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The First Canal Builders 

 
Prehistory and the Hohokam 
 
The first distinct prehistoric culture to live in the Mesa area was the 
Hohokam, who flourished for over 1500 years.  They were farmers and 
canal builders who lived in large villages throughout the valley.  Some 
villages contained over 500 people. Similar in many respects to the cultures 
of prehistoric Mexico, the Hohokam built ballcourts where they played a 
ballgame similar to those of the Aztec.  The Hohokam also constructed 
temple mounds, similar to the pyramids in Mexico.  One of the largest of 
these mounds, Mesa Grande, is located only two miles from downtown 
Mesa.   
 
The Hohokam irrigation system transformed the soils of the Salt River 
Valley.  Irrigation water carried nutrients and fine particles of soil that were 
deposited on the fields, increasing their fertility and ability to retain water.  
The Hohokam successfully raised abundant crops of corn, beans, squash, 
and cotton.  Eventually, the Hohokam began to move from the area as they 
experienced a period of overpopulation, nutritional stress, and warfare.   
 
The early settlers later rebuilt the ancient irrigation canals and benefited 
from the fertile soils the Hohokam left behind.  However, between the time 
of the decline of the Hohokam culture in the 15th century and the mid 
1800’s, no long-term settlements existed in the Mesa region.  Intermittent 
conflicts between the Pimas and Maricopas along the Gila River and the 
Yavapais and the Apaches north and east of the Salt River Valley, ensured 
that the area would essentially remain a “no-man’s land” during that time.  It 
was not until the establishment of Fort McDowell in 1865 that any 
permanent settlements, either Native American or Anglo, were created in the 
Salt River Valley. 
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Fort McDowell 
 
The United Sates Army and Pima and Maricopa Volunteers of the Arizona 
Territory established Fort McDowell in 1865 to protect the region from 
Yavapai and Apache raiding parties.  The effectiveness of the fort helped 
pave the way for Anglo settlements in Phoenix, Tempe and Mesa.  Phoenix 
was settled just a year after the fort was built, followed by Tempe in 1871.  
The founding of these cities foreshadowed the settlement of other 
communities in the Salt River Valley, including Mesa. 
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The Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community 
 
Mesa has a long tradition of cooperation with its neighbors to the north, the 
Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community.  The community comprises 
two Native American tribes:  the Pima, or "Onk Akimel O’Odham," (Salt 
River People); and the Maricopa, or "Xalychidom Piipaash," (Upriver 
People).  President Rutherford B. Hayes established the current community 
by executive order on June 14, 1879. 
 
Formerly, the Maricopa tribes consisted of smaller interconnected tribal 
bands that lived along the lower Gila and Colorado rivers. In the early 1800's 
some of these bands migrated up the Gila River to join their eastern relatives 
who had established friendly relations with the Pima long before. The Pima 
and Maricopa established a formidable military confederation to defend 
themselves from their common enemies.  
 
The Pima believe they are the descendants of the "Hohokam," (those who 
have gone) an ancient civilization who lived in Arizona nearly two thousand 
years. The Hohokam farmed the Salt River Valley and created elaborate 
canal irrigation systems throughout the valley area; that system, now 
modernized, is still used today. 
  
The Pima and Maricopa were farmers who could make the desert bloom, and 
early non-native travelers relied heavily on the crops they produced. They 
served as trusted scouts for the U.S. Cavalry and continue to serve their 
country today in various services of the armed forces.  
 
The Pima are well known for their basket weaving techniques, which 
intricately woven are made watertight. The Maricopa, known for their red 
clay pottery work, created various forms of jars and bowls. Both forms of 
artwork are made of natural desert materials and can be viewed at the 
Community's Hoo-hoogam Ki Museum. 
  
The Pima and Maricopa tribes together make up the Salt River Pima-
Maricopa Indian Community. 
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Who were the Pioneers? 

 
The Lehi Community 
 
The origins of Mesa lie in the community of Lehi in the north central part of 
the city.  Brigham Young sent the first Anglo pioneers to the area in 1877.  
The “Utah Company,” led by Daniel Webster Jones, settled in the northern 
section of Mesa eventually named Lehi.  The fertile soils of the area, on low 
land near the Salt River, attracted the settlers.  Although the ground was 
rich, the settlers needed water to irrigate the land.  The Utah Company 
enlisted the help of the Akimel O'odham (Pima) to uncover and rebuild the 
old Hohokam canals, saving the settlers much time and effort.  
 
Fort Utah 
 
The pioneers constructed a fort at the settlement to protect them from 
Apache and Yavapai raiders, a fear that was never realized.  Within the 
seven-foot high adobe walls of the fort, settlers pitched tents until they could 
build permanent homes.  The layout of the town, first called “Utahville,” 
consisted of a one square mile site built around a public square.  Agricultural 
activities and livestock remained outside the town site. 
 
 
Carving a Life 
 
The settlers struggled to carve a life in “Utahville” or “Jonesville” as the 
settlement was known after 1879.  The Mormon pioneers found life hard and 
faced floods, shortages of food and supplies, isolation, intense summer heat, 
and epidemics.  In addition, there was disagreement when Daniel Webster 
Jones befriended the local Native Americans.  A group, led by P. C. Merrill, 
objected to living so near the native peoples and left the colony in the 
summer of 1877 and headed to the San Pedro River Valley in southern 
Arizona. 
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Town Beginnings 
 
Lehi had several names in its early years, including Fort Utah, Utahville, 
Camp Utah, Jonesville, Mud Town, and Bottom City.  During a visit to the 
site in 1883, Elder Brigham Young Jr. suggested the name Lehi from the 
Book of Mormon for the community.  Around this time, Daniel Webster 
Jones fell out of favor with church authorities and moved elsewhere.  The 
townspeople applied for a post office under the name Lehi.  It opened May 
26, 1884 and operated for about twenty years.  Lehi has been continuously 
inhabited since 1877 and officially became part of Mesa in 1970. 
 
 
The Mesa Company 
 
Brigham Young initially intended the early settlements in the Salt River 
Valley to be “stations on the road” supporting the church’s expansion into 
Mexico.  In May 1877, Young called upon C. C. Crismon and his son-in-law 
George W. Sirrine to serve as missionaries in Arizona.  The true beginning 
of Mesa came when Sirrine and F.M. Pomeroy and their families left Bear 
Lake County, Idaho on September 14, 1877.  They met up with the Crismon 
and C. I. Robson families in southern Utah.  The little group of slightly more 
than eighty people, which became known as the Mesa Company, headed 
south and arrived at Fort Utah/Jonesville on February 14, 1878.  Pomeroy, 
Crismon, Sirrine and Robson are the founding fathers of Mesa. 
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Creating a Community on the Mesa 

 
Making Water flow Uphill 
 
The Mesa Company decided to investigate whether water could be brought 
from the river onto the mesa top.  They traced the outline of the historic 
channel known as “Montezuma’s Canal” and other ancient canals and 
became convinced that water seemingly could be "moved uphill" by 
intersecting the river higher up.  Work on the Mesa Canal began in 1878.  
Digging the canal was a long and difficult task that took over nine months to 
complete.  Although the new town site had water, it was a constant struggle 
to maintain the canals, with breaks occurring often.   
 
The effort of the Mesa Company in digging the canal rewarded its individual 
members.  Each man was allotted portions of land in the new town site 
depending upon the amount of work he had put into the canal.  Canal shares 
were valued at $200, town site lots at $50.  On July 12, 1878, Theodore C. 
Sirrine filed the first homestead papers.  William and Irene Newell were the 
first to move to Mesa.  In October 1878, they set a tent at the corner of First 
and Center Streets.    
 
 
New Waves of Pioneers 
 
Word soon reached church officials of the progress of the Mesa Company.  
Additional groups of pioneers soon departed for the Salt River Valley.  The 
Perkins group arrived next, in March 1878, followed by the Davis, LeSueur, 
Hibbert, Phelps, Warner, and Dana families in January 1879.  Other groups 
followed, including the Peterson, Lewis, Kimball, Passey, Horne, Lisonbee, 
Hunsaker, Stallings, Hobson, and Macdonald families.  Most of these 
newcomers settled within the boundaries of the new city, and their names are 
memorialized on many of the main streets of town. 
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Stringtown 
 
Another group of pioneers who followed the Mesa Company were the 
Rogers, Standage, and Pew families.  They camped at Bond’s Corner, 
located at the southwest corner of Country Club and Main Streets, while 
deciding where to homestead.  They chose parcels of land along what is now 
Alma School Road, one mile west of the town site.  The area soon acquired 
the name of “Stringtown”, named either for the settler's tent homes or from 
the homesteads “strung” out along Alma School, then a dirt trail. 
 
Buildings associated with this group include the first home in Mesa 
constructed of lumber.  Hyrum Pew freighted the lumber from Prescott to 
build his home.  The Mormons built the Alma School Ward LDS Church in 
1918.  It has been extensively remodeled and now houses the Landmark 
Restaurant.  This group also built the Alma School, which is now gone but 
whose name lives on in Alma School Road. 
 
Mesa Becomes a Town 
 
As workers completed the Mesa Canal, settlers cleared their land, cutting 
through desert brush in preparation for farming.  They used materials at hand 
to construct their first homes, including cactus posts, adobe and dirt for 
floors.  Adobe homes were common until the 1890’s, when the residents 
built the first brick and wood frame homes.  Brickyards in Lehi supplied 
most of the brick used in Mesa.  A few brick homes of the 1890’s era still 
exist today in Lehi and Mesa, including the Biggs home and the Sirrine 
House. 
 
Alexander Findlay Macdonald began the move to incorporate the 
community, and in 1883, Mesa, population about 300, became an official 
town in Maricopa County, with Macdonald as the first mayor. 
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The Tragedy of Smallpox 
 
Tragedy struck the little town in 1883, when Macdonald’s eleven-year-old 
son, John, came down with smallpox.  His mother, Fanny, ran the post office 
out of their home on the southeast corner of Main and Macdonald.  Because 
of the number of people coming and going, most of the families in town 
were exposed to the disease.  George W. Sirrine was appointed health officer 
and established two “pest houses,” where the ill were quarantined.  By the 
end of the epidemic, 44 people, about 15% of the new community, had died. 
 
 
The Lay of the Land 
 
From the town’s physical layout to the cooperative and industrious spirit of 
its residents, Mesa City was ideally suited to prosper in a harsh desert 
climate.  The city was a one square mile area of homesteads and businesses.  
The town's unusually wide streets were a unique feature that is still evident 
today throughout the city.  
 
Most residents farmed in one way or another.  Alfalfa, grapes, various 
grains, miscellaneous fruit trees, and an impressive variety of other crops 
provided the residents with sustenance and cash.  Much of what the settlers 
grew was for personal and local consumption, but they sold some of the 
crops to Fort McDowell and neighboring towns to earn income.  Grapes in 
particular were an important cash crop and formed the basis of one of the 
first industries in Mesa and Lehi:  wine-making.  At least two major wineries 
operated in Mesa by 1892. 
 
Many individual families cultivated personal gardens.  They obtained fish 
from the Salt River, hunted and trapped wild game, and harvested wild 
grasses.  In addition to farming, some residents engaged in specialized 
business ventures that supported the agricultural economy, such as 
mercantile, blacksmithing, and livery stables. 
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Mesa’s Main Street 
 
Mesa’s Main Street facilitated establishment of a business community.  
Occupations in Mesa in the late 1800's included doctors, butchers, 
saloonkeepers, teachers, carpenters, barbers, livery masters, and 
dressmakers.  In Mesa by 1892 there were six schools, at least two saloons, 
and two hotels (the Hakes House and the Pioneer House), along with several 
general merchandise stores, a flour mill and the first newspaper, the Mesa 
Free Press. 
 
 
Life in Early Mesa 
 
These businesses and others helped to enhance the quality of life in Mesa, 
but life was still hard.  The Mesa Canal that supplied water to the 
community was a constant chore for residents as they struggled to fix breaks 
in the walls. 
 
Floods, drought, and heat presented their own problems.  Transportation and 
communications were slow.  It took four hours to get by wagon from Mesa 
to Phoenix.  But residents found ways to adapt.  “Beating the heat” included 
soaking clothing before going out to work in a field, hanging wet sheets in 
windows and doorways, and swimming in the Salt River and the canals. 
 
To avoid the monotony of daily life, Mesa residents found leisure in reading, 
dancing, swimming, watermelon feasts, saloons, holiday celebrations, and 
visiting neighboring towns.  Children attended school and helped in the 
home or the field, while enjoying an occasional sweet treat or a game of 
hoops or marbles with friends. 
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Mesa's First Schools 
 
Mesa’s first school was a little brush shed, in which taught Zulie (Ursula) 
Pomeroy in 1879.  The first real school building was an adobe schoolhouse 
built in 1882 at Center and 2nd Avenue.  This was torn down in 1890 and 
replaced by the first Lincoln (or South) School that same year. Other early 
schools were the Irving (or North) School built in 1899, the Alma School, 
built in 1906, and the Daniel Webster School in 1911.  There were 200 
students in 1883 and 806 by 1912.  The first Jordan School followed in 1913 
and the Franklin School in 1914. 
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The Railroad Comes to Mesa 
 
The arrival of the Maricopa and Phoenix Railroad in the Salt River Valley in 
1895 was a major milestone.  The line was important for moving agricultural 
produce into the commercial networks of the nation, in the construction of 
Roosevelt Dam, and for leisure time activities.  The spur connected Mesa to 
Tempe and Phoenix, and the seven-mile trip that had once taken four hours 
by wagon could now be made in forty-five minutes.  Two trains ran in each 
direction daily. 
 
The first train depot was located at 3rd Street between Center and Sirrine 
Streets, opposite Depot Park (later called Drew Park and Rendezvous Park), 
a popular location for picnics and holiday celebrations.  Excursion cars ran 
between Phoenix and Mesa for 60 cents round trip, and it was not unusual 
for Phoenicians to travel to Mesa for the day.  An all day excursion to 
Tucson cost $2.75 for a round trip.  This depot was abandoned by 1911. 
 
The Santa Fe, Prescott and Phoenix Railroad came into Mesa along Third 
Avenue.  This depot was located between Macdonald and Robson, near the 
creameries, mills and warehouses.  The Southern Pacific Railroad took over 
both these smaller railroads in 1925 and built a new depot at Third Avenue 
and Robson.  This station was subsequently abandoned and later burned. 
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A Watershed Event:  Roosevelt Dam and Mesa 

 
The Doctor and His Mechanical Monster 
 
Mesa was a thriving community by the turn of the century, but the lack of a 
dependable water supply source undermined its potential future vitality and 
growth.  While a decade-long drought had shaken the confidence of the 
residents of Mesa, there were encouraging signs.  Dr. A. J. Chandler’s dream 
was to create a new agricultural city in the East Valley, a city south of Mesa 
that would eventually bear his name. When the great flood of 1891 
devastated the Mesa Canal, Chandler used innovative approaches to build 
his new Consolidated Canal. He moved the head of the canal upstream, 
away from the porous soils with high seepage rates that robbed the original 
Mesa Canal of water. The water saved by this new design could serve both 
Mesa and points south.  Chandler improved maintenance on the canals and 
expanded the canals to allow more water to flow into Mesa.  He guaranteed 
shareholders in the Mesa Canal Company that Mesa farmers would be the 
first to receive water. 
 
To save labor costs for canal construction, Chandler built the world's largest 
steam powered dredge to excavate the canal. The dredge floated on the water 
within the canal, digging new canal ahead of itself.  People came from other 
states just to see this modern marvel of engineering.  
 
Chandler engineered the Consolidated Canal to carry the entire water load 
for the Hayden (or Tempe) Canal. He took this water off the river and 
brought it to the top of the Mesa Terrace. The water was then dropped off 
the terrace through large pipes and into the first hydroelectric generating 
plant in the valley.  Later, he sold the plant to the City of Mesa, which began 
operating utility companies as a source of income. 
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Reclaiming the Desert 
 
The early canal systems in Phoenix were often damaged by floods or 
suffered from low water flow on the river during the summers. To foster the 
growth of farming in the arid southwest, dams were needed to store water to 
“reclaim the land” for farming. Phoenix residents, recognizing that a dam on 
the Salt River would spur growth and economic prosperity, lobbied congress 
to create the Bureau of Reclamation. Their efforts paid off in June 1902 
when President Theodore Roosevelt signed the National Reclamation Act.   
 
Valley farmers created the Salt River Water Users Association (now Salt 
River Project) in 1903 to show the federal government that they could 
cooperate in developing a water reclamation project.  The first Bureau of 
Reclamation projects were on the Salt River beginning with a diversion dam 
at Granite Reef just east of Lehi. In 1906, construction began on Roosevelt 
Dam, which would ensure a year-round supply of water by storing water for 
times of drought.  Ironically, in 1905, a flood that ended the great drought 
hindered construction of the dams on the Salt River. 
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Mesa and Roosevelt Dam 
 
As work continued over the years on the Roosevelt Dam, Mesa was a 
staging area for freight and workers headed for the construction site.  
Enormous amounts of food and supplies were needed to serve the federal 
construction camps that had grown to resemble miniature cities.  Local 
residents became involved in hauling supplies to the site and opened new 
businesses to accommodate the needs of the workforce.   A period of 
prosperity came to Mesa as the demand for goods and services increased.  
 
Saloons, hotels, and various shops opened on Main Street offering both 
necessities and luxuries. New businesses included the Mesa-Roosevelt Stage 
Company, the Mesa Transfer Company, and a Wells Fargo Company 
Branch.  The mercantile and hardware stores of the O. S. Stapley Company, 
the LeSueur-Gibbon and Company, and the C. C. Manning Hardware 
Company sprang up in response to construction needs at the dam.  Farmers 
expanded agricultural production to provide enough food for the thousands 
of laborers and their draft animals.   
 
Roosevelt Dam was finally completed in 1911.  It was the largest dam in the 
world then and is still the largest masonry-rubble dam.  Former President 
Theodore Roosevelt came to Arizona to inaugurate the dam on March 18, 
1911.  The thousands of valley residents must have marveled at the idea of 
having a year-round supply of water at last! 
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From Frontier Town to Gem City 

 
Arizona became the 48th state on February 14, 1912, and the citizens of 
Mesa celebrated statehood.  Life was good.  With a guaranteed water supply, 
cultivation spread, business thrived, and many more people settled in the 
area. Mesa’s population boomed, increasing from 722 residents in 1900 to 
1,692 in 1910.  A popular term for Mesa at this time was Gem City. 
 
There was religious diversity in the community.  In addition to the pioneer 
Mormons, Baptists and Methodists had built “elegant” and “imposing” 
churches by the late 1890’s.  City records noted that there “is a good 
population” of them, making up from a quarter to a third of Mesa’s 
population. 
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Diversity in Early Mesa 
 
Even though Mormons founded Mesa, early on there was both religious and 
ethnic diversity in Mesa.  Alexander McPherson was the first black settler in 
Mesa, homesteading at what is now the corner of Macdonald and Pepper in 
1905.  A growing African American community opened its first church, 
Mount Calvary Baptist Church, in 1918.  In 1920, an area known as the 
Mitchell Addition was the first to sell homes to African Americans.  
Combined with a second subdivision, Tuskeegee Place, it soon became 
known as the Washington Neighborhood. 
 
Although there were Latinos in what became southern Arizona in the 
seventeenth century, there were few Mexican Americans in Mesa before the 
late 1800s.  The Aros, Candelaria, Castro, Garcia, Rivera and Mendoza 
families were among the first Latino pioneers in Mesa.  The Verde Vista 
subdivision, created in 1916, gave Mexican Americans the opportunity to 
buy homes in Mesa and create a cultural community.  Later the area became 
known as the Escobedo neighborhood. 
 
Persons of Asian descent also came to Mesa.  Japanese pioneers, from the 
1910s, included Minezo Ikeda, Kurataro Ishikawa, Miyoji Okazaki, Chuji 
Horiba, Frank Sugino and Daikichi Nishida.  The Matsuno, Sekiya, 
Motoyoshi, Katow, Oda, Kuriowa and Sanichi Ishikawa families also came.  
As in other places in the West, many Chinese first came to work on the 
railroads.  In Mesa, the Chinese pioneers created small business enterprises.  
Wing Wong, Charley Jung and Sam Lee each ran eating establishments in 
Mesa in the 1910s, Yee Wo opened a laundry and Sung Le a grocery in 
1914. 
 
Immigrants from the Middle East began to arrive in Arizona in the late 19th 
century and some settled in the East Valley.  At first primarily Christians 
from Lebanon and Syria, Arab Americans began small business ventures.  
The Tibshraeny, Basha, Coury, Habeeb and Saba families came early and 
became prominent in Mesa and the region for their business enterprises and 
civic contributions. 
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An Empire of Hay and Milk 
 
Agriculture was the mainstay of Mesa’s economy.  Alfalfa and dairy were 
core industries, both of which prospered in the wake of the construction of 
Roosevelt Dam.  Alfalfa provided feed for livestock, grazing pasture, and 
fertilizer for the soil.  The success of alfalfa crops boosted the dairy industry.  
Milk production in Mesa by 1912 was so great that the city supported three 
dairies, The Mesa Creamery, The Mesa Dairy and Ice Company, and the 
Roosevelt Dairy.  Other important agricultural crops included cantaloupes 
and grapes for wine-making. 
 
 
The King of Poultry 
 
Large-scale poultry operations began to appear in the 1910's and the 1920s 
in Mesa and Lehi.  George Gilbert Haws was one of the most prominent of 
Mesa's early poultry farmers.  He established Del Rio Farms in 1919, which 
became well know for its prize winning White Leghorns.  By the early 
1930's his poultry operation included well over a 1,000 chickens and a huge 
egg incubator.  As a leader in this area of farming, Haws served as president 
of the Arizona Poultry Association. 
 
 
 
 
 
Ranching in Mesa 
 
Livestock raising, another important part of the economies of Mesa and 
Lehi, grew substantially around the turn of the 20th century.  For many years, 
cattle and sheep ranchers pastured their animals in the central portion of the 
territory.  By the early 1900's, conditions on those rangelands had 
deteriorated greatly, due in part to overgrazing.  Sheep especially suffered 
from the severe cold of the winters in those elevated and rugged regions. 
 
For these reasons, cattle and sheep ranchers arranged for their animals to 
migrate south to the Salt River Valley to graze on the alfalfa pastures during 
the winter.  This enabled stock raisers to fatten their animals on ideal forage 
before shipping them to market throughout the United States. 
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As the size of cattle and sheep herds grew, the acreage planted in alfalfa 
increased to accommodate them.  The presence of these large herds in the 
valley meant an additional form of income above and beyond selling alfalfa 
as cut hay. 
 
Cotton 
 
The Hohokam were the first prehistoric farmers in the region to grow cotton.  
After Anglo settlement, long staple cotton, originally from Egypt, emerged 
from a variety of experimental crops to become a staple of the region.  Since 
the turn of the 20th century, the federal government and the University of 
Arizona in Tucson experimented with cotton.  In 1912, some local farmers 
began to grow long staple cotton themselves. 
 
Water from Roosevelt Dam allowed cotton to bloom in fields throughout 
Mesa and Lehi.  Although experimental, cotton soon proved to be a great 
cash crop and required the building of a cotton gin.  Farmers formed a co-op 
called the Mesa Egyptian Cotton Gin, and sold cotton processed at the gin to 
cotton mills in the East for clothing and to manufacturers for use in 
automobile tires.  The greater strength of long staple cotton compared to 
other varieties gave it greater demand in manufacturing. 
 
World War I interrupted the importation of long staple cotton from Egypt.  
After 1914, industries that relied on long staple cotton turned to the Salt 
River Valley for their needs. The cotton boom began.  When the United 
States entered the war in 1917, the demand for long staple cotton increased 
as American industry responded to military needs.  Mesa had come full 
circle from its frontier beginnings.  Local residents celebrated the prosperity 
of its town by referring to Mesa as “the Gem City.” 
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The Great War and Mesa 

 
Mesa During World War I 
 
Mesa felt the effects of World War I (1914-1918), as did other small rural 
communities across the country.  Local citizens rallied in support of the war 
effort and a number of residents served overseas.  Over a hundred men from 
Mesa, from various ethnic backgrounds, served in the army and at least eight 
were killed.  Mesa was home to a company of Arizona National Guardsmen 
whose base of operations was the local armory.  Soldiers were also sent to 
guard Granite Reef and Roosevelt Dams against potential saboteurs.  The 
daily drama of the war engaged Mesa citizens, many of whom congregated 
at the Majestic Theater on Main Street to see the latest images of the war in 
Europe.  Patriotic citizens held events such as local bond drives to raise 
funds to aid the war effort, and people eagerly followed newspaper accounts 
and awaited letters from loved ones. 
 
Although the war was difficult for Mesa in many ways, it brought great 
economic wealth to the community.  Military demand for long staple cotton, 
used in tires, gas masks, uniforms, airplane fabric, and balloons, was a key 
factor in the success of local agriculture.  War industries required nearly all 
of the crops and materials that Mesa produced during World War I.  This 
commerce helped to bring Mesa into the national economy and tied the city 
to global events. This agricultural boom lasted until the end of the decade, 
by which time Mesa was truly a modern American community.   
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The 1918 Flu Epidemic 
 
By the fall of 1918 victory in Europe seemed assured.  But in mid September 
an unseen enemy invaded the United States and quickly made its way to 
Arizona.  The Spanish Influenza began its attack on the American people 
with the infection of a single soldier in Massachusetts and hit the Phoenix 
area a week later.  The rest of the state was in its grip within a week. 
 
Before it ended in January 1919, the flu virus had killed an estimated 22 
million people worldwide, more than two times the number of all known 
deaths resulting from the previous four years of warfare.  Some estimates put 
the figure as high as 40 million.  There were between 500,000 and 700,000 
deaths in the United States, ten times as many as the number of Americans 
killed in the war.  At least 550 died in Arizona.  The virus seemed to take the 
highest toll on healthy individuals between the ages of twenty and forty, 
unlike previous flu epidemics where the hardest hit were the youngest and 
the oldest.  The flu struck quickly, often killing within hours.  
 
To try to halt the epidemic, officials banned public gatherings and closed 
churches, schools, and movie theatres throughout Arizona.  Failure of adults 
to wear masks could result in arrest and a fine, and spitting on the sidewalk 
was prohibited.  Even handshaking was discouraged in the effort to halt the 
spread of the disease. 
 
The flu ravaged Mesa too.  Franklin School served as an emergency hospital 
to handle those infected.  For those who could pay, the cost was $15.00 a 
week.  By November 15th, the hospital had 110 patients and there were an 
estimated 7,000 to 10,000 cases in Maricopa County. 
 
How many died in Mesa is unknown.  Nine-year-old Norman Lisonbee was 
one of the last to die, losing his fight with the flu January 31, 1919.  By this 
time the epidemic was in its final days. 
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Mesa in the Roaring 1920s 
 
Mesa showed many signs of prosperity in the 1920s, in spite of the cotton 
crash early in the decade.  Residential tracts expanded as landowners built 
new homes and development spread beyond the boundaries of the original 
square mile, to become future neighborhoods such as the Evergreen and 
Temple Districts. 
 
Business and industry grew steadily to meet increased demand.  Among the 
new structures popping up downtown were the posh Metsford Hotel (built 
1921), the El Portal Hotel (opened January 1928), the Alhambra Hotel 
(rebuilt in the early 1920s after fire destroyed the previous structure), and the 
Nile Theater (built 1924).  The beautifully ornate Valley Bank was built at 
the northeast corner of Main and Macdonald during the decade as well – that 
bank’s original clock still keeps time at that corner today. 
 
The variety of clubs, social organizations, and churches showed how vibrant 
the community had become.  Clubs that either formed or became more 
active during the 1920s include the Rotary Club, the Lions Club, the 
Women’s Club, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars.  Local congregations 
built or expanded churches during the decade.  Perhaps as clear as any other 
sign of Mesa’s prosperity was the change in status from a “town” to a “city” 
in 1929. 
 
Of course, Mesa could not escape the “Roaring ‘20s” without some tension.  
The decade brought with it new styles for girls and young women that the 
rural farm town of Mesa was not fully prepared to deal with.  Flamboyant 
new fashions, the use of cosmetics, and “spit curls” frightened the 
conservative sensibilities of Mesa – clearly the “flapper” was not just a big 
city girl. 
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Play Ball! 
 
Mesa had a love affair with baseball long before the Cubs came to town.  
Mesa High School had a baseball team early in its history, and the team won 
the championship in 1913. 
 
An exhibition game played on the corner of Robson and First Avenue in 
1919 generated great interest among the city fathers.  The newly formed 
Mesa Allstars played the Chicago White Sox.  Although the White Sox won 
8 to 1, baseball was in Mesa to stay.  On April 29, 1919, organizers held a 
meeting in Phoenix to form the Salt River Valley Baseball League, with 
regularly scheduled games.  Representatives attended from Mesa, Phoenix, 
Chandler, Glendale, Casa Grande, Tempe, and Superior.  Mesa’s team 
became the Mesa Jewels on July 1, 1921. 
 
Throughout the 1920s and until the 1950s Mesa had a series of semi-pro and 
little league teams.  These teams played on the baseball diamond, installed in 
1921, at Rendezvous Park.  The park, formerly Depot Park, was on a city 
block of property that the Pomeroy family deeded to the city for recreational 
purposes. 
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The Arizona Temple 
 
For members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, to return to 
Salt Lake City for marriages and other religious services of the Temple was 
the dream of a lifetime.  The arduous journey could take weeks by wagon 
and even in the days of railroads, the trip could only be made via Denver or 
San Francisco.   
 
President Heber J. Grant, President of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints, dedicated the land for the Temple in 1921, although planning 
and fundraising began a decade earlier.  Local church leaders early on 
submitted requests for a temple in Arizona, but it was not until 1919 that 
officials in Utah gave their approval. Ground was broken on April 23, 1922 
and construction began January 5, 1923.  The Temple, whose design was 
inspired by Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem, was completed in 1927.  Prior to 
its dedication, the Temple was open to the public for inspection.  President 
Heber J. Grant said the dedicatory prayer on October 23, 1927.  The first 
Easter service held on the grounds of the temple was in 1938. 
 
The Temple was closed in 1974 for extensive remodeling.  Prior to its 
rededication the Temple was again open for public inspection.  More than 
205,000 visitors had a once in a lifetime opportunity to view the interior of 
the Temple.  President Spencer W. Kimball, world leader of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, rededicated the building in 1975. 
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Mesa’s Two Great Depressions 

 
The Cotton Crash of the Early 1920s 
 
Cotton was king in Mesa by the end of World War I, and the city even held 
an annual cotton festival.  Over 180,000 acres of cotton were under 
cultivation in the area in 1920.  Local farmers went “cotton crazy”, reducing 
crop diversity, plowing under other crops, and even selling dairy cattle to 
raise capital to grow the profitable crop.  A general national economic 
downturn, a drop in the demand for long staple cotton for military goods, 
and availability of Egyptian and other foreign cotton in the marketplace 
caused the cotton market to crash in 1920-1921 and left much of the 1920 
cotton crop unsold. 
 
The cotton crash hit Mesa hard.  The price of cotton dropped almost 
overnight from $1.20 per pound to less than 20 cents per pound.  Farmers 
had invested so much money in their cotton, to harvest the crops would cost 
more than the cotton was worth.  Many left their fields un-harvested, and 
suffered great financial hardship.   
 
Commercial business declined as a result of the crash because people had 
less money to spend in town.  The effects of the cotton crash lasted through 
the mid 1920’s.  The cotton crash sent Mesa into its first major depression, 
the likes of which its residents hoped they would never see again.   
 
 
Learning a Lesson 
 
Farmers again diversified their crops throughout the 1920s, creating a more 
stable economic environment.  The dairy industry rebounded and the 
planting of citrus groves increased steadily.  The first successful commercial 
large scale citrus groves, such as the McKellips and Habeeb farms, date 
from the 1920s.  Thereafter, citrus was one of the major industries in Mesa.  
Despite the crash, cotton remained a vibrant industry in the area. 
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Mesa and the Great Depression 
 
Although the cotton crash of the 1920s caused a great deal of hardship and 
anxiety for Mesa’s residents, it didn’t prepare them for the decade-long 
depression that began with the stock market crash in New York in 1929.  In 
Arizona between 1929 and 1932, profits from agriculture had fallen from 
$41.8 million to $13.8 million and profits from mining fell from $155.7 
million to $14.7 million.  Mining towns closed and the shipping industry 
declined. 
 
This had dire consequences for Mesa as much of what the town produced in 
goods and services was shipped beyond the Salt River Valley.  The City of 
Mesa cut wages for 40 employees, the school district cut its budget by 60 
percent in 1933, teachers were paid with vouchers and many merchants 
discounted these severely before accepting them. 
 
The 1st National Bank closed its doors in 1932.  Bank deposits at other banks 
dropped by more than half by 1931 and many farms and businesses faced 
foreclosure.  President Roosevelt signed the Bank Holiday Bill in 1933 
allowing banks to officially close for an unspecified length of time in order 
to prevent citizens from panicking and withdrawing all of their money from 
the banks. 
 
“Where there is no vision, the people perish” 
 
Throughout the Depression the local paper, the Mesa Journal Tribune 
helped keep residents informed about state and national developments while 
working in a variety of ways to promote Mesa business and help charitable 
causes.  Its slogan became:   
 
“Buy American-For Americans” 
“Buy Arizona-For Arizonans” 
“Buy at Home-For Mesa” 
 
Recognizing that the town needed bolder measures to rebound economically, 
the Journal Tribune published several editorials in support of a sales tax.  
Quoting proverbs, a front-page editorial in May 1933 read, “Where there is 
no vision, the people perish.” 
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The New Deal 
 
Federal or “New Deal” programs of the 1930's provided assistance to Mesa 
and its residents.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt established the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) to construct public buildings and streets.  
WPA buildings in Mesa include:  the post office (now the Federal Building) 
and city hall (now part of the Mesa Southwest Museum), Southside Hospital, 
Rendezvous swimming pool, and the auditorium at the Lehi School (now the 
Mesa Historical Museum).  They also installed underground pipes, paved 
streets, and improved the water system.   
 
Another federal program, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 
encouraged Mesa residents to become homeowners through low-cost federal 
loans.  In 1936, the FHA built a demonstration home in Mesa (known as the 
Mitten house, now the Giles Law Office at 232 W. 2nd Street) to show 
families that they could buy their own home for a little as $50 per month, 
compared to paying $30 per month to rent a run-down local property. 
 
 
 
Melons and Malice 
 
The economic downturn of the 1930's heightened social tensions.  One 
instance of social unrest came in 1934, as many local farmers struggled to 
produce successful harvests.  A small number of farmers, some of whom 
were Japanese Americans, harvested a banner crop of cantaloupes.  Laws 
excluding Japanese Americans from owning or leasing farmland raised 
racial tensions, even though Japanese Americans had lived and worked in 
the valley since the turn of the century. 
 
Resentments toward Japanese farmers boiled over in 1934 as a result of their 
successful cantaloupe crop.  Angry white farmers who did not fare so well 
vented their feelings towards the Japanese through aggressive and 
sometimes violent acts.  Recorded incidents in the valley included wrecking 
head gates on farmland, the use of explosive devices and firearms for 
intimidation, and damage to property.  Tension between Anglos and 
Japanese Americans continued into the next decade as World War II fueled 
even more resentment. 
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The Cotton Pickers Crisis 
 
Another instance of social tension during the depression took place in 1937.  
After valley farmers planted an abundance of cotton, they needed laborers to 
pick the crop.  The farmers recruited migratory workers from all over the 
United States.  Almost 40,000 pickers and their families arrived in the valley 
by 1938, far beyond the needs of the cotton farmers.  The surplus workers 
drove wages down and many people could not provide for their families.  
Flooding in California prevented farm workers who could not find work in 
Arizona from moving west. 
 
Many of the migrant workers ended up living in camps that local cities, 
whose resources the depression had already depleted, could not support. 
Frustrated cotton workers aligned themselves with the United Cannery, 
Packing, and Allied Workers of America and stormed the relief warehouse 
for Maricopa County to demand food.  To prevent a riot, Governor Rawghlie 
C. Stanford ordered the county to provide the cotton pickers with food.  
Eventually, the federal government stepped in and helped, but the cotton 
picker’s crisis of 1937-1938 cast a shadow on the practices of the cotton 
farming industry. 
 
By the end of the 1930’s, federal assistance to Mesa residents helped to 
alleviate some of the burden of the depression, but the economy had not 
fully recovered.  As difficult as the events of the 30’s were, it would take an 
even more tragic global conflict to end the Great Depression. 
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World War II and Mesa 

 
Mesa Pitches In 
 
On December 7, 1941, Mesa residents gathered around their radios to hear 
the breaking news that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor.  The United 
States was at war.  World War II shook the foundations of Mesa’s small 
rural community.  Almost immediately, residents felt the effects of the war, 
and fathers and sons enlisted or were drafted into the military. 
 
Everyone in Mesa contributed to the war effort by rationing, collecting, and 
donating what they could spare.  Residents collected scrap metal, 
housewives saved tin cans, and school aged children learned to pick cotton 
in the absence of men at war.  People of all ages learned to give first aid and 
to respond to air raid sirens.  War bond drives raised money for the cause 
and people sacrificed whatever they didn’t need to support the war effort. 
 
Rationing hit Mesa as it did elsewhere in the country, though Mesa did have 
an abundance of agriculture to help support the community.  For the war 
effort, the government rationed access to rubber, gas, sugar, metal and paper.  
Clothing was rationed as cloth became scarce.  People lined up for blocks at 
the Tibshraeny Western Store on Main Street to buy their allotted pair of 
jeans.  Paper became so scarce that residents rarely saw toilet and tissue 
paper during the war.  The lack of paper affected the local newspaper as 
well. The Mesa Journal Tribune became smaller and smaller as the war went 
on.  At one point the Tribune combined its publication with Mesa High 
School's Jackrabbit newspaper to get the news to the public. 
 
 
Protecting Mesa 
 
In March 1942, the Mesa City Council appointed a war council to protect 
Mesa from air raids.  The town was divided into four quadrants and a 
warden was assigned to make evening rounds to ensure that no residential 
lights were visible.  The city purchased a large air raid siren and announced 
daily drills.  When the siren sounded, residents were to turn off all lights, 
pull over in their cars if they were on the road, and seek immediate shelter.  
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Mesa city government, fearful that the water supply could be sabotaged with 
biological agents, added chlorine to drinking water. 
 
 
 
Economic Upswing 
 
Although the people of Mesa faced rationing and other wartime restrictions, 
the local economy showed signs of recovery from the Great Depression.  
Agricultural industries boomed during the war years as the military grew.  
Feeding and clothing the millions of service personnel in the war required an 
enormous amount of food, wool and cotton.  Mesa’s farmers toiled to 
produce enough crops for local and national needs.  Long staple cotton was 
especially important during the war.  For the war in the air, the need for 
parachutes was as critical as the need for food.  Long staple cotton was used 
to make parachute rope and other essential military equipment.  Because of 
the demand, farmers made money from the cotton crops. 
 
 

Mesa’s Air Bases 
 
Falcon Field 
 
On June 27, 1940, the Mesa Journal Tribune reported that the city bought 
two sites for airports:  Falcon Field in north Mesa and Williams Field in 
south Mesa.  The city leased Falcon Field to a civilian company, Southwest 
Airways, to build and operate the number four British Flying and Training 
School.  Falcon Field occupies one square mile in northeast Mesa at what is 
now Greenfield and McKellips.  The airfield was named after the bird of 
prey that has historically represented the British spirit. 
 
In September 1941, the first 150 British Royal Air Force (RAF) Cadets 
arrived at Falcon Field.  More than 2,000 cadets were trained at the base 
from 1941-1945.  The Falcon Field Cadets spent 300,000 hours in the air 
and flew over 45 million miles.  While the majority of those trained were 
British, Chinese and American pilots also trained at Falcon Field because of 
the additional navigational training offered.  There were also casualties at 
Falcon Field.  Twenty-four RAF cadets, one American cadet, and three 
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instructors were killed during the training.  The British cadets are buried at 
the Mesa cemetery. 
 
 
Williams Field 
 
In early 1941, the United States Army Air Corps announced plans to build 
an air base on 3,700 acres of land in south Mesa.  By summer 1941, 
hundreds of airmen from around the country arrived and began building the 
base.  Williams Field was named in honor of Lieutenant Charles L. 
Williams, an Arizonan who died in a plane crash during combat in World 
War I.  By the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Williams Field was the 
home of the Army Air Corps Advanced Flying School.  Williams was an 
ideal location to meet the urgent need to train pilots for war.  American, 
British and Chinese pilots received combat training at the base.  By 1944, 
more than 4,000 airmen had been trained at Williams and it remained the 
largest fighter pilot training school in the world until the base was officially 
closed in 1993. 
 
 
 
Home Away from Home 
 
The thousands of airmen stationed at Falcon and Williams Fields and their 
families impacted the local scene.  The sudden influx of people and the 
rationing of goods and services strained the housing market.  Housing was 
so scarce that the federal government built project housing like Escobedo to 
help place families.  In addition, many local residents opened their homes to 
the servicemen.  Host families "adopted" British airmen.  The Mezona, a 
local meeting and dance hall that held popular Friday night dances, also 
welcomed the servicemen.  Nearly every eligible girl in town could be seen 
at the Mezona on Friday nights.  A hospitality house opened during the war 
and provided much needed comfort for the airmen who were far from home.  
The house provided recreational activities and special treats like tea from 
England. 
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Japanese Internment 
 
While American and British soldiers trained to defend democracy abroad, 
decisions made in the name of the war effort took away the rights of some at 
home.  The war brought to the surface issues of prejudice and mistrust 
against Americans of certain ancestry.  None were more affected than 
Japanese Americans.  War-based restrictions segregated Japanese Americans 
in Mesa from the rest of the population. 
 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt singled out American citizens of Japanese 
ancestry as potential enemies of the state.  He issued an executive order in 
February 1942 that required Japanese Americans on the West Coast to leave 
their homes.  Included in this mandate was anyone who had just one great 
grandparent who was Japanese.  Officials forced Japanese to abandon their 
homes and leave their communities, taking few belongings, and to relocate 
to government internment camps.  Two of these camps were in Arizona.  
One of the camps was in Poston in western Arizona, and the other was at the 
Gila River, south of Phoenix.  These camps interned Japanese Americans 
from throughout the west, including some who lived south of an imaginary 
line drawn across the valley. 
 
 
A Line Down Main Street 
 
This imaginary line divided Mesa in half along Main Street.  Japanese 
Americans who lived south of the line were forced to move in with family 
on the north side or face relocation to a camp.  Those who lived on the north 
side were suddenly cut off from the rest of town including the Southside 
Hospital, the J. C. Penney store, and Mesa High School.  Many Mesans 
showed compassion for the plight of their Japanese American neighbors by 
helping them secure needed goods, get agricultural products to market, and 
receive vital services such as medical care.  Although at times there were 
rumors that the Japanese Americans in Mesa were trying to aid the enemy, 
most people had sympathy for their fellow citizens as everyone was in the 
war together. 
 
By the time WWII ended in 1945, Mesa citizens had experienced loss, 
hardship, and prejudice.  Mesa was justifiably proud of its contribution to 
the war, but was happy to move into a peaceful postwar era.  The town had a 
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population of 16,790 by 1950, but in many ways it remained a rural farm 
community. 
 
 
 
 
 

The Boom Years 
 
Following World War II, the economy of Mesa underwent a profound 
change.  As the country demobilized and began to return to sense of 
normalcy, a series of changes began that would transform Mesa from a rural 
farming community into a city of close to a half a million people.  
Mechanization of agriculture, construction, housing, defense and technology 
industries, tourism and retail fueled the postwar economic boom. 
 
 
The Mechanization of Farming 
 
Agriculture and its support industries, including melon and vegetable 
packing sheds, citrus packing houses, a cotton gin, and mills producing hay 
and livestock feed, provided the economic base for Mesa prior to 1950.  This 
began to change in the 1950s for a variety of reasons.  Mechanization of 
farm equipment meant more could be done with less manpower.  The value 
of farm commodities dropped as overproduction continued and the value of 
farmland decreased. 
 
The wartime expansion of industry, especially those geared towards heavy 
equipment, combined with technological innovation, sparked a revolution in 
farm machinery that would profoundly change the face of farming in Mesa 
and across the United States.  Factories that had produced tanks, trucks, and 
other heavy vehicles for the war effort now began the manufacture of 
tractors, combines, cotton pickers, and other specialized farm machines.  
Tractors slowly but steadily pushed horses and mules off the farm. 
 
With few exceptions, mechanization reduced the number of workers needed 
to perform most types of agricultural work.  By 1964, the state employment 
office reported that, of 20,000 persons employed in Mesa, 3,250 worked in 
agriculture.  
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Business Boom 

 
After World War II, the decline of traditional agriculture was accompanied 
by the diversification of other businesses.  By the 1960s, industries such as 
construction, defense and tourism began to displace farming and stock 
raising as the main basis of the local economy.  The disappearance of 
farmlands, pastures, and orchards accelerated as the demand increased for 
business centers, motels, and housing developments. 
 
Defense Industries 
 
The Cold War was instrumental in bringing new defense industry 
manufacturing jobs to Mesa.  Talco, Mesa's first high technology industry, 
brought aerospace development to Mesa in the late 1950s.  Talco was a 
rocket engine manufacturing company whose activities were centered at 
Falcon Field.  Talley Industries bought Talco in 1967. 
  
Motorola opened a plant in 1966 at Broadway and Dobson.  Honeywell and 
General Dynamics also moved to Mesa.  Semflex, a microwave component 
manufacturer for military and space industries, opened in 1980.  Hughes 
Helicopter opened its Apache Helicopter plant in 1982.  Hughes later 
became part of McDonnell Douglas and then Boeing. 
 
Employment numbers reflect the success of manufacturing.  In Mesa in 
1950, of all local workers, only 5.8% had manufacturing jobs.  By 1989, this 
number had grown to 16%.  
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Housing Boom 

 
Chilling Out in Mesa 
 
Mechanical air conditioners existed for homes and businesses since the 
1930s, but were expensive and not widely available.  Coupled with the cost 
of electricity to run the units, air conditioning remained a luxury for the 
wealthy.  The mass production of affordable air conditioning units in the 
1950s made life bearable in the Valley and fueled population growth.    At 
the end of the decade most year-round residents, newcomers and visitors 
enjoyed the cooling air that these units provided.  What was a luxury became 
a necessity, and affordable for the middle class.  The housing boom was on.  
 
Dobson Ranch and the Rise of Planned Communities 
 
By the 1960s and early 1970s, the demand for housing and services were 
quickly taking over acres of agricultural lands.  Although other postwar 
communities such as Frasier Fields had been developed, Dobson Ranch was 
the first major agricultural land to become a planned community.  Among its 
amenities were artificial lakes and a golf course.  A homeowners association 
enforced rules on the appearance of individual houses.  The first model 
homes opened in 1973 and there were more than 10,000 homes by the early 
1990s.   
 
Many other planned communities have followed in Mesa, from Superstition 
Springs to Power Ranch. These new communities often include schools and 
recreational facilities.  Today's residents may be unaware of the agricultural 
history of the land upon which their homes may rest. 
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Health Care Boom 
 
Health care was destined to become one of the predominate industries in 
Mesa, but the origins of the health care boom had modest beginnings.  By 
the 1950s the city’s first hospital was no longer adequate to serve the ever-
growing population.  Beginning in 1921 as a six-bed hospital in a private 
home, Southside Hospital grew into a 140-bed hospital by the 1950s.  
Southside closed its doors on April 15, 1973 as the brand new 243-bed 
Desert Samaritan Hospital and Health Center opened on Dobson Road. 
 
Today, there are three major hospitals with approximately 1,205 beds. Two 
more hospitals are currently under construction.  Mesa is also planning the 
first East Valley Children’s hospital to be located at the Banner Desert 
Medical Center location.  
 
 
Retail Boom 
 
Prior to 1954, Main Street had been the commercial and retail hub of Mesa.  
As the city grew and automobiles became more commonplace, shopping 
began to move away from Main Street and further away from the center of 
town.  The first modern shopping center with an off street parking lot 
opened in 1954 at the corner of 4th Ave (now Broadway) and Mesa Drive, 
with a Wrights Grocery Store and nine other shops.  By 1960, the city was 
generating $65,000,000 in retail sales. 
  
The city’s first indoor shopping center, Tri City Mall, opened in 1968 and 
closed in 1998.  Fiesta Mall came next in 1979.  Superstition Springs Center 
opened in 1990 and became Mesa’s largest shopping mall.  By the year 
2000, there were 83 retail centers in Mesa. 
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Education Boom  
 
By the 1950s and the 1960s, Mesa’s public schools had come a long way 
from the little brush shed presided over by Zulie Pomeroy in 1879.  The 
school system continued to expand as the city grew.  By 1912 there were 
806 students, up from the 200 students in 1893.  New elementary schools 
opened almost yearly through out the 1910s.  Mesa Junior High, the city’s 
first, opened in 1952.  Mesa Union High School, built in 1908, was Mesa's 
sole high school for nearly 60 years.  The high school was a centerpiece of 
the community and a gathering place for the citizens of Mesa.  The 
community was devastated when it burned in 1967.  Even today, alumni of 
Old Main remain faithful to its spirit and traditions. 
 
By the mid 1960s Mesa had sixteen elementary schools, two junior high 
schools, and two senior highs.  The school system had been fully integrated 
since the 1950s and served over 10,000 students daily.  The district 
continued to build schools to keep up with the city’s rapid growth.  Forty-
two new elementary schools, nine junior highs, and five high schools were 
opened between 1950 and 1990.  Today, the Mesa Unified School District is 
the largest school system in the state, with over 74,850 children, and is the 
largest employer in the city. 
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Tourism 
 
Tourism has deep roots in Mesa’s past.  Early attractions included the 
prehistoric ruins of Mesa Grande, canals and dams, beautiful scenery, 
Granite Reef, fishing in the Salt River, and hunting in the desert.  
 
The tourism industry came into its own after World War II.  By the 1940s 
and 1950s, the Chamber of Commerce was actively promoting the 
advantages of the area.  The romanticizing of the "Old West" was a popular 
cultural trend and Mesa capitalized on that theme.  Attractions such as dude 
ranches brought tourists and their dollars to Mesa.  Other attractions of the 
era included the State Citrus Show and Maricopa County Fair.  Conventions 
were held in Mesa, and hotels, restaurants, parks, and an amphitheater were 
built to serve the tourist industry. 
 
Closely related to Mesa’s growth was the expansion of non-agricultural 
related industries.  By the early 1950s those businesses catering to the tourist 
trade were growing and employing an ever-increasing number of people.  At 
that time there were over seventy-five motor courts, three hotels, three dude 
ranches and a number of trailer courts.  Automobile travel was a popular 
way to vacation and related industries such as gas stations and auto repair 
shops began to spring up. 
 
 

Postwar Leisure Activities 
 
As the city grew after World War II so did its amenities.  The local economy 
was expanding and the citizens of Mesa had money to spend on leisure 
activities.  The city entered a period when many recreational facilities were 
opened, including parks, the Mesa Country Club, the Apache Lanes Bowling 
Alley, theatres and drive in movies.  Older facilities such as the Nile Theatre 
and the Mezona were still popular.  
  
The new mass media of radio and television helped promote the romance 
and excitement of the Old West, which led to even more tourism and spurred 
such Western themed events as the popular “Rawhide Roundup” of the 
1940s and 1950s. 
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Mark Barker/Sunset Trailer Ranch 
 
Perhaps the person who most recognized Mesa’s appeal with its beautiful 
desert surroundings and Old West mystic was the showman Mark Barker.  
Barker was an Eastern greenhorn who dreamed of being a cowboy and 
living the outdoor life in the Southwest.  By the late 1930s Barker, also 
known as Moxo the Magician, was an aspiring young entertainer with a 
growing national reputation.  He toured the West frequently and played such 
venues as the Biltmore and the Fox Theatre in Phoenix. 
 
It was on one of these tours, in 1938, that Barker spent the night in Mesa and 
fell in love with the area.  He soon returned, bought the motel where he had 
stayed, and converted it into the area’s first trailer park, the first such 
commercial venture in the state.  Sunset Trailer Ranch launched an industry 
for which Mesa became famous. 
 
Barker’s true talents were in promotion and entertainment.  Among his other 
ventures was a popular radio show called “Luncheon in Mesa” on KTYL 
Radio. 
 
City leaders soon noticed Barker, who quickly became involved in many 
civic activities.  As the unofficial goodwill ambassador for the city, he spent 
his summers touring the country promoting himself and Mesa. 
 
 
Rawhide Roundup 
 
Capitalizing on the popularity of the Old West theme, the Mesa Jaycees 
launched their hugely popular “Rawhide Roundup” Old West Festival in 
1947.  Mark Barker was the event chairman.  With his buddy, cowboy film 
star and ventriloquist, Max Terhune, built an entire Old West Town on 
Center Street, just north of the El Portal Hotel.  The town featured saloon 
girls and outlaw desperadoes portrayed by local residents.  The festival ran 
for many years. 
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The Mezona 
 
The Mezona continued to be an important social venue for the city until it 
was closed in 1971.  Besides the dances, one of the appeals of the Mezona 
was the air conditioning.   This was a unique system in which water was 
pumped over three 100-pound blocks of ice, radiating a cooling effect 
throughout the building. 
 
 
City Parks 
 
Rendezvous Park was Mesa’s first city park, opening in 1937.  Over the 
years many more parks were created to provide pleasant outdoor space for 
leisure activities.  Today there are forty-six facilities covering 1,977 acres, 
including 37 neighborhood and community parks and two district parks.  
The parks provide a wide range of facilities, including picnic tables, 
swimming pools, tennis courts, golf courses, athletic fields, recreation 
centers, and indoor facilities. 
 
Civic Center 
 
Recognizing the huge potential for tourism dollars coming to Mesa, the 
Chamber of Commerce encouraged the city to buy the vacant gymnasium at 
the Marana Airfield near Tucson for $56,000.  The city purchased the 
building in 1947 and moved it to Mesa where it was renamed the Mesa Civic 
Center.  It was the largest municipally owned convention center in the state 
and the site of many major conventions and meetings, including the 
Maricopa County Fair.  The building burned to the ground in 1959. 
 
Spring Training Comes to Mesa 
 
Professional baseball came to Mesa in 1952 when the Chicago Cubs began 
to use Rendezvous Park as their spring home.  They stayed until 1965 when 
the team moved to Scottsdale.  The Oakland Athletics trained first at 
Rendezvous Park, beginning in 1969, and then at Hohokam Park, originally 
called Dwight W. Patterson Field, for the 1977 and 1978 seasons.  The Cubs 
returned to Mesa in 1979.  The original stadium was torn down in 1997 and 
replaced by the current Hohokam Stadium. 
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A City Divided 

 
Segregation in Mesa   
 
Mesa, like many other communities in the United States in the 20th century, 
experienced forms of segregation in both public and private sectors.  
Looking back, the results seem illogical.  At the Nile Theater, Anglos 
enjoyed unrestricted seating, whereas minorities had to sit in the balcony.  
The Ritz Theater was open to anyone, but was frequented by Mexican 
Americans.  The semi-pro baseball teams that played at Rendezvous Park 
had Mexican American and Japanese American players throughout their 
existence, and Little League teams had African American boys on the teams 
since the 1940s.  However, many public facilities were segregated, and there 
were separate black and white restrooms at city hall. 
 
Miss Veora Johnson, the African-American principal of the Washington 
School, was named the Mesa Citizen of the Year in 1953.  In spite of this 
accomplishment, the city would not allow her to swim in the city pool, 
because of her race.  That year a group of Mesa’s citizens organized the 
Better Community Council (BCC) to fight racial discrimination.  The BCC 
lobbied Mesa’s restaurants and hotels to sign anti-discrimination pledges.  
This group also led an effort to open Rendezvous Park swimming pool to 
minorities. 
 
Before 1953, African Americans could not use the pool, and this policy may 
have extended to other minorities.  The BCC took a poll of members of civic 
organizations asking if “the current policy of banning Negroes from public 
swimming should be maintained?”  Of the respondents, 62 favored full 
desegregation of the pool, 230 voted to open the pool one or two mornings a 
week for minorities, and 98 wanted to prohibit African Americans from 
using the pool at all.  Thereafter, in what was seen as a progressive move, 
minorities could use the pool on Wednesdays and Saturdays, days when the 
pool was later drained. 
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Segregation in Mesa's Schools 
 
In the early days of the town all students could attend any Mesa school.  
This began to change in the 1910s.  Daniel Webster School, built in 1911, 
originally taught only children of Mexican descent in the first to fifth grades.  
When the Franklin School opened in 1914, all children in the district, 
including Mexican American children, attended the upper grades at the 
Franklin School.  As the African American population began to grow, their 
children at first attended the Webster school as well.  The Webster school 
separated African American and Mexican American children by assigning 
members of each group to different classrooms.  African American children 
attended Booker T. Washington School after it opened in 1920.  Mesa High 
School and Mesa Junior High were never segregated. 
 
Mesa began to integrate its schools years before the United States Supreme 
Court ruled that segregated schools were unconstitutional in 1954.  The 
partial segregation of Mexican children as a district policy ended in 1945 
when the Webster School was integrated.  Booker T. Washington was 
desegregated in 1954. 
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Boom Years and Beyond 

 
Population Growth in Mesa 
 
The founders of Mesa could not have imagined the city that grew from the 
original 80 settlers in 1880.  By 1990, Mesa was one of the fastest growing 
cities in the United States.  The population of the city has doubled every 
decade since it's founding with one exception, the 1920s.  The high growth 
rate has become a tradition and today Mesa's population of about 450,000, 
makes it the 40th most populated city in the United States. 
 
 

Civic Growth 
 
Early Forms of Government 
 
Mesa’s government needed to change after World War II to keep pace with 
the rapid growth of the city.  When Mesa incorporated in 1883 it did so 
under a set of territorial, later state, statutes or codes.  The first city manager 
was hired in 1952 and a manager-council system of government was 
formally adopted in 1955. 
 
Charter City of Mesa 
 
Mesa remained a code city until 1967, when voters approved the first city 
charter.  The charter gave the city “home rule,” freeing it from supervision 
by the Arizona legislature, giving it more authority to manage its own 
affairs, and providing for the direct election of the mayor. 
 
City Manager and Council  
 
In 1998, Mesa voters, through an initiative process, adopted district 
representation for council members.  Previously, members of city council 
had come from a relatively small area in central Mesa.  A committee of 
citizens helped develop the boundaries of the new districts.  The first 
election under the district system occurred in 2000.  The ideal is that each 
district has approximately equal population, and the boundaries are 
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reassessed each decade based upon the census.  Now, citizens citywide elect 
the mayor and select the council from each of six council districts. 
 
All American City 
 
Mesa was one of fifteen charter cities by 1977.  In May of 1979 the city was 
named an All American City by the National Municipal League.  Mesa was 
honored for its efforts to address community problems through cooperation 
among citizens, schools, civic groups and local governments, including the 
Salt River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community.   
 
 

Mesa Fire Department 
 
Fire in Early Mesa 
 
Mesa saw no large fires for the first twenty years of its existence.  The 
houses and other buildings were built too far apart to allow a fire to spread to 
other structures.  This changed as Main Street became the hub of the town.  
The first major fire occurred October 21, 1898, and destroyed the Cosby 
grocery store and the adjoining Passey and Met furniture store.  Only a thick 
brick wall and favorable winds prevented much of the rest of Main Street 
from going up in smoke.  Over the next decade, sporadic fires broke out 
along Main Street, raising the need for an organized fire department.  
 
The Earliest Fire Department 
 
The fire department was organized by 1919 and Jack Sullivan was the first 
paid fire chief.  A used Knox truck purchased from the Phoenix Fire 
Department was the first piece of mechanical equipment.  The first fire 
station, now the location of the Mesa Southwest Museum, was built in the 
early 1900s. 
 
By 1929, Mesa had installed twenty-five alarm boxes throughout the city 
and a steel water tank supplied a system of fire hydrants.  Modern equipment 
and an active fire prevention education program were instrumental in the 
steadily decreasing fire losses.  The big question during that era of growth 
was “do the surrounding additions and communities get fire protection?” 
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In 1940, the city employed two full-time firemen, the chief and assistant 
chief.  Fourteen volunteers, alerted by a new alarm system instead of the old 
bell, were paid per call.  The department has continued to grow with the city.  
In 1954 there were twelve paid and nine volunteers.  By 1963 there were 
forty-three paid firemen and no volunteers. 
 
Today’s Fire Department 
 
Today there are 470 firefighters, seventeen fire stations and buildings 
housing training facilities, resource management, and prevention.  The fire 
department covers 128 square miles of land in Mesa and in 2005, responded 
to over 61,000 calls.           
 

Mesa Police Department 
 
Law enforcement in Mesa began in August of 1883 with its incorporation as 
a village.  The first marshal to be appointed was Wellington Richins.  One of 
his first duties as village marshal was to place certain buildings under 
quarantine during a small pox epidemic. 
 
Marshal of all Trades 
 
Early town marshals, who, at the time, were allowed to serve in tandem with 
other offices such as constable or as a deputy sheriff, were often also 
charged with the additional responsibilities of serving as health inspector, 
tax collector, water master, and town engineer.  Here, as with other small 
towns, the marshal also conducted the census and oversaw both the pound 
and the jail.  In Mesa the town marshal was also responsible for keeping the 
village water closet stocked with paper and for the care and storage of the 
town band’s brass instruments. 
 
Howard C. Peterson, who was appointed as City Marshal on June 5, 1924, 
served as the last marshal of Mesa and the first chief of police. Budget and 
personnel cuts by city leaders at that time, resulted in the entire police force 
consisting of only the chief and a night watchman.  Despite this, the force 
began to grow along with the city.  By 1949, enlistment for the police 
department averaged approximately 15-20 sworn officers. 
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First Jail 
 
Often operating from their homes when government facilities were 
unavailable, the first jail in Mesa was constructed in conjunction with the 
town’s first city hall at the end of the 1800s.  Located on the southeast 
corner of First Street and Macdonald, this site is now occupied by the Mesa 
Southwest Museum, where visitors can still see the old jail.   
 
The Modern Force 
 
Today the Mesa Police department comprises 829 sworn police officers and 
498 civilian personnel.  It is a thoroughly modern force, with tactical teams, 
DUI enforcement, K-9 units, gang units, educational programs, community 
relations, presence in the schools, helicopter units, undercover functions, 
motorcycle units, forensics, and all the capabilities of an urban police force 
of a major city. 
 
 
Mesa Community College 
 
Mesa Community College, located at Dobson and Southern, is a 140-acre 
campus in the Maricopa Community College system.  Established in Mesa 
in 1963 as an extension of Phoenix College, the campus was originally 
located in the old LDS church, where the Landmark Restaurant is today.  It 
was renamed Mesa Community College (MCC) in 1966 to encourage local 
residents to identify the campus as their own. 
 
When MCC opened in September 1966 the campus consisted of three 
permanent buildings.  Major expansions have occurred in every decade as 
student enrollment rose from 2,053 in 1966 to more than 27,000 today, 
making MCC one of the largest community colleges in the nation and the 
largest in Arizona.  MCC has two comprehensive campuses, MCC at 
Southern and Dobson and MCC at Red Mountain at McKellips just east of 
Power Road. 
 
Classes are also offered through MCC's Extended Campus locations at 
Country Club and Brown and in Downtown Mesa on North Centennial Way.  
Plans are underway to establish an MCC Downtown Campus in 
collaboration with the City. 
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Economic Growth 

 
Connecting the valley:  Freeways in Mesa 
 
The growth of the freeway system in the valley has facilitated Mesa’s 
growth and economic development, but it has also given rise to competition 
with neighboring cities for business.  The Superstition Freeway was the first 
freeway to reach Mesa, at Dobson Road in 1977.  The freeway was planned 
in 1962, when Interstate 10 bypassed Mesa.  Extended eastward throughout 
the 1970s, the Superstition opened a corridor that provided an unprecedented 
ease of access.  It was completed almost fifty years later when it joined the 
US 60 near Apache Junction.  The Superstition Freeway opened a corridor 
into Mesa that allowed residents in Tempe and other East Valley cities to 
access the retail businesses in Mesa, which until the 1990’s were the only 
major shopping areas in the East Valley. 
 
Mesa’s second freeway, the Price or Loop 101 opened in 1991.  The Red 
Mountain Freeway, the 202, reached Mesa in 1997.  These freeways helped 
fuel population growth by facilitating access to Phoenix and the rest of the 
valley.  As the freeways extend farther east, so does the city. 
 
Today many miles of freeway serve Mesa.  The 202 Red Mountain Freeway 
in North Mesa is still under construction and will eventually connect the 
Superstition Freeway and the 202 San Tan Freeway in the South valley.  In 
addition to all the positive effects the freeways have had on Mesa, they have 
also eased access to retail complexes in other East Valley cities.  The growth 
of communities surrounding Mesa has increased competition to attract 
business.  The flight of sales tax dollars to neighboring communities as a 
result of regional growth and business competition has undercut Mesa's 
revenue base. 
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Growth of Tourism  
 
By the 1960s, the economic impact of tourism was increasing.  By 1990, the 
service industry, representing only a portion of the tourist trade, accounted 
for nearly a quarter of Mesa’s economy.  Winter visitors comprise the largest 
group of tourists and come to Mesa from all over the country and Canada 
between October and April to enjoy the warm climate.  Tourists enjoy local 
venues, golf, and Mesa’s close proximity to other valley and state 
destinations.  Regional tourists also come to Mesa for a variety of reasons 
including visits to museums, the Mesa Art Center, and Mesa’s biggest 
tourist attraction, spring training. 
 
 
Mesa's Economic Future 
 
Mesa is part of one of the fastest growing regional economies in the nation.  
By 2020, Maricopa County's population will number about 5 million, double 
the 2000 figure.  Mesa's build-out size--when available vacant construction 
space within the city's boundaries is full--will be approximately 680,000.  
Although there are still some citrus groves and some field agriculture in 
Mesa, the city has mostly left its agricultural roots behind.  Today, Mesa 
strives to build a diverse modern economy based upon high technology, 
aviation, construction, health care, tourism and service industries. 
 
There are bright spots in Mesa's economic future.  By 2020, there will be 1.5 
million residents within a half hour drive of Williams Gateway Airport, 
twice the current number.  Already a modest regional airport with a footprint 
of over 3,000 acres, plans are afoot to make Williams Gateway a partner 
with Sky Harbor and a significant national airport. 
 
The site of the old Tri City Mall at Main and Dobson will be the location of 
Mesa's Light Rail, which will tie Mesa to Tempe, Phoenix and other points 
in the valley by train.  High-rise condominiums are planned in the area of 
Fiesta Mall, and Riverview in northwest Mesa will attract shoppers from 
around the valley. 
 
The housing boom will continue until build-out, after which construction 
will continue to be a vital part of the economy.  Mesa should continue to 
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have a stake in manufacturing and high technology industries such as 
Boeing. The development of hospitals and specialized medical care and 
training facilities will keep the medical care industries vibrant. 
 
Mesa Community College is a wonderful resource for the region, and will 
soon expand to the downtown area.  Arizona State University Polytechnic 
campus at Williams Field serves over 5,000 students in 33 degree programs.  
ASU and MCC greatly contribute to the pool of Mesa’s well-educated 
workforce, including the areas of science and engineering. 
 
Nationally, tourism is a growth industry of the future.  To continue to 
participate, Mesa must cultivate a sense of place by preserving its historic 
neighborhoods, developing its museums and touting the arts center.  These 
facilities bring visitors from outside into Mesa, encourage redevelopment in 
the downtown area, and foster Mesa as a destination. 
 

Defining Community: Arts, History and Culture in Mesa 
 
All great cities in the world have institutions devoted to arts, culture and 
history.  Museums, arts organizations and historic neighborhoods express the 
flavor of the city, preserve sites and objects of its heritage, and offer citizens 
the opportunity to understand better the community and their place in it.  
They also offer people the opportunity to experience the world beyond. 
 
 
Historic Preservation in Mesa 
 
Mesa’s need for an officially recognized Historic Preservation program was 
identified in 1990 with the creation of the Downtown Vision Committee 
(now the Downtown Development Committee).  Losses of historic buildings 
that underscored the need for an historic preservation program included the 
Mesa train station that fire destroyed in 1989 and the El Portal Hotel 
(Maricopa Inn), which was demolished to build the First National Bank 
Building, now Mesa City Plaza. 
 
The committee members worked closely with city staff to create an historic 
preservation ordinance, which established a citizen's group known as the 
Historic Preservation Committee.  The actions allowed Mesa to become 
eligible for special funding for preservation activities.  Since its creation, the 
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historic preservation program has established six historic districts and an 
annual preservation awards program. 
Mesa's Historic Neighborhoods 
 
Cities are often defined by their neighborhoods.  Mesa has a rich tradition of 
residential communities of diverse architecture and history.  From its earliest 
development through the post World War II boom years, Mesa’s residential 
communities have kept pace with the rest of the country by embracing many 
diverse styles of architecture. In Mesa’s original “mile square” town site, 
virtually all development eras and architectural styles can be found.  As 
development of the road system progressed, growth began to appear on then 
county land beyond Mesa’s original square mile. 
 
Early residential communities have now become a rich historic resource for 
the city. Mesa has identified six historic districts since 1994. Historic 
districts are defined as areas that possess a significant concentration, linkage 
or continuity of sites, buildings or structures that are united historically or 
aesthetically by plan or physical development.  Pride in neighborhood, 
increased property values, and maintaining a community resource are some 
of the benefits associated with historic designation.  Subdivision 
development boomed in the years following WWII. Mesa is presently 
evaluating these many subdivisions with an eye to the future as they become 
eligible for historic designation.  
 
 
Mesa Historical Museum 
 
In the mid-1950s, the Mesa Historical and Archaeological Society was 
formed to promote the preservation of Mesa Grande ruins and local history.  
The Mesa Historical Society became incorporated as a non-profit 
organization with the State of Arizona.  In 1967, the society met at Kino Jr. 
High to share its mission with the general public.  Barry Goldwater was the 
featured speaker at this meeting.  In the early years of the society, the group 
of all volunteers met at what is now the Mesa Southwest Museum. 
 
Throughout the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, the society was instrumental in 
promoting the preservation of historical sites in the city including the Park of 
Canals, Mesa Grande archaeological ruins, and the Sirrine House.  Today, 
the Mesa Historical Society is housed at the Mesa Historical Museum, in a 
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1913 school in the Lehi section of Mesa.  The museum continues to strive to 
preserve Mesa’s history by collecting objects and photos, by exhibiting 
Mesa history, and by serving as an advocate for the preservation of local 
history. 
 
 
Mesa Southwest Museum (Now Arizona Museum of Natural History) 
 
The Mesa Southwest Museum has grown from modest origins to become 
one of the premier museums in Arizona.  The Mesa Historical and 
Archaeological Society, organized in 1953, was the driving force behind the 
founding of the museum.  Community support for a municipal museum grew 
from the United States Bicentennial celebrations when Betty Ford opened a 
replica historic schoolhouse on the site of the present museum in 1976.  The 
Mesa Museum of Archaeology and History opened in 1977, in time for the 
City's centennial celebrations the following year.  In 1985, the museum 
changed its name to Mesa Southwest Museum. 
 
Today, the museum exists to inspire wonder, understanding, and respect for 
the natural and cultural history of the Southwest.  The museum occupies 
approximately 80,000 square feet of space in the main museum facility and 
the annex across the street.  As the result of a major public-private 
partnership and fundraising effort, the museum doubled its space in 2000 
with the opening of the natural history wing.  The museum cares for 
approximately 60,000 objects and images of Mesa's cultural heritage. 
 
The Mesa Southwest Museum cares for two historic properties.  The Sirrine 
House is one of the few remaining late 19th century houses built for one of 
Mesa's earliest families.  The city purchased the Sirrine House in 1980, and 
the precursor group of the Southwest Archaeological Team restored the 
Sirrine House before it opened to the public in 1986. 
 
The city purchased Mesa Grande archaeological site for $1.3 million in 
1988.  Mesa Grande is one of the most significant remaining Hohokam 
platform mounds in Arizona.  The museum plans to open a visitors center 
and interpretive trails at the site. 
 
Two fundraising organizations, the Southwest Museum Foundation and the 
Mesa Southwest Museum Guild, which operates the Museum Store, support 
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the museum.  The Southwest Archaeological Team (SWAT) and Southwest 
Paleontological Society (SPS) are affiliated museum groups. 
 
Arizona Museum for Youth (now I.D.E.A. Museum) 
 
The Arizona Museum for Youth began as the dream of founder Jack 
Whiteman in 1976.  He wanted to “build an arts facility which does not 
duplicate any existing arts facilities.”  The museum obtained nonprofit status 
in 1978 and in 1980 became the only children’s museum with a focus on 
fine arts.  Housed in a 1950s renovated Basha’s Grocery Store, the museum 
contains over 20,000 square feet of exhibition space featuring two galleries, 
two classrooms and a Gallery Shop. 
 
The Art Gallery showcases a new exhibition three times a year with artwork 
reflecting a chosen topic.  Educational, hands-on, interactive areas augment 
each exhibition and create memorable and child-friendly museum 
experiences.  ArtVille is a permanent exhibition and activity area, especially 
tailored for guests 0-4 years of age.  Visitors enter a small town environment 
that familiarizes the family with basic art principles.  Several spaces change 
to match the theme of the Art Gallery exhibitions. 
 
In 1987 the Arizona Museum for Youth became a public/private partnership 
between the City of Mesa and the Arizona Museum for Youth Friends, Inc.  
The mission of the museum is to design, develop and present accessible, 
innovative and interactive experiences.  The vision of the institution is to 
provide children and families with the best environment to explore, create, 
and succeed while fostering learning, imagination, creativity and critical 
thinking. 
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Mesa Arts Center 
 
In the 1970s, the City of Mesa’s offered 24 classes in the visual arts in a 
facility called the “Arts Barn.”  In 1980, the program was moved to the old 
Irving School on Center Street and the Mesa Cultural Program was born.  
The program provided classes to celebrate the wealth of Arizona traditions: 
jewelry making, painting, pottery, drama and dance.  The MAC also staged 
original Mesa Youtheater plays, presented free concerts, curated art exhibits 
in Galeria Mesa, and developed the award-winning Summer Arts Program. 
As Mesa and its cultural programming grew, the need for space exceeded 
capacity. 
 
In 1996, the city passed a $4.4 million bond to replace the old Arts Center, 
and the ten-year odyssey to build a new facility was launched. After careful 
feasibility study, a plan was formed to cover almost all of the capital costs 
through the “Quality of Life” sales tax, passed by voters in 1998, which also 
supplemented police, fire, library and public transportation.  The Mesa Arts 
Center is the product of community grassroots efforts, business and 
government cooperation, and a deep desire to provide the arts a vibrant and 
secure home for generations to come. 
 
The new Mesa Arts Center opened in 2005, a 212,755 square-foot 
performing arts, visual arts, and arts education facility, the largest and most 
comprehensive arts center in Arizona. 
 
The Arts Thrive in Mesa 
 
Mesa is home to a thriving arts and cultural community that enrich the lives 
of valley citizens.  For theatergoers, Mesa is home to East Valley Children's 
Theatre, Mesa Encore Theatre and the Southwest Shakespeare Company.  
The Mesa Symphony Orchestra, Ballet Etudes, Metropolitan Youth 
Symphony, and the Sonoran Desert Chorale provide valley residents rich 
offerings of music and dance.  Xicanindio Artes, Inc. supports the arts of 
indigenous and Latino peoples in the area. 
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Mesa’s Public Library 
 
The citizens of Mesa were avid readers since the first days of the settlement, 
eagerly reading the books, newspapers and magazines sent to them from 
friends and family.  By 1892 there were three booksellers listed in the city 
directory but public libraries were rare in the early 1890s.  The call for a 
“Reading Room” for Mesa began in 1894, but it took twelve years to 
become a reality. 
   
The library’s inception was March 22, 1906, although we don’t know if it 
actually opened to the public that year.  By 1908, the Mesa Library 
Association had a reading room in the basement of what later became 
Gurley’s Meat Market at Main and Macdonald with Miss Emma Rowlands 
as the first librarian.  The library had several locations over the next fourteen 
years.  In 1922 the library was located on West Main where it remained until 
1937.  During this time, in 1926, it became the Mesa City Library.  It’s first 
permanent home as a city library was on 1st Street (now the theater of the 
Mesa Southwest Museum), from 1937 to 1960. By then the library had over 
4,000 books and a staff of two to four people.  In 1960 it moved to 59 E 1st 
Street where it remained until 1980.  The library moved to its current 
location in 1981. 
 
The library has two branches.  The East Mesa Branch (now Red Mountain 
Branch Library) started in 1985 and expanded in 2003.  The second branch, 
Dobson Road, opened in 1987. 
 
Mesa Room 
 
Recognizing a need to collect and preserve Mesa’s history, the Mesa Room 
was begun in June 1939 with the call for historic items by the librarian, Mrs. 
Mary Carlisle.  Today the Mesa Room is the repository for the records of 
local government agencies, as well as books, newspaper articles, 
photographs, maps, and postcards detailing Mesa’s history.  Located today 
in the basement of the Main Library, the collections are cared for by an 
archivist and are available to the public for research by appointment. 
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Cultural Diversity in Mesa Today 
 
Mesa today is a diverse city, as it has been since the early years of the 20th 
century.  In spite of the perception of the city as a Mormon community, only 
about 10% of the population is Mormon and the majority religion is 
Catholic. 
 
The percentage of minorities in Mesa is growing.  According to the 1990 
census, 21% of the community were members of minority groups.  By 2000, 
the number was 38%.  Of those, 20% were Hispanic, African-American 
were just under 3%, and Asians and Native Americans were just under 2% 
each.  Sixty-two percent were non-Hispanic whites and about 12% were 
mixed race or other minority groups.  In 2000, the census reported 106,195 
minority citizens in Mesa. 
 


