, Sánchez 
implicitly linked Cortina’s eÓorts to �ght criminalization by freeing Mexican 
American prisoners in 1859 with the Brown Berets’ struggle to highlight the 
increasing incarceration of Chicano youth in the 1970s. �e reference to a unit 
of Pancho Villa’s soldiers highlights the importance of the Mexican Revolution 
and Mexican history to the Chicano movement, and it also demonstrates the 
transnational circulation of collective memories of struggle. �e Berets’ choice 
to name a squad after Pancho Villa’s unit might have been an eÓort to link the 
contemporary land reform struggles in New Mexico with those of the Mexican 

FIGURE 3.3. La Marcha de la Reconquista attracted considerable media attention 
throughout the eight- hundred- mile route to Sacramento. (Photo courtesy of UCLA’s 
Chicano Studies Research Library, La Raza Collection.)
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Revolution of the 1910s. �e Berets undoubtedly also knew of Villa’s 1916 cap-
ture of Columbus, New Mexico, which was about eighty-�ve miles south of 
Silver City. Villa’s daring capture of Columbus and ability to avoid General 
John J. Pershing’s troops increased his popularity among Mexicans and Mexican 
Americans, who admired Villa’s ingenuity and direct challenge to U.S. forces. 
Finally, by choosing the name Las Juanitas for the all-female squad, the Berets 
recalled a Mexican American woman who was hanged after she killed a white 
miner in self-defense during an assault in the aftermath of the U.S. conquest.31

�e squads’ names demonstrate the Berets’ desire to commemorate Mexican 
and Mexican American heroes, and to oÓer a counter-history to the oÞcial 
narrative of U.S. westward expansion. �e names also helped remind the Berets 
and their supporters in New Mexico of previous struggles against injustice, and 
to promote the collective memories of these heroes among Mexican Americans, 
who probably did not learn such history in their schools.

After a brief stop in Las Cruces, the Berets visited Mesilla, New Mexico, 
on December 6, 1971, to highlight the failure of the United States to honor the 
Gadsden Treaty of 1853. �e treaty was signed in Mesilla, and completed the 
U.S. purchase for the transfer from Mexico to the United States of some 29,600 
square miles of land in present-day southern Arizona and southwestern New 
Mexico. �e Berets located the old town square, or Placita, where they believed 
the Gadsden Treaty had been signed.32 During their visit to the Placita, the 
Berets met an elderly resident, Cruz Alvarez, who provided an alternative his-
tory of the Gadsden Purchase. According to Alvarez, Mexico initially refused to 
sell the land designated as the Gadsden Purchase, but later acquiesced after the 
United States threatened to use military force to obtain the land.33 �e exchange 
with Alvarez served to disseminate a local resident’s alternative collective con-
quest memory to the Berets. In turn, Sánchez wrote about this meeting and 
propagated a collective memory of the Gadsden Treaty that countered the oÞ-
cial U.S. narrative. Sánchez further explained that the United States had failed 
to guarantee the civil rights of the Mexicans who remained in the territory 
covered by the Gadsden Purchase. Like the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the 
Gadsden Treaty had guaranteed that Mexicans who remained in the ceded ter-
ritories would receive full U.S. citizenship rights. �e United States, the Berets 
argued, had violated both treaties by failing to guarantee the civil rights of Mex-
ican Americans. By using Mexican Americans’ collective memories of the U.S. 
conquest to illustrate the nation’s failure to enforce nineteenth-century treaties, 
the group also linked these legacies of conquest to the contemporary denial of 
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civil rights for Mexican Americans. Highlighting the “right to assemble” as one 
of the civil rights guaranteed to U.S. citizens, Sánchez oÓered several recent 
examples of the nation’s violation of this right, including the police killings of 
Los Angeles Times reporter Ruben Salazar and two others during the Chicano 
Moratorium (August 29, 1970) and the police shootings of demonstrators in 
January 1971.34 To underscore their right to assemble and their goal of reminding 
local residents of Mexico’s prior claim to the land, the Berets camped out in 
the Placita and raised the Mexican Øag on the town square’s sixty-foot Øagpole. 
Sánchez reØected on the Berets’ choice by writing, “we felt proud that the Mex-
ican Øag was once again spreading its inØuence over these historical grounds.” 
�eir actions did not trigger an oÞcial response from the police, but some angry 
residents �red shots at the Berets. While no one was hurt, the violence directed 
at the Berets demonstrated that some local residents did not appreciate being 
reminded that the U.S. conquest had displaced a nation to which many local 
residents still held cultural and social ties.35

�e Berets’ eÓorts to symbolically reconquer the U.S. Southwest included 
challenging the narrative of a benign and uncontested U.S. conquest of New 
Mexico in the mid-nineteenth century. After visiting Las Cruces and Mesilla, 
La Caravana traveled north to Albuquerque, and then on to Santa Fe. As they 
entered Santa Fe in mid-December 1971, they learned from local residents that 
General Stephen Kearny had raised the U.S. Øag over the city’s main plaza in 
1846 and declared the territory under U.S. control. �is was another example of 
the transmission of collective war memories from local residents to the Berets. 
�ese residents warned the group of the hostility of local police. Undeterred, the 
group staged a march to the state capitol to demand “better living conditions” 
for Mexican Americans. �e march led the police to arrest twenty-six Berets 
for supposedly violating a local ordinance prohibiting marches on the streets.36

After gaining their release, the Berets continued along part of the route taken 
by Kearny as he led the forces of occupation into Mexico’s Far North. When-
ever they camped along the way, the Berets repeatedly raised the Mexican Øag, 
which angered some local residents. Such a hostile reception to their peaceful 
protest undoubtedly inØuenced Sánchez’s interpretation of the links between 
Kearney’s invasion and the post-annexation consequences. From Santa Fe, the 
group continued to Las Vegas, New Mexico, where Kearny was believed to 
have begun his invasion of the U.S. Southwest. In his memoir of La Caravana, 
Sánchez provides some background on Kearny’s nineteenth-century invasion 
of New Mexico, and the refusal of New Mexico’s governor, Manuel Armijo, to 
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resist the U.S. aggression. Sánchez includes a few details about the unoÞcial 
resistance from Mexicans and Pueblo Indians (and their subsequent massacre). 
His decision to include these details (which he gleaned from Rodolfo Acuña’s 
Occupied America) demonstrates the emerging inØuence of Chicana/o history 
in shaping Mexican Americans’ historical perspectives. It also illustrates how 
the collective memories of New Mexico residents combined with the counter-
history oÓered by Acuña to shape an alternative history and memory of the 
U.S. conquest. General Kearny’s forces had taken the U.S. Southwest by force, 
argued Sánchez, which began Mexican Americans’ second-class citizenship. 
His conclusion about Kearny’s signi�cance clearly attributes Mexicans’ initial 
subordination to the eÓects of the U.S. conquest and blames their continued 
subservience on the nation’s failure to provide full civil rights.

�e march continued to other southwestern states, with the Berets stopping 
at various locations to learn about community issues and to contest oÞcial 
public history. As the Berets traveled along the Rio Grande in South Texas, 
they learned new details about the U.S. provocation that initiated the U.S.-
Mexico War in the vicinity of Brownsville. �e Berets “learned that the south-
west takeover started with the �rst Americans who began to lose their lives in 
violent clashes with Mexicans who resisted their invasion.”37 From local resi-
dents’ collective memories, the Berets learned that the region’s Mexicans had 
indeed resisted the nineteenth-century U.S. invasion. Such conquest memories 
underscore the view that the U.S. troop movement beyond the Nueces River 
was an invasion of Mexico’s territory, and contradicted President Polk’s infa-
mous excuse for starting the war. Sánchez wrote: “�e Americans were claiming 
the loss of American blood on American soil, but Mexico was claiming the 
loss of American blood on Mexican territory since the southwest was part of 
the Republic of Mexico.” Sánchez concluded by identifying the Americans as 
“exploiters” and accusing the United States of forcibly taking the land from 
Mexico. While the Berets had a general understanding of the U.S.-Mexico War 
before embarking on their Caravana, their interactions with various Mexican 
American communities along their march led them to absorb local conquest 
memories. While such collective memories had been passed from one genera-
tion to another by family and neighbors, the Berets’ visit to the region allowed 
local residents to inform these activists and spread such memories beyond their 
immediate community. Individual Berets surely shared this information on the 
war and the U.S. conquest with their family and friends back home, while 
others passed along this historical information to a wider audience through the 
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FIGURE 3.4. �e Brown Berets’ newspaper, La Causa, reported on the progress of La 
Caravana de la Reconquista, alerting readers throughout the U.S. Southwest of the route 
and dates when the marchers would arrive in their communities. (Photo courtesy of 
UCLA’s Chicano Studies Research Library, David Sánchez Papers.)

86  oMar valerio- JiMénez



Berets’ newspaper, La Causa. Sánchez reached even more people by relaying this 
information in his book, published seven years after La Caravana. �e Berets 
strategically used these newly acquired collective war memories to highlight 
the purpose of their trip—the symbolic “reconquest” of the U.S. Southwest by 
reshaping collective conquest memories for contemporary political purposes.

In addition to the Brown Berets learning about the U.S.-Mexico War, their 
visit to Brownsville gave them an opportunity to discover more about Juan 
Cortina from local residents, as well as to honor his legacy. Many Browns-
ville residents, the group was surprised to learn, had not heard of Cortina, a 
nineteenth-century resident who led a rebellion. �is lack of knowledge of a 
famous Mexican American rebel illustrates the uneven dissemination of col-
lective memories within a community.38 It also con�rms that the educational 
system failed to provide information about an important episode of resistance 
to American westward expansion. �e Berets were pleased to meet an older 
woman, Teresa Canales, who shared her family’s collective memories of Cortina. 
Canales claimed to be the sister of J. T. Canales (a local lawyer and politician), 
and a descendant of Cortina’s family. She explained how Mexicans who became 
U.S. citizens after the war lost land because they lacked knowledge of U.S. 
laws, failed to pay property taxes, and relied on European American lawyers 
and real estate agents who defrauded them of property. Canales also described 
Cortina’s 1859 shooting of a European American marshal to stop an incident of 
police brutality against a Mexican worker, and his raid on Brownsville. While 
explaining Cortina’s role in the region, Canales described the U.S. government’s 
failure to enforce the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo to protect the property 
rights of Mexican Americans.39 Given the Berets’ criticism of the increasing 
incarceration of Chicano youth, their fascination with Cortina, who freed ethnic 
Mexican prisoners from Brownsville’s jail, was expected. Before leaving the city, 
the Berets held a rally to dedicate a monument to Cortina for his role in �ghting 
“for justice for the Mexicans living in the U.S.”40 As they had done elsewhere on 
their march throughout the Southwest, the Berets sought not only to correct the 
historical narrative about Mexican Americans, but also to create an alternative 
public history with their monuments to Mexican American heroes. Although 
temporary, the monuments served to commemorate Mexican American histor-
ical �gures left out of the nation’s oÞcial history.

By linking the long-term consequences of the U.S.-Mexico War to the 
continued subordination of Mexican Americans, the Berets strategically used 
conquest memories to advance their political agenda. �ey traced the origins 
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of Chicanos’ subordination to the aftermath of the U.S.-Mexico War, detailed 
problems facing the Chicano community, and challenged oÞcial public mem-
ories of the nation’s westward expansion. To contest oÞcial memories of con-
quest, the Brown Berets created alternative monuments to Mexican Ameri-
cans who had fought on Mexico’s behalf during the U.S.-Mexico War or who 
defended Mexicans from European American attacks in the war’s aftermath. 
�ey also attempted to raise the Mexican Øag at war landmarks as a reminder of 
Mexico’s former claim to the land. Ultimately, these and other Chicano activists 
combined collective memories of conquest with myths to construct a view of 
the U.S. Southwest as a Chicano homeland and to promote entitlement among 
Mexican Americans who had been politically and socially marginalized. As 
memory scholars remind us, the act of remembering is accompanied by the act 
of forgetting. While the oÞcial U.S. history remembered a “bloodless” con-
quest of the U.S. Southwest, it selectively forgot Mexican Americans’ resistance 
during and after the war. �e construction and dedication of monuments to 
Mexican American rebels like Joaquín Murrieta and Juan Cortina demonstrate 
the Brown Berets’ attempt to create a counternarrative to the nation’s public 
history and to propagate collective memories of these rebels as champions of 
civil rights. �is activism illustrates the Berets’ strategic use of conquest mem-
ories and the links between social and political uses of memory.41 Each time 
activists recalled the war in their pamphlets, speeches, and/or media interviews, 
they reminded the nation of the long-term social consequences of the U.S.-
Mexico War, the unful�lled promises of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and 
the justi�cations for civil rights activism. Moreover, by recalling the war and 
the treaty’s promises in their campaigns, activists reinforced and modi�ed their 
communities’ collective memories, thus transmitting conquest memories across 
several generations.
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