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C. California Basics 

Standard #2: Students learn duty, service, and responsibility as citizens of 
their schools, their communities, the State of California, and the United 
States. 

OBJECTIVES  

 
DESIRED OUTCOME (Followership) 
At the conclusion of this training, 80% of cadets will be able to identify key facts about California’s 
history. 
 
Plan of Action: 
 

1. Match the names of key leaders to their contributions to California’s evolution. 
2. List key events that led to California becoming the 31st state of the United States.  
3. Identify the key aspects of economic development that made California one of the top 

economies in the world. 
4. Describe the contributions of Californians to civil rights throughout the state’s history. 
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C1. California History 
 
Why would we include a section on California history in the Cadet Corps curriculum? What does it have 
to do with cadets? Remember that citizenship and patriotism are objectives of our program. You can’t 
be a good citizen or patriot without knowing how your state developed and grew, and what came 
before you. 
 
This section gives a general history of California, then looks at the leaders who had an impact on 
California over the years. We’ll leave the deep dive for the history books, but will cover some of the 
main events and people that made California one of the greatest states in the United States. 
 
A summary of California’s history:  
 
People have lived in California for at least 13,000 years. 
Some of the more prominent of the indigenous tribes in 
California are the Chumash, Tongva, Ohlone, Pomo, and 
Miwok. They developed complex societies based on 
hunting, gathering, fishing, and agriculture. They built 
intricate social, political, and economic systems, with 
trade networks extending across the region. 
 
The arrival of European explorers and settlers in the 16th 
through 18th centuries had a profound impact on the 
Indigenous peoples of California. The Spanish colonization of California brought with it forced 
conversion to Christianity, the spread of diseases, and the disruption of traditional ways of life. The 
establishment of Spanish missions and the subsequent forced labor of Indigenous peoples became a 
significant part of California's history. 

 
In 1542, the first European explorer to reach California was Juan Rodríguez 
Cabrillo, a Portuguese navigator sailing for Spain. He landed near San Diego 
Bay, explored the coastline, and claimed the 
region for Spain. 
 
In 1579, English explorer Sir Francis Drake sailed 
the coast and claimed California for England, but 
he did not establish a permanent settlement. 
 
In 1769, Gaspar de Portolá led a group of 
Spanish soldiers and missionaries to establish the 
first permanent settlement in California, in San 
Diego. They then established other missions and 
settlements throughout the region, which became known as Alta (Upper) 
California. The Spanish colonization of California was marked by the 
establishment of missions, presidios (military forts), and pueblos (towns) to 
control and convert the native population.  
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Junipero Serra and the Franciscan missionaries played a key role in this 
effort, with the establishment of 21 missions by 1823. While the 
missions provided education, healthcare (such as it was), and other 
services to the local populations, they also used forced labor and 
brought diseases that wiped out whole communities.  
 
During this period, California was also visited by Russian traders and 
explorers that established a settlement at Fort Ross in 1812, in the area 
now known as Sonoma County. 
 

In 1821, Mexico declared independence from Spain, and California became part of Mexico as the 
territory of Alta California. In the following decades, California experienced significant economic growth, 
particularly in industries like agriculture and ranching. From 
1833 to 1836, Mexico secularized (or disestablished) the 
missions, emancipating the Native Americans from mission 
service. Most were still used as a labor force by the Mexicans 
who inherited the mission lands. 
 
The United States declared war on Mexico in 1846, and 
defeated Mexico’s army. Mexico became a U.S. territory with 
the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, in 1848.  

 
Gold was discovered by 
John Marshall at Sutter’s 
Mill in Coloma in January 1848. The ensuing California Gold Rush 
brought a flood of immigrants to the region. The “49ers,” thousands 
of people who migrated to California in 1849 in search of gold, led 
to a population boom in the state, and contributed to the rush to 
statehood. 
 
California was officially admitted to the Union in 1850, becoming 
the 31st state of the United States. In the following decades, 
California experienced significant population growth and economic 

development, particularly in industries like mining, agriculture, and transportation. The Gold Rush 
enabled the immigration of thousands of Chinese, who came to work and service the mines and build 
railroads, while facing discrimination and violence from white settlers. The last half of the 19th Century 
saw the state grow, driven by the expansion of railroads and other transportation infrastructure, which 
allowed goods to be transported more quickly and efficiently. This was also a period that saw yet more 
devastation to the Indigenous population, and to the environment. 
 
California's history in the 20th Century was marked by continued growth and development, as the state 
became an economic and cultural powerhouse. Here are some key events: 
 
In the early 1900s, California's population continued to grow rapidly, driven by factors such as 
immigration, industrialization, and the development of new technologies, like the automobile. 
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In 1906, San Francisco was devastated by a massive 
earthquake and fire that destroyed much of the city. The 
disaster prompted significant efforts to rebuild and 
modernize the city, and helped establish San Francisco as a 
cultural and economic hub of the region. 
 
In the early 1900s, California's agriculture and industry 
continued to expand, with the state becoming a major 
producer of crops like citrus fruits, grapes, and almonds, as 
well as a center of oil production and manufacturing. 
 
In the 1930s, the Great Depression had a significant impact 
on California's economy and society, leading to widespread unemployment and poverty. The New Deal 
programs implemented by the federal government helped mitigate some of the effects of the 
Depression, and helped establish a more robust system of social welfare programs in the state.  

 
During World War II, California played a key role in 
the war effort, with the state's industries and military 
bases contributing significantly to the war effort. The 
state also became a center of wartime production 
and innovation, with companies like Lockheed Martin 
and Douglas Aircraft developing new technologies 
and producing planes and other equipment for the 
war. 
 
In the years following World War II, California 
experienced significant growth and development, as 

the state's economy boomed and its population continued to expand. This growth was driven in part by 
the postwar economic boom and the development of new industries like aerospace and electronics. 
 
Overall, California's history from 1900 to 1950 was marked by continued growth and development, as 
the state became an economic and cultural powerhouse and played a key role in national and global 
events like the Great Depression and World War II. 
 
California's history from 1950 to 2000 was marked by continued growth and change, as the state 
became a center of cultural, economic, and technological innovation, while also facing significant social 
and environmental challenges. 
 
In the 1950s and 1960s, California experienced a 
significant population boom, as people from 
across the country and around the world flocked 
to the state seeking economic opportunities and 
a better quality of life. This growth was fueled in 
part by the development of new technologies 
and industries, including aerospace, electronics, 
and entertainment. 
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In the 1960s and 1970s, California played a key role in the 
civil rights movement and other social and political 
movements of the era. The state was home to significant 
protests and demonstrations, including the Free Speech 
Movement at the University of California, Berkeley, and 
the Chicano Movement in Southern California. 
 
In the 1980s and 1990s, 
California's economy continued to 
grow and diversify, with the state 
becoming a center of technological 

innovation and entrepreneurship. Companies like Apple, Intel, and Google were 
founded in California during this period, and helped establish the state's reputation as a hub of 
innovation and creativity.  
 
In the 1980s and 1990s, California also faced 
significant social and environmental challenges, 
including increasing economic inequality, rising 
crime rates, and environmental degradation. The 
state's response to these challenges included the 
implementation of new policies and programs to 
address issues like air pollution, water conservation, 
and public safety. 
 
In 2001, the September 11 terrorist attacks had a profound impact on California and the rest of the 
country, leading to increased security measures and changes in foreign policy. 
 

In the 2000s and 2010s, California faced significant 
challenges related to economic inequality, housing 
affordability, and environmental degradation. The state 
responded with a series of policies aimed at promoting 
sustainable development, expanding access to 
affordable housing, and combating climate change. 
 
In the 2020s, California continued to face significant 
challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic, with the 
state implementing a series of measures aimed at 
mitigating the 

spread of the virus and providing economic relief to individuals and 
businesses. 
 
Overall, California's history since 2000 was marked by a series of 
major events and challenges, as the state continued to grapple with 
issues related to social, economic, and environmental sustainability. 
However, California remains a center of innovation and creativity, 
with its diverse population and dynamic economy continuing to drive progress and change both within 
the state and beyond. 
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California is a state that has long been known for its progressive politics, particularly in urban areas like 
San Francisco and Los Angeles. However, the state also has a significant conservative population, 
particularly in more rural areas. 
 
The dynamics between progressives and conservatives in California are complex and multifaceted, with 
different issues and constituencies often playing a role in shaping political attitudes and beliefs. Some of 
the key factors that contribute to the divide between progressives and 
conservatives in California include: 
 
Social issues: California is a state that has long been at the forefront of 
social change, with a strong progressive tradition on issues like LGBT 
rights, reproductive rights, and immigration. However, these positions 
can be at odds with the more socially conservative views of some 
Californians, particularly those in more rural or conservative-leaning 
areas of the state. 
 

Economic issues: California is home to a significant wealth 
gap, with high levels of income inequality and rising 
housing costs often pitting progressives and conservatives 
against each other. Progressive policies aimed at increasing 
access to affordable housing and expanding social safety 
nets can be seen as encroaching on individual freedom and 
responsibility, while conservative policies aimed at 
reducing taxes and regulations can be seen as favoring the 
wealthy and powerful. 

 
Environmental issues: California has long been a leader in environmental policy, with progressive 
policies aimed at reducing carbon emissions, protecting natural resources, and promoting sustainable 
development. However, these policies can be seen as limiting economic growth and job creation by 
some conservatives, particularly those in 
industries like oil and gas. 
 
Despite these differences, there are also 
areas of common ground between 
progressives and conservatives in 
California, particularly on issues like public 
safety and education. Moreover, many 
Californians hold views that are not strictly 
aligned with either the progressive or 
conservative camps, and are willing to 
engage in constructive dialogue and 
compromise to address the challenges 
facing the state. 
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C2. Leaders 
 
Some of the leaders who played important roles in the history of California are common names—cities  
and streets throughout California are named after them. It’s good to know who they were! 
 
Spanish Colony of Alta California: 

 
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo (c. 1499-1543) was a Portuguese explorer who sailed for 
the Spanish Crown and is credited with being the first European to explore the 
coast of California. He reached San Diego Bay in 1542 and explored the coast as 
far north as the Russian River before his death the following year. 
 
Gaspar de Portolá (1716-1786) was a Spanish soldier 
who served as the first governor of the Province of 
California. He led two expeditions to explore and 

establish settlements in California, traveling from San Diego to San Francisco in 
1769 and founding the presidios and missions in San Francisco and San Diego. He 
later founded Monterey and served as governor until 1770. 

 
Junipero Serra (1713-1784) was a Spanish Franciscan friar who played a key 
role in establishing the California mission system. He founded nine missions in 
California, from San Diego to San Francisco, and worked to convert Native 
Americans to Christianity. Serra is regarded as a controversial figure, with 
critics accusing him of contributing to the oppression of Native American 
cultures. 
 

Felipe de Neve (1724-1784) was a Spanish soldier who served as the 
governor of California from 1775 to 1782. He established the Pueblo de Los 
Angeles in 1781, which would become the largest city in California. He also 
established several other settlements in California and worked to promote 
agriculture and commerce in the region. 
 
These leaders, along with many others, played key roles in the 
establishment of California as a Spanish colony and in shaping the region's 
early history. Their legacies continue to be felt in California's culture, society, and politics today. 
 
Mexican State of Alta California (1821-1846): 
 

Luis Antonio Argüello (1784-1830) was the first Mexican governor of Alta 
California, serving from 1822 to 1825. He was responsible for establishing a civil 
government in the region and promoting trade and economic development. 
 
José María de Echeandía (1784-1836) was a Mexican soldier who served as 
governor of Alta California from 1825-1831 and 1832-1833. He implemented 
several progressive policies, including the secularization of the California mission 
system, which led to the distribution of mission lands to Native American 
communities. 
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Mariano Guadalupe Vallejo (1807-1890) was a Mexican military officer and 
politician who played a key role in the colonization and development of 
California. He founded several towns in the region, including Sonoma, and 
served as commander of the Northern Frontier of Alta California. 
 
These leaders, along with many others, played important roles in shaping the 
history and culture of Alta California during the period of Mexican rule. 
 
California Statehood (1850-present) 

 
William B. Ide (1796-1852) was an American pioneer and political leader who 
played a key role in the California Bear Flag Revolt. In 1845, Ide and his family 
moved to California and settled in the town of Sonoma. In June 1846, tensions 
were high between American settlers in California and the Mexican government, 
which then controlled the territory. Ide was one of several Americans who seized 
the opportunity to rebel against Mexican authority. On June 14, 1846, he and a 
group of settlers raised a flag with a crude drawing of a bear and a star (now 
known as the Bear Flag) over the town of Sonoma, declaring California to be an 
independent republic. 
 

Ide was chosen as the leader of the new republic and 
served as its president for a brief period. However, the 
revolt was short-lived, as American forces led by John C. 
Frémont arrived in California shortly thereafter and 
declared it a U.S. territory. 
 
After the Bear Flag Revolt, Ide became a respected citizen 
of California and served in several political positions, 

including a member of the California State Assembly. He died in 1852 in Red Bluff, 
California, and is remembered as a key figure in the early history of California. 
 
John Sutter (1803-1880) was a landowner who built a large agricultural empire in 
the Sacramento area. In 1848, gold was discovered on his property in Coloma 
(Sutter’s Mill). This led to a massive influx of miners and prospectors and the 
beginning of the California Gold Rush. Sutter’s land was overrun by miners, and he 
lost much of his property and his fortune as a result. He continued to play an 
important role in the state’s development, but was accused of fraud and 
mismanagement, and spent much of the rest of his life in obscurity. 
 

 John C. Frémont (1813-1890): An American explorer, soldier, and politician 
who played a major role in the American conquest of California. He led several 
expeditions through California in the 1840s and 1850s, and his arrival with U.S. 
naval forces ended the Bear Flag Revolt—the rebellion against Mexican rule 
that took place in 1846. He served as governor of the territory from 1847 to 
1849. After California became a state in 1850, Frémont served as one of its first 
senators. He was also the first Republican candidate for president, running 
unsuccessfully against James Buchanan in 1856. 
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Leland Stanford (1824-1893): An American industrialist and politician who played 
a key role in the  development of California's economy. Stanford was a founder 
of the Central Pacific Railroad and served as governor of California from 1862 to 
1863. He  went on to become a United States senator and one of the founders of 
Stanford University. 

 
 Hiram Johnson (1866-1945): California's governor from 
1911 to 1917, Johnson was a progressive reformer who 
championed workers' rights, women's suffrage, and the 
direct election of senators. Johnson was the Governor of 
California when the California Cadet Corps was formed, known then as the 
California High School Cadets. 
 
Earl Warren (1891-1974): California's governor from 
1943 to 1953, Warren later served as chief justice of the 

United States Supreme Court, from 1953 to 1969. Warren is known for his 
landmark decisions on civil rights, including the landmark Brown v. Board of 
Education ruling that declared racial segregation in schools unconstitutional. 

 
 Ronald Reagan (1911-2004): California's governor 
from 1967 to 1975, Reagan went on to become the 
40th president of the United States, serving from 1981 to 1989. Reagan is 
known for his conservative policies and for his role in ending the Cold War. 
 
 Edmund Gerald "Jerry" Brown Jr. was born on 
April 7, 1938, in San Francisco, California. He is the 
son of Pat Brown, who also served as governor of 
California, and the brother of Kathleen Brown, a 
former California state treasurer. 

 
Brown graduated from Saint Ignatius High School in San Francisco, where he 
participated as a cadet in the California Cadet Corps. He later graduated 
from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1961, with a degree in classics. 
He then attended Yale Law School, where he earned a law degree in 1964. 
He practiced law briefly before entering politics. 
 

Brown was first elected governor of California in 1974, at the age of 
36. He served two terms in the position before running for president 
in 1980 (he didn’t get the nomination). He then went on to serve as 
the chairman of the California Democratic Party and as the mayor of 
Oakland. As mayor, he formed Oakland Military Institute as a public 
charter school and part of the California Cadet Corps. 
 
In 2010, Brown was elected governor of California for the third time, 
and he was re-elected in 2014, serving a total of four terms in the 

position—more than any other governor. During his time in office, he focused on issues relating to 
climate change, criminal justice reform, and education.  
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Brown is known for his progressive political views and his focus on environmental and social justice 
issues. He has been credited with helping to stabilize the state's finances and overseeing the 
implementation of several important policies, including the state's landmark climate change legislation. 
 
After leaving office in 2019, Brown remained active in politics and environmental advocacy, serving as 
the executive chair of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, a nonprofit organization that focuses on 
issues related to nuclear weapons and climate change. He also leads the board of directors at Oakland 
Military Institute. 
 
 
C3. Statehood 
 
There were several significant events that led to California becoming a state:  

 
California Bear Flag Republic: On June 14, 1846, a 
group of American settlers in Sonoma who were 
unhappy with the Mexican government’s policies, 
raised a flag and declared the establishment of the 
California Bear Flag Republic. The republic, led by 
William C. Ide, was not recognized by any foreign 
government, including the United States. The Bear 
Flag Republic came to an end on July 9, 1846, when 
American naval forces led by John C. Frémont 
arrived in California and took control of the region. 
In 1847, California was officially occupied by U.S. 
forces, with Colonel Richard B. Mason, and later 
General Stephen W. Kearny, serving as military 
governor.  
 
Discovery of gold: In 1848, gold was discovered in 
California, which sparked a massive influx of people 
from all over the world. The Gold Rush lasted from 
1848 to 1855, but the peak year was 1849, giving 

the fortune hunters their nickname—49ers. This 
created a huge demand for infrastructure, law 
and order, and government, setting the stage for 
California's eventual statehood. 
 
Mexican-American War: The Mexican-American 
War ended in 1848, and as part of the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexico ceded California to 
the United States. This made California a territory 
of the U.S., and set the stage for its eventual 
statehood. 
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Constitutional Convention: In 1849, a constitutional convention was held in Monterey to draft a 
constitution for California. The constitution was ratified in 1850, and California became a state later that 
year. The capital was San Jose, but moved to Vallejo in 1852, Benicia in 1853, and Sacramento in 1854. 
 
Compromise of 1850: The Compromise of 1850 was a series of laws passed by Congress that resolved 
several contentious issues related to slavery and territorial expansion within the United States. As part 
of the compromise, California was admitted to the Union as a free state, which helped to tip the balance 
of power in Congress in favor of the free states.  
 
Statehood: California was officially admitted to the Union on 
September 9, 1850, becoming the 31st state of the United 
States. 
 
 

C4. Economic Development  
 

The history of economic development in California is a rich and varied one, stretching back centuries 
before European contact. Here are some key milestones in the economic development of California: 

 
Pre-colonial era: Before the arrival of European 
explorers and settlers, the Indigenous peoples of 
California developed a diverse and complex economy 
based on hunting, fishing, gathering, and agriculture. 
The region was a good place to live, and its 
inhabitants had a good life using the resources 
available on land and sea. 
 
Spanish colonial era (1769-1821): The Spanish 
established a number of missions and presidios in 
California during this period, primarily as a means of 

expanding their empire and converting Indigenous peoples to Christianity. The missions served as 
centers of economic activity, producing goods such as leather, wool, and wine. They also supported the 
Spanish trade with Asia. 
 
Mexican era (1821-1848): After Mexico gained 
independence from Spain in 1821, California became part 
of the new nation. During this period, ranching and 
agriculture emerged as key economic activities, with 
large estates (known as ranchos) established throughout 
the state. 
 
Gold Rush (1848-1855): The discovery of gold in 
California in 1848 sparked a massive influx of settlers and 
entrepreneurs from around the world, creating a 
booming economy based on mining, transportation, and 
trade. 
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Agriculture and industry (late 19th century-early 
20th century): Following the Gold Rush, California's 
economy shifted toward agriculture and industry. 
The state became a major producer of crops, 
including citrus, grapes, and almonds, as well as a 
center for oil production and manufacturing. 
 
Post-World War II era: California's economy 
boomed in the years following World War II, 
thanks to a combination of factors that include the 
growth of the aerospace industry, the development of Silicon Valley, and the expansion of the 
entertainment industry. The state also saw a massive influx of people during this period, leading to the 

development of new 
suburbs and 
infrastructure, with booms 
in construction and 
transportation. 
 
Recent years: In recent 
years, California's 
economy has continued to 

evolve, with tech companies such as Apple, Google, and Facebook driving growth and innovation. 
However, the state also faces significant challenges, including income inequality, housing affordability, 
and climate change. 
 
There have been many significant leaders in the economic development of 
California from 1850 to the present day. Here are a few examples: 
 
Leland Stanford (1824-1893) was one of the "Big Four" investors in the Central 
Pacific Railroad, which helped to connect California to the rest of the country 
in the late 19th century. He also founded Stanford University and played a key 
role in the development of the California wine industry. The rest of the “Big 
Four” included Collis Huntington, Charles Crocker, and Mark Hopkins. 

 
William Mulholland (1855-1935) was a civil engineer 
and water management expert who played a key 
role in the development of California's water infrastructure in the early 20th 
century. His contributions to the state's water supply system had a major 
impact on the growth and development of California's cities and agricultural 
industry. Mulholland's most famous project was the Los Angeles Aqueduct, a 
massive engineering feat that brought water from the Owens Valley in the 
eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains to the city of Los Angeles. The aqueduct was 
completed in 1913, and its completion allowed Los Angeles to grow rapidly 
into one of the largest cities in the United States. Unfortunately, the St. Francis 
Dam collapsed resulting in catastrophic death and damage. Mulholland took 

the blame, and it ended his career. Mulholland's contributions to California's water infrastructure 
remain significant, and his legacy as a pioneering civil engineer is still remembered today. 
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Henry J. Kaiser (1882-1967) was a prominent industrialist who played a key role 
in the development of the shipbuilding industry in California during World War II. 
He also founded Kaiser Permanente, one of the largest healthcare providers in 
the United States. 
 

Walt Disney (1901-1966) was the founder of the Walt 
Disney Company, which has had a major impact on 
California's economy through its theme parks, 
movie studios, and other ventures. Disneyland, 
which opened in Anaheim in 1955, is one of 
California's most popular tourist attractions. 
 
 
Steve Jobs (1955-2011) was a co-founder of 
Apple Inc., which had a major impact on California's 

economy through its innovative products and services. Apple's headquarters, 
located in Cupertino, is one of the most iconic buildings in California. 

 
 
Elon Musk (born 1971) is a billionaire entrepreneur who 
founded several companies with major operations in 
California, including Tesla (electric cars), SpaceX (rocket 
launches), and The Boring Company (tunnel construction). 
He is also one of the most prominent advocates for renewable energy and 
sustainable transportation. 
 

These are just a few examples of the many significant leaders who played a role in California's economic 
development over the past 170 years. 
 
 
C5. Civil Rights Leadership – Positive and Negative 
 

California has a rich history of civil rights activism and milestones. 
Here are some key events and figures: 
 
1850: California adopts a state constitution that bars slavery and 
discrimination based on race. 
 
1872: The California State Supreme Court rules in the case of 
People v. Hall that Chinese witnesses cannot testify against white 
defendants in court, setting a precedent for discriminatory 
treatment of Chinese Americans in the state. 
 
1942: President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs Executive Order 9066, 
which authorizes the forced removal and incarceration of 
Japanese Americans during World War II. Over 120,000 Japanese 
Americans, the majority of whom were U.S. citizens, were 
affected by the order. 
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1947: The California legislature passes the Fair Employment Practices Act, which prohibits employers 
from discriminating against workers on the basis of race, religion, or national origin. 
 
1954: The California Supreme Court rules in the case of Hernandez v. Texas that Mexican Americans 
have the right to serve on juries, setting an important precedent for the civil rights movement in the 
state. 
 
1963: The Watts riots, sparked by the arrest of a Black man by white police officers, break out in Los 
Angeles, leading to 34 deaths and over 1,000 injuries. The riots underscored the need for greater civil 
rights protections and sparked a wave of activism and organization in California's Black communities. 

 
1965-1970: United Farm Workers, led by Cesar 
Chavez and Dolores Huerta, held a series of 
strikes aiming at improving the working 
conditions and wages of farm workers, many of 
whom were Mexican American migrant workers. 
The strike lasted five years, and played a 
significant role in bringing about changes in labor 
laws and improving the lives of farm workers in 
California and beyond. 
 
1965: The California legislature passes the 

Rumford Fair Housing Act, which prohibits discrimination in housing based on race, religion, national 
origin, or ancestry. 
 
1966: The Black Panther Party is founded in Oakland, California, by Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale. 
The party becomes a key player in the civil rights movement, advocating for the rights of Black 
Americans and challenging police brutality.  
 
1992: LA Riots erupted in April 
1992 after four white police 
officers were acquitted over the 
videotaped beating of black 
motorist Rodney King. Anger led 
to days of looting and burning, 54 
deaths and $1 billion of damage 
to the city. 
 
1994: California voters pass 
Proposition 187, which seeks to 
deny public services, including 
education and healthcare, to 
undocumented immigrants. The proposition is later struck down by the courts, but highlights the 
ongoing tensions around immigration and civil rights in the state. 
 
2019: Governor Gavin Newsom signs a bill banning the use of private, for-profit prisons in California. The 
move is seen as a major victory for civil rights activists and criminal justice reformers. 



California Cadet Corps                                                                 Strand C1C: California History 

 

17 
 

 
California has been home to many influential civil rights leaders. Some of the notable civil rights leaders 
in California include: 

 
Cesar Chavez (1927-1993) was a labor leader and civil rights activist who 
co-founded the United Farm Workers of America, 
a union that fought for the rights of migrant farm 
workers in California and across the United States. 
 
Dolores Huerta (born 1930) is a labor leader and 
civil rights activist who co-founded the United 
Farm Workers of America with Cesar Chavez. She 
has also been an advocate for women's rights and 
social justice. 

 
Bayard Rustin (1912-1987) was a civil rights leader 
who played a key role in the organization of the 1963 
March on Washington for jobs and freedom. He was also a vocal advocate for 
LGBTQ+ rights. 
 
John Burton (born 1932) is a politician and civil 
rights activist who served as a U.S. Congressman 
from California from 1975 to 1983, and as the 
chair of the California Democratic Party from 

2009 to 2017. He has been a vocal advocate for civil rights, healthcare 
reform, and other progressive causes. 

 
While Rosa Parks (1913-2005) is most closely 
associated with her activism in Montgomery, 
Alabama, she lived in California for a time and continued to be involved in civil 
rights activism throughout her life. In 1987, she co-founded the Rosa and 
Raymond Parks Institute for Self-Development in Los Angeles, which provides 
educational opportunities for young people. 
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