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Los Courts
By Leticia Vela
The most significant event in 
Lilia’s neighborhood, and an 
event which was to transform her 
life, was the construction of the 
Alazan-Apache Courts, “a public 
housing project built between 
1939 and 1942 on San Antonio’s 
predominantly Mexican-American 
West Side.”1  Los Courts, as the 
housing project came to be called, 
became home to Lilia for nearly twenty 
years.  This paper places in historical 
context, the story of Lilia’s public housing experience.

As a child, Mersedes Lilia Ramírez vaguely 
remembers going to the Bexar County Jail in downtown San 
Antonio, Texas.  She was accompanying her mother, Juana 
Colunga de Ramírez, who went there to see Esteban Ramírez, 
her husband and the father of her children.  After the visit, Lilia 
never saw her father again until she was old enough to travel to 
Mexico to visit him in Monterrey where he lived out his 
life surrounded by his family of origin.  She has no 
memory of her parents ever being together.�

Many women in the 1930s found 
themselves dealing with the break up of 
family.  From 19�9 through 1933, Bexar 
County’s Thirty-seventh District Court saw 
468 women sue their spouses for desertion 
or non-support.  Of those charges, �04 
were filed by Spanish-surnamed women.  
Legislation enacted in the state of Texas in 
1930 was aimed at curtailing abandonment 
by a spouse or parent, a problem 
exacerbated by economic conditions of the 
Depression.  The hope was that counseling 
or mediation facilitated by the law would 
help keep families together, minimizing 
desertion by unemployed fathers who left 
women and children with “nowhere to turn for 
support.”3

   In 1930, the U.S. Bureau of the Census 
found that nearly 19 percent of households in San 
Antonio were headed by Mexican-American women.4  Juana 
joined that group in July of 1931 when Esteban left.  It is 
unknown whether Esteban was one of the men sued for 
desertion or whether his return to Mexico was “voluntary” 
amidst the 1930s climate of “deportation and repatriation 
drives.”�  Lilia prefers the romanticized version of her parent’s 
1  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “ALAZAN-APACHE COURTS,” http://
www.tsha.utexas.edu/handbook/online/articles/AA/mpa1.html (accessed 
October ��, �00�).
�  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, interview by author, San Antonio, Tx.,1� 
October �00�.
�  Julia Kirk Blackwelder, Women of the Depression:  Caste and Culture in 
San Antonio, 1929—1939 (Texas: Texas A&M University Press, 1984), �9.
�  Ibid, �07.
�  Richard A. Garcia, Rise of the Mexican American Middle Class:  San Anto-
nio, 1929—1941 (Texas:  Texas A&M University Press, 1991), 3�.

breakup which has evolved as the years passed, that Esteban 
and Juana were torn apart by allegiance to two countries; 
Esteban returning to his beloved Mexico, and Juana choosing 
to keep her American-born children in San Antonio with her 
extended family, immigrants from Charcas near San Luis 
Potosi.
   At the height of the Depression Juana’s family 
moved to an area on the West Side of San Antonio that was 

anchored by Brazos and Guadalupe streets.  In 1933, 
“the residential areas west of downtown housed a 

largely Hispanic population in some of the worst 
physical conditions to be found in the U. S.”6  

Of the 13,447 Mexican households on the 
West Side in 1937, the San Antonio Housing 
Authority surveyed half and found that 90 
percent were below standards.7 A journalist 
writing in 1939 shared his observations 
on “the Mexican slum,” reporting that the 
“rickety shacks” of the West Side often 
had “no toilets, no running water, no 
drains or sewers.”8  Year after year, reports 
of run-down housing on the West Side 
showed that the problem remained largely 
unaddressed.

While “residential development 
took place to the north of the downtown core, 

with expensive homes, large lots, and racially 
restrictive covenants,”9 Mexican Americans dealt 

with “the social problem”10 of substandard housing 
and inadequate sanitary facilities as best they could.  

In describing one of the structures Lilia lived in with her 
mother and three siblings, she revealed how the family coped 
with the unsatisfactory conditions, often improvising with 
whatever was available:

Before the courts we lived on El Paso Street 
on a house that was [one of a group of] three 

�  Char Miller and Heywood T. Sanders, eds., Urban Texas:  Politics and De-
velopment (College Station:  Texas A&M University Press, 1990), 1�6.
�  U.S. Works Projects Administration, The Pecan Shellers of San Antonio: the 
Problem of Underpaid and Unemployed Mexican Labor (Washington:  GPO, 
1940), 44-4�.
�  Miller, 1�6.
�  Ibid.
10 Sister Frances Jerome Woods, Mexican Ethnic Leadership in San Antonio, 
Texas (New York:  Arno Press, 1976), �8.

“Before the courts we lived on El Paso...” (an improvement from an earlier experience at la vecindad)

Mersedes Lilia Ramirez as a 
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houses, the same structure three-room houses.  
We had the living room, one bedroom, and the 
kitchen and we had a little shed in the back 
where we had a big tub where we could take 
a bath because there was no shower.  The 
restrooms were outside, one for the three 
houses….we used the same outhouse but we 
had our little shed outside that was built with 
lumber, pieces of lumber, and material that 
were discarded somewhere else and we were 
able to close up the little shed into a little 
room, so we were able to take a bath there.11

 For Lilia, the house on El Paso Street was an 
improvement from an earlier experience at la vecindad, a 
poorly constructed row-house structure that was crowded, 
unsanitary, and unsafe:

On Brazos [Street] where we used to live when 
we were little, those were worse because there 
was no yard and there was one toilet for the 
whole vecindad… It was worse because we 
were not allowed to go outside.  There was a 
lot of traffic on Brazos Street and there was a 
bar on the corner of Guadalupe and Brazos 
where people were drinking and there were 
women out there…  The bar was on a hill 
and in the mornings we would go to the hill 
looking for money because the drunks would 
sometimes roll down the hill and lose their 
change.12

The dismal economic conditions of the West Side 
contributed to numerous social ills including prostitution 
and reports of juvenile delinquency but it was the “high 
death and disease rates” which had been prevalent among 
Mexican Americans in San Antonio since the 19�0s that were 
most deplorable.13  Father Carmelo Tranchese, rector of the 
11  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
1�  Ibid.
1�  Blackwelder, 18.

West Side church, Our Lady of Guadalupe, showed great 
concern for the Mexican American housing problem which he 
felt was to blame for the high rate of tuberculosis and infant 
mortality.  In one month he officiated at “thirty-nine funerals, 
mostly of children.” 14  Juana recorded the loss of her own 
daughter, six month old Carmen in 193�:

	 El	día	5	de	enero	de	1932	nació	
la	niña	Carmen	Ramírez	en	el	Hospital	
R	 B	 Grin	 y	 A	 las	 6	 y	 media	 el	 día	 1	
de	 abril	 de	 1932	 murió	 in	 el	 mismo	
hospital.	Y	el	día	2	se	sepulto.
	 El	27	de	abril	1932	se	bautizó	en	
el	 mismo	 hospital	 Su	 padrino	 Manuel	
Jarria	y	su	madrina	Carmen.15

In order to subsist on the inferior housing of the West 
Side, Lilia says, “My mother worked day and night.”16  A study 
of Mexican women in the 1930s showed that women fourteen 
years of age or older comprised �6.9 percent of the workforce.  
Of the women like Juana who were widowed or divorced, 41.1 
percent worked.  Their numbers stood in stark contrast to the 
9.6 percent of married women who did.17

In general, Mexican American workers in the 1930s 
were exploited and discriminated against. Wages were among 
the lowest paid and jobs were the “hardest and the filthiest”.18  
The majority of women worked “in the food processing, 
garment, or tobacco industries.”19 Many workers, like the pecan 
shellers, were paid very poorly for very tedious work.

1�  J.P. Dolan and G.M. Hinojosa, Mexican Americans and the Catholic 
Church, 1900-196� (Indiana:  University of Notre Dame Press, 1994), 81.
1�  Esteban Ramírez and Juana Colunga De Ramírez. Personal diary 
apparently in the hand of Esteban Ramírez and in the hand of Juana Colunga.  
19��-193�.  Private collection of Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela. San Antonio, 
Texas.
1�  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
1�  Garcia, 1�4.
1�  Ibid, �8.
1�  Blackwelder, 77

“On Brazos [Street] where we used to live when we were little, those were worse because there was no yard and there was one toilet for the whole vecindad…”
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 Juana was more fortunate than most, in that she 
worked in a family-run molino on El Paso Street with her 
mother, Maria de la Luz Covarrubias.  Mama grande, as 
she was called, operated the business with Don Guadalupe 
Gutierrez who, according to family legend, changed his 
surname from Guzman when fleeing from the guerrillistas 
of Mexico during the Revolution of 1910.  Known as papa 
grande, Juana’s “stepfather” by common law, rented the 
building from an Italian or Anglo named Pizzini who owned 
several properties downtown near la marketa.  Papa grande 
owned the contents of the store and ran the business called El 
Molino de Don Lupe.  In matters of the family, however, Mama 
grande was always in charge.�0

Juana would leave for the molino before dawn to 
make corn tortillas from scratch while her young children 
slept at home alone.  Often, especially as they got older, Lilia 
and her siblings would spend the day at the molino, feeding 
ears of corn into the grinder, watching as the maize was 
boiled with cal, then rinsed in colanders before being put into 
the molino.  The masa would fall into a baño for Juana to 
amasar.  Sometimes Juana’s sisters Maria Albarran or Jovita 
Saldaña would watch Juana’s children at home since the sisters 

alternated the duty of making tortillas but both Maria and 
Jovita were also divorced with several children of their own to 
care for.�1

Unable to support herself and her four children on the 
salary she made making tortillas, Juana looked for other ways 
to survive.  In 1933 there were �4,313 Mexicans on relief.��  
Juana, a proud woman, refused charity and instead chose 
to work “washing the uniforms of the WPA [Works Project 
Administration] workers in exchange for commodities like 
flour, butter, and eggs.”  Her children became entrepreneurs 
at an early age, selling cascarones outside the bar on Friday 
nights and when the boys were older, Lilia’s brothers would 
go to la marketa downtown to sell red and white carnations for 
Mother’s Day.�3

While locally, church and civic groups led efforts 
to improve the situation on the West Side, solid hope for the 
community finally came in the form of federal monies for 
public housing under the administration of President Roosevelt.  
Programs aimed at pulling the U.S. out of the Great Depression 
included the U.S. Housing Act of 1937 which allowed the 
creation of the San Antonio Housing Authority.  The first 
project undertaken by the local authority was a housing project 
for Mexican Americans on the West Side.  The targeted area 
was just west of Alazan Creek from which it would bear its 
name:  The Alazan Courts.�4

�0  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
�1  Ibid.
��  Blackwelder, �18.
��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
��  U.S. Housing Authority, Annual Report of the Housing Authority of the 
City of San Antonio for the Year 1940, San Antonio, Tx., 6.

On July �8, 1938, the contracts and loans for the 
project were secured and development began.��  Only ten 
years old at the time, Lilia was unaware of the magnitude of 
the project bound for her neighborhood or the impact it would 
have on her life.  She “saw” rather than “heard” about the new 
housing:

We didn’t know anything about what they were 
doing.  We noticed that they were knocking all 
the houses down.  All the houses were torn 
down and we knew that something was going 
to happen there but we didn’t know what kind 
of houses they were going to build.  We just 
saw them taking old stuff out of there, clearing 
everything up, and we were so excited about 
it because it was something new for us, and 
unusual.  We would go over there and run and 
played in the holes they were digging for the 
foundation and climb all over the place.  It 
was nice for us to be over there.26

By October of 1939, the land for the project had been 
secured and “the work of wrecking houses in the ��-block area 
to be occupied by the Alazan Courts low-cost housing was 

four-fifths complete” said Ray Mackey the executive director 
of the local housing authority.�7  On the site, “936 sub-standard 
dwelling units” were razed and 93� new units would be built 
in their place.�8  An area which included Sidney Lanier High 
School, “small” in size at the time, an elementary school 
annex on San Fernando Street, the molino, and several houses 
including the one Lilia lived in on El Paso Street were spared 
demolition.�9  Housing authority documents indicate that 
officials hoped the new projects would “be an inducement for 
near-by residential owners to improve their property,”30 an idea 
which showed how little thought the city gave to the underlying 

��  Ibid, �.
��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
��  San Antonio Light, Alazan Razing Almost Done, �� October 1939, Vol. 
LIX, No. �76, Second Section, 1.
��  U.S. Housing Authority (1940), Your Questions-Our Answers, �.
��  Interview with Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela.
�0  U.S. Housing Authority (1940), Your Questions-Our Answers, �.

3 cuartos y baño se renta a $6.65 por mes con agua

1940 viewing of Alazan Courts bilingual signs announce size and 
price of courts: 4 rooms $7.50 per month including water

5 rooms & bath $8.55 per month including water
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causes of the “Mexican problem”.31

A proclamation of “Public Housing Day” was issued 
by city Mayor Maury Maverick on June �8, 1940 lauding the 
“militant democracy” responsible for bringing the project to 
fruition.  The proclamation forecasted that the project would 
bring “a new life for slum children” like Lilia.3�  Several 
completed units were opened to the public.  Lilia and her 
family took advantage of the opportunity to view them:

They finished the first houses on Vera Cruz 
Street.  I remember going into one because 
they had three units open.  When we went in, it 
was like a palace to us.  It was so pretty.  It was 
furnished and the kitchen had the sink and open 
shelves, no cabinets, just 
shelves above the sink, 
nothing on the bottom.  
It was three bedrooms, 
two bedrooms, or four 
bedrooms according to 
the family size, but it 
was furnished and we 
thought when we moved 
in it was going to be like 
that, not knowing that 
when we moved in it was 
only going to be what we 
had, what we could buy.  
But we were real excited 
about having a bathroom 
there with hot water.33

Juana applied for a unit 
in los courts which rehoused 
families “according to the 
salary you made, and of course 
everyone there wasn’t making 
much money.”34  By the end of 
1940, the authority had received 
1,830 applications for the Alazan 
Courts, almost twice as many 
applicants as there were available 
units.  Families with heads of household who were alien and 
those families whose size exceeded the 8-person limit were 
disqualified, leaving 1,263 families eligible for the units.  An 
adjacent project already underway, the Apache Courts, would 
house an additional �48 families.3�

Juana’s family made the cut for selection to the Alazan 
Courts.  Housing authority documents state that the average 
rent, excluding utilities was $4.86 per month.  A three bedroom 
unit, “including gas, electricity, and water” was renting for 
$1�.7� to $14.00 per month.36  While families in the West Side 
had come to survive on as little at $��0 per year, the authority 
expected “the average income of the groups to be housed in 
[the] projects to be about $600 per year.”  Tenancy for the first 

�1  Woods, �.
��  Maury Maverick, Proclaiming Public Housing Day, June �8, 1940, San 
Antonio, Tx.  Government Publication.
��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
��  Ibid.
��  U.S. Housing Authority (1940), 7-1�.
��  Ibid, 1�.

186 families of the Alazan Courts opened on March 1�, 194137 
and Juana’s family moved into a unit at 413 Tulipan shortly 
after.  The higher standard of living presented some challenges 
which the family took in stride:

When we moved in, there were four children, 
three bedrooms.  We didn’t have a sofa, we 
had a square tall table in the middle of the 
living room, a chair and a rocking chair 
but no sofa.  In the kitchen we had a square 
little table.  Mom was working downtown in 
the Medical Arts building cleaning doctor’s 
offices.  She was still working making tortillas 
in the morning and she would work at night.  

My mother would leave in 
the morning and we would 
get up and have sweetbread 
and coffee and go to school 
at Lanier.  And when we 
got home at three, she had 
already left for her other 
job downtown.  It was very 
hard for us to be together—
all of us with our mother. 
And when she came in at 
night we were all asleep.  
She took the bus to work 
and back.38

 Lilia remembers that most 
of the families in the courts were 
headed by single mothers.  “I don’t 
remember having friends that had 
a father; that they were a family 
that went to church together or for 
walks.”  Despite the shortcomings in 
her life, Lilia recognized the value 
of a decent home right away:

We would not lock the 
doors because we knew 

our people; we were safe in 
the courts.  Everybody stayed to their own 
playgrounds we didn’t wander off.  The courts 
were very clean.  That’s where you started to 
learn how to take care of yourself, to have a 
clean house.  This place is for you to better 
yourself from what we had.  Things we didn’t 
have, now we had them.  We took a shower 
and we combed, from what we had, we started 
feeling better.  That’s why I thought they did 
that—to get rid of all the poor houses, the poor 
materials.  We didn’t have sanitary conditions 
or anything like that [before].  [Now] we had 
the courts.  We were paying up to 53 dollars 
a month rent. This is for us to better ourselves 
so when we get out of here we aren’t going 
to go back to where we were; we’re going to 

��  U.S. Housing Authority, Annual Report of the Housing Authority of the 
City of San Antonio for the Year 1939, San Antonio, Tx., 3.
��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.

Children of Juan Colunga de Ramirez (Lilia on right)
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strive to be better than this.  This 
was already good but we were 
not going back, we were going to 
better ourselves.

 The conclusion Lilia came 
upon on her own as a young woman 
was the exact expectation of those who 
were tasked with setting current housing 
policy.  According to scholarship on the 
issue, “public housing was originally 
conceived as a temporary way station 
for working-class families on the road to 
upward mobility and home ownership.”39  
Unfortunately, “temporary” turned into 
decades for most.
 Americanization programs aimed 
at improving the life of public housing 
residents came into abundance in every 
aspect of their lives.  Lilia remembers 
hall monitors posted at Lanier High 
School whose sole responsibility was to 
remind those who slipped into the use of 
Spanish to “Speak English.  Speak English!”  
A group of Lilia’s high school friends who 
went by the name of Las Muertas would seek 
refuge from the badgering by finding a secluded place where 
they could speak in Spanish, the language they preferred.�0  
Primers for Mexican American children, like The Open Door:  
First Reader for Children Learning English published by the 
Macmillan Company of New York in 1938, 
taught children, through characters 
named Ernesto, Carlos, Anita, and Elena, 
that they “should like to be like George 
Washington” who was “both great and 
good”.41

The church also provided instruction 
to enrich the lives of youth in the 
community:

At church we had lots of 
activities.  But over at the courts 
we had a group that came over 
every Sunday.  Anglo people and 
Mexican people from a church 
would come to our neighborhood, 
to our parking lot.   All of us kids 
would come out and they would 
sit with us and tell us stories.   We 
would pray and they would talk to 
us and find out how we were, what 
we needed, what we wanted; and 
they did that every Sunday.  We 
were all glad to be there with them.  
They would go across to the other playground and go 

��  K.F. Gotham and J.D. Wright, “Housing Policy”, The Handbook of Social 
Policy, T.B. Martin and M. Livermore, eds (California:  Sage Publications, 
�000), �40.
�0  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
�1  E.A. Neal and O.P. Storm, The Open Door First Reader for Children Learn-
ing English (New York:  The Macmillan Company, 1938), 101.

to the next group of kids.42

At her church, Our Lady of 
Guadalupe on El Paso Street, Lilia played 
the mandolin in the orchestra and her 
two brothers played the trumpet.  They 
studied under the direction of Profesor 
Martínez.  Lilia also has fond memories 
of a “little band” from Guadalupe 
church that would travel on foot into 
the neighborhood playing music every 
Sunday.  The kids would join in the 
procession, “marching” to church behind 
the musicians.  At church, they were 
permitted to speak their language and 
encouraged to practice their culture.43  
Señor Rendón, one of the members of 
the parish would organize programs for 
Día de los Muertos and Good Friday.  In 
Mexican Americans and the Catholic 
Church, 1900-1965, Dolan and Hinojosa 
confirm that in addition to preaching the 
gospel, “clergy and lay men emphasized 

racial/ethnic pride, self-improvement, and 
social action”.

Yearly publications of the housing 
authority stressed that “the housing projects in San Antonio 
are in reality centers of community life.”  Local community 
agencies and tenant groups were encouraged to take on 
leadership roles by bringing programs that would benefit 

not only tenants, but the surrounding 
community.  The list of agencies on a 
1946 housing report shows that Mexican 
American-based churches and community 
centers were active in this area.  The 
Guadalupe Community Center that taught 
folklórico dancing and the Mexican 
Christian Institute which ran a dental 
clinic were two organizations that Lilia 
remembers.44

Despite the efforts of 
Americanization programs employed 
to “make better citizens” of Mexican 
Americans instead of simply providing 
shelter for the poor4�, Lilia’s transformation 
primarily occurred by her own choosing.  
She loved to read and made many trips to 
the library with her friends.  In books she 
would see how other people lived.  She 
paid attention to the descriptions of houses 
and said to herself, “I’m going to have a 
picket fence one of these days.”  She dreamt 
of going to all the places she read about 
and vowed that someday she would.  Lilia 
would rush home from school to listen to 
radio shows programmed for young people.  
She improved her English and sharpened 

her imagination by following the daily episodes of Portia Faces 
��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
��  Ibid.
��  U.S. Housing Authority, Annual Report of the Housing Authority of the 
City of San Antonio for the Year 1946, San Antonio, Tx.
��  R.B. Fairbanks, “Dallas in the 1940s:  The Challenges and Opportunities of 
Defense Mobilization,” Urban Texas:  Politics and Development, C. Miller and 
H.T. Sanders, eds., (Texas:  Texas A&M University Press, 1990), 14�-143.

The Open Door: First Reader for Children 
Learning English, MacMillan Co., 1���

“L
ilia learned to read m

usic and play the violin in the orchestra at L
anier...”
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Life and Feber McGee and Molly.  Lilia 
learned to read music and play the violin 
in the orchestra at Lanier where they 
played American classics.  Routinely, 
at the prompting of “one of the guys” 
who would yell “let’s play the carpa!” 
the students would break into music 
like that played at Mexican vaudeville 
shows held under the big top in their 
neighborhood.��  

Lilia’s most profound change 
occurred after her graduation from 
Lanier in 1947 when she met and 
married Manuel Vela, a sailor returning 
from the service following the wave 
of patriotism of World War II.  Like 
many of his fellow servicemen of 
Mexican American descent, Manuel 
returned home to segregated, low-wage 
jobs.  Lilia and Manuel moved into 
a unit at 604 Brazos, then 609, then 
131� Durango followed by 309 Violeta 
Place.  Each move to a larger unit was 
prompted by the birth of another of their 
five children.47

By 19�3, Lilia became active at her children’s 
school, J.T. Brackenridge Elementary on Guadalupe Street.  
As PTA members, the parents asked for and got approval to 
use a housing unit on Colima Street right across from the 
school.  Their objective was to help parents, still mostly single 
females, by providing job training or 
homemaking classes like sewing and 
cooking:

We had classes there once 
a week and they [housing 
authority] furnished a stove 
and refrigerator and sewing 
machines and we had people, 
a lot of people.  We always had 
about twelve to fifteen people 
there learning to cook and sew 
and even a first aid program 
through the Red Cross.  They 
would help us learn how to 
clean infections if you got hurt, 
even how to wash your hands; 
how to do things to be clean.48

The programs were run by the 
community.  They recruited help from 
various agencies.  Help came from 
Ms. Lucille Martin of the San Antonio 
Independent School District:

She came, and she was a teacher.  She taught 
us to do so many things.  She taught us 
cooking.  I remember my children liked the 
Chicken a la King which I learned how to do 
there.  Things I had never cooked.  And she 

��  Mersedes Lilia Ramírez Vela, Interview.
��  Ibid.
��  Ibid.

showed us how to make tamales 
the sanitary way… not to use the 
nose and not to cook the ears [of 
the pig]…There were days when 
the women would bring in things 
they cooked at home, things we 
had learned to make in class and 
we would sit and talk and try 
each other’s food.49

In 1960, after nearly �0 years 
of living in the courts, Lilia moved out.  
She and her family rented a house with 
a picket fence in Prospect Hill, a nearby 
neighborhood.  Her children continued 
to attend Lanier High School and Lilia 
remained active in the PTA, serving 
several terms as president.  She continued 
to bring new opportunities to the people 
who lived in los courts:

When I was at Lanier [PTA], I would 
bring people from Lanier over to the 

center to teach different things.  But one thing 
that I did that was published in the national 
paper of all the PTAs was that I had people, 
men and women, at J.T. Brackenridge, in the 
auditorium—because we didn’t have enough 
room over at the courts to have this program 

that I sponsored—of having the 
people get their driver’s license.  
All kinds of people coming from 
the courts that wanted to learn 
how to drive.  We had a program 
to learn the book—the rules and all 
of that.  It was published because 
it was the first time that anyone 
had made that program available 
for people to take.  We had about 
70 people.  Parents from the PTA 
at Lanier would come to help.  We 
taught people in English and in 
Spanish.  We got an award for that.  
I don’t know how many people 
were driving on account of us.  
They got to go right in their own 
neighborhood to take the lessons.  
Maybe that was 1960 when that 
happened.50

The PTA also raised money to 
award scholarships to Lanier students.  

One of the faculty members thought it was 
good for the students to “get a taste of college.” Lilia said, “We 
didn’t want to give them a taste; we wanted to give them a full 
meal.”

 When asked what she would want people to know 
about the courts, Lilia replied:
��  Ibid.
�0  Ibid.

Juana’s children grown-up (Lilia on right)

Lilia and Manuel moved into a unit at �0� Brazos
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The courts were a real help for us to better 
ourselves.  To go into a new, different world, 
where we left behind the old houses, the old 
sheds, the old outhouses…and went into 
a clean neighborhood.  It was a whole new 
world to us.  It was so different.  It made us 
feel better and we were no longer ashamed 
of where we lived.  We took pride in having 
what we never thought we’d have.  I always 
think good of the courts because they helped 

us better ourselves.”51
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Author’s note: Los Courts was a cooperative project between writer/
historian Leticia Vela and her mother, Lilia, the woman who lived the 
extraordinary experience.  It was written under the direction of OLLU 
history professor, Sister M.C. Flores who urged students to write the 
untold stories of women in the Mexican American community.  The 
project includes a museum-quality storyboard and PowerPoint lecture.  
Leticia is a student in the Mexican American Studies undergraduate 
program at the Lake.

• Los Courts is a special insert of La Voz in 
preparation for FOTOSEPTIEMBRE a part of 
The Esperanza’s ARTE es VIDA highlighting the 
Westside of San Antonio through photography. Call 
us with your stories and photos at �10/��8-0�01.

Lilia was active in the PTA at J.T. Brackenbridge and Lanier High School

Manuel, Jr.          Leticia, the author

               Azalia                        Arturo        Diane


