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In 1917, Governor Esteban Cantú of Baja California hired James 
Littlejohn, an African American contractor, to build a highway connecting 
Ensenada and Calexico.1 For Littlejohn, who already knew Spanish from 
his days working on the Northern Guatemala Railroad, and other African 
American businessmen from Los Angeles, this initial contact with Gover-
nor Cantú spurred a unique and promising business opportunity focused 
on social change through agricultural development. Although the initial 
members were mostly from Los Angeles, the community later boasted 
participants from throughout North America, including members of the 
elite “Black Wall Street” of Tulsa, Oklahoma. By May 1917, Littlejohn and 
other  middle-  and  upper- class African Americans had “already gone to 
[Baja] and [were] doing well,” because they had found a way to “get in on 
the ground floor in the development of this rich country” by forming the 
Lower California Mexican Land and Development Company.2 

For these African Americans, agriculture on the border had the pos-
sibility of changing racism in the United States. Even though many of 
the men and women who founded the Lower California Mexican Land 
and Development Company were not farmers, blacks in the United States 
since slavery had viewed land ownership and agricultural work as a means 
to attain prosperity and racial growth.3 For years agriculture functioned as 
the language and the avenue for less privileged people to participate and 
have a voice in an increasingly materialist society. In the West, wheat and 
citrus were emerging as major agricultural products in the early twenti-
eth century. Border areas of Baja California at the tail end of the Mexican 
Revolution were overwhelmingly rural and open. These African Amer-
icans planned to enact social change through mass production, while 
also connecting with their international neighbors and growing the lo-
cal economy. These community organizers described Mexico as a land of 
opportunity, especially with Baja California’s emerging wheat and citrus 

*This chapter is an expanded version of a paper the author originally presented at the 
Fifty- Fifth Annual Conference of the Western History Association, Portland, Oregon, 
October 21–24, 2015.
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65Little Liberia

production coinciding with southern California’s growing markets.4 In 
addition, the border could act as a semipermeable barrier, preventing 
oppression in the United States while allowing the flow of people, goods, 
and ideas.

James Littlejohn moved from Los Angeles to Mexico as a colonist and 
member of the board of directors of the Lower California Mexican Land 
and Development Company, the organization in charge of the agricultural 
community. The Los Angeles Times nicknamed the colony Little Liberia, 
but, although some colonists used the moniker, the name misrepre-
sented the community because the colony was not modeled after Liberia 
and the goals were much larger than the name suggests.5 Rather than 
sharing the Universal Negro Improvement Association’s (UNIA’s) aim of 
repatriating the black diaspora to Liberia in Marcus Garvey’s “Back to Af-
rica” movement, Little Liberia organizers planned to remain directly con-
nected to the United States to enact social reform through participation 
in international agricultural trade. Liberia, a US protectorate, represented 
what Garvey hoped would be a port of entry to black recolonization of the 
African continent. The Lower California Mexican Land and Development 
Company and the UNIA had a few similarities, including plans for inter-
national trade and selling stock to blacks, and some Little Liberia mem-
bers were also members of the UNIA. However, Little Liberia’s goals were 
inherently tied to the border and agriculture, while Garvey focused on 
his Black Star shipping line and organizing a global black nationalism.6 
Whereas Garvey’s movement spread worldwide, Little Liberia remained 
local; its entire membership came from the United States and Canada. 
Although Little Liberia had members from all over North America, the 
community initially focused largely on the West Coast. This was, in part, 
due to its location in the Santa Clara Valley of Baja California. Roughly 40 
miles outside of Ensenada, 55 miles from San Diego, and 180 miles from 
Los Angeles, the colony was close enough that most of the original orga-
nizers could travel from their homes in California to the colony in one day. 

Agriculture initially dominated the Lower California Mexican Land 
and Development Company’s business plans.7 The long history of African 
American farm labor likely influenced the organizers’ decision to focus 
on agriculture. Since the beginning of black slavery in the United States, 
many blacks in the South worked as agricultural laborers. For decades 
after emancipation, blacks used their farming knowledge and expertise 
to start agricultural communities throughout the country in an effort 
to seek economic and social freedom. Members of these communities 
regarded land ownership as a means for advancement. Some, such as 
Nicodemus, Kansas, grew into prosperous towns. Although many of these 
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communities began with the intention of remaining separate from the 
Jim Crow South, their members inevitably experienced injustices because 
oppressive political, economic, and social systems existed throughout the 
United Sates.8 Little Liberia colonists looked to move past this oppres-
sion by moving to Mexico. Unlike these other communities, however, the 
goal of Little Liberia was not growth through land ownership but rather 
growth through production and sale of cash crops.9 The decision to foster 
agricultural development in Little Liberia was inherently tied to the cul-
ture of the South. Hugh Macbeth, one of Little Liberia’s top organizers, 
recognized this importance when he mentioned that the colony was look-
ing for “the best colored farmers the South has produced.”10 Since many 
of the colony’s founders and directors were not farmers, they looked to 
blacks who already had experience working in agriculture. Colony lead-
ers believed  southern- trained farmers or their children would make ideal 
colonists because they had training and planting knowledge, albeit with 
different crops.11 James Littlejohn and other organizers began recruiting 
colonists from California’s Imperial Valley, since many farmers there al-
ready grew the fruits, vegetables, and wheat that the community would 
be producing.12 Early on, a few black Southern California farmers expe-
rienced success, and this bolstered the Lower California Mexican Land 
and Development Company’s claims of rich and fertile land that could be 
profitable in the right hands.13

Little Liberia organizers replicated aspects of farming in California 
and in the South. In the early twentieth century, farms in the West, par-
ticularly in California, were typically small and owned individually or 
were large cooperative ventures. Little Liberia organizers planned for two 
hundred families to purchase farmland in five- , ten- ,  fifteen- ,  twenty- , 
or  forty- acre plots. Although Little Liberia largely acted as a cooperative 
company, the breakdown of land by smaller plots replicated southern 
planting styles. By March 1918, the Lower California Mexican Land and 
Development Company had over  twenty- five thousand acres to distribute 
in these smaller plots.14 Hugh Macbeth stressed in 1921 that “it is not our 
purpose to establish this colony as a retreat for  poverty- stricken Negroes” 
but that Little Liberia was geared toward blacks who had savings and 
therefore could buy land through the company at low interest rates. Un-
like the black agricultural communities in the Midwest and West, Little 
Liberia was not a haven for every African American looking for work.15 Al-
though in some ways different from other black uplift efforts in the early 
twentieth century, especially in its border crossing and  cross- racial coop-
eration, the company’s focus on using  middle- class wealth as a means for 
social advancement was in line with racial uplift ideology.16
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Originally Little Liberia’s economic focus centered on crop agricul-
ture, although there were prospects for mining and raising livestock too. 
Colony organizers’ goals initially relied heavily on the sale of their excess 
produce to Southern California. (Their primary market was in Mexico.) 
They surmised that their wheat, citrus, nuts, and other crops would even-
tually impact the state economy in California in addition to growing the 
economy in Baja California. They believed that the economic growth in 
Baja California, clearly visible in the United States through market in-
fluence, would prove that  African Americans could prosper outside the 
purview of oppressive US social and economic systems. This would also 
show that systematic oppression existed and drastically effected blacks 
nationwide. Second, by becoming economically successful and influen-
tial, Little Liberia would also change US stereotypes and negative assump-
tions about blacks.17

To accomplish these goals, colonists needed to reside outside of the 
United States, in a country with good agricultural opportunities. The col-
ony needed established trade routes, close proximity to the United States, 
and an atmosphere that welcomed black Americans. Santa Clara Valley 
seemed an ideal distance and location to colonists, as it was roughly 
 fifty- five miles from San Diego, and thus located near local markets in 
Baja California as well as Southern California.18 Baja California agriculture 
was growing at this time, was efficient relative to other agricultural pro-
ductivity in Mexico (e.g., similar to other agricultural production based 
on irrigation in northwestern Mexico), and was becoming the most im-
portant aspect of the state’s economy.19 In situating their colony across 
the border to the south, Little Liberia leaders also had something else in 
mind. “The Mexican people and the colored people are brothers,” one 
newspaper reported. “They will always stand shoulder to shoulder in fair 
and square treatment to all men and will always oppose race prejudice 
wherever found.”20 This idea of kinship was tied to the history of blacks 
migrating to Mexico in search of freedom during the antebellum period. 
Mexico had abolished slavery by 1820, providing full citizenship for for-
mer slaves and refusing to return runaway slaves to the United States. 
This act led to the formation of many black colonies in Mexico. These 
colonies, in addition to blacks who had been brought to Mexico as slaves, 
added to an existing cornucopia of ethnic groups and peoples in Mexico, 
and the relationship between these was complicated.21 Even so, Mexico’s 
history of openness to  African Americans may be why Little Liberia orga-
nizers felt that Mexico was a place where “a Negro is respected the same 
as a white man.”22 There “a man is a man in spite of the color of his skin,” 
it was said in the US black press.23 This view largely ignored the complex 
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national and local racial and ethnic divisions and tensions in Mexico and 
specifically Baja California at the time, but it does help explain why the 
colonists settled in Mexico rather than Canada or a more remote part of 
the United States. 

In the decades after the Mexican Revolution, the national rhetoric 
focused on racial inclusion even though many blacks and Indigenous 
peoples in Mexico were in impoverished and discriminated against. This 
language of racial inclusion, at least initially, extended to Little Liberia 
colonists, in part because colony leaders approached settling Mexican 
land not only as an opportunity for economic advancement but also for 
the overall improvement of all colony members. Some Mexicans, includ-
ing many local Baja and federal officials, agreed to partner with African 
Americans rather than with other foreigners because they, like US blacks, 
had experienced oppression and economic displacement from those for-
eign investors and invaders.24 For instance, Governor Cantú mentioned 
in 1918 that he was interested in the new colony because Mexicans had 
become frustrated with people from other countries who simply wanted 
to use Mexico for its resources. He spoke of Little Liberia’s members as 
“builders” looking to “come to dwell with us and grow up with the coun-
try.”25 The Mexican government regarded developing the agricultural area 
in northern Baja California as vitally important because, after the Mex-
ican Revolution, vacant northern lands were vulnerable to US invasion. 
Opening land to communities that were willing to increase the popula-
tion and help improve the area without taking it over became a viable 
solution.26 Little Liberia colonists were so successful in connecting with 
their neighbors that, in 1920, “Mexican officials . . . expressed a desire that 
the Lower California Company put in many thousands of Colored settlers 
in the peninsula,” the Chicago Defender reported.27

The existence of the colony in Mexico, and the community members’ 
reasons for living there, set Little Liberia apart from other black agricul-
tural communities focused on racial uplift. Little Liberia colonists viewed 
the US- Mexican border as an irreplaceable part of their community ex-
perience. The organizers engaged with the border as a malleable entity, 
sometimes solid enough to keep out oppression, but other times fluid 
enough to allow the movement of goods, ideas, and social connections. 
This permeable border could allow an exchange of ideas, people, and 
goods from Los Angeles to the Santa Clara Valley, which might remain 
throughout the life of the colony while preventing oppression from seep-
ing through. Many tales of the US- Mexican frontier describe this type of 
connection between towns on either side of the border, particularly when 
those towns existed prior to the creation of an international border and 
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conversion of the border into a physical entity. But those connections 
often occurred between communities across a relatively small geographic 
space, which makes Little Liberia’s community that bridged almost two 
hundred miles unique.28 This was rooted in the fact that these African 
Americans thought about the border differently than others did, particu-
larly with the possibilities of creating communities spread across greater 
distances.29 

All these prominent African Americans noticed the possibility for 
growth across the border in an area that some people at the time over-
looked. The colony was specifically designed and advertised as a  cross-  
racial community with the goal of social change. This idea may have 
stemmed from the multiethnic Los Angeles community where the board 
of directors resided, which often had African Americans, Mexicans, and 
Mexican Americans living in the same neighborhoods.30 Although for 
years white US industrialists had looked to Mexico for land and labor, 
they did not reach out to the local people or improve the local economy.31 

Little Liberia’s ranches in the Santa Clara Valley were bordered by the 
Sonoran Desert to the east and chaparral and coastal scrub (of the Pacific 
Ocean) to the west. Although some parts of Baja California could be dry 
and arid, other areas received a decent amount of water for growing crops. 
The colonists believed that the Santa Clara Valley was prime agricultural 
land because a 1913 agricultural report claimed that the Laguna Hanson 
Mountains, located roughly  fifty- five miles from Ensenada, made the area 
a viable prospect for agricultural communities.32 Unlike most mountains 
in the Peninsular Range, the Laguna Hanson Mountains have plateaus at 
high altitudes.33 Mountains in Southern California have peaks that direct 
rainwater to streams that ultimately lead to a large body of water, such as 
a lake or the Pacific Ocean. The report claimed that the basins at the top 
of the Laguna Hanson Mountains instead allowed rainwater to soak into 
the mountain, eventually becoming groundwater available for wells and 
agriculture.34 During this time in Southern California, irrigation technol-
ogy was essential to aid in  large- scale crop production. In the Santa Clara 
Valley, the groundwater ideally allowed for agriculture with less reliance 
on advanced irrigation methods. This is a key reason why the colonists 
proclaimed Baja California to be superior farmland to Southern Califor-
nia and therefore an ideal site for them.

Rumors of mineral, gem, and oil deposits in the area added to the 
solid opportunities for wheat and citrus production. Residents on islands 
in the Gulf of California, southeast of Little Liberia, claimed to have dis-
covered high- grade oil in late December 1919 and early January 1920. Petro-
leum officials assessed the islands and the adjacent lands for oil.35 Miles 
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Henderson, a prospector from Redlands, California, also arrived in Baja 
California in December 1919 to search for an area to set up a copper mine 
in the Santa Clara Valley, which he planned to do within six months.36 Ed-
ward J. Sullivan, a Los Angeles businessman, in October 1921 completed a 
survey that claimed the existence of rich oil deposits, copper, and gold in 
Baja California.37 Regardless of these surveys and speculation, Little Libe-
ria did not become an oil or mineral producer, but the existence of these 
claims means other people outside of the colony were looking to Baja 
California, and the Santa Clara Valley in particular, for economic gain.

In March 1918, the Los Angeles African American newspaper California 
Eagle ran a full  front- page article praising the land and the goals of the 
community. Charlotta Bass, editor of the Eagle, black community leader, 
friend of many Little Liberia community members and organizers, and 
later a Little Liberia stockholder, chronicled many of the colony’s activ-
ities in this and other articles.38 In March 1918, colony leaders claimed a 
previous owner had already started cultivating the land, which meant that 
the colonists had a foundation to build on.39 The land was composed pri-
marily of two adjacent ranches totaling almost 22,000 acres: Santa Clara 
at 8,762 acres and Vallecitos at 13,031 acres.40 The colony boasted a broad 
range of possible crops; its boosters claimed that any crops that could 
grow in Southern California would also grow in the Santa Clara Valley. 
The Eagle article listed wheat, barley, corn, potatoes, lemons, walnuts, 
and fruit of all kinds as possible cash crops. These also happened to be 
crops grown in California, and therefore the crops had existing estab-
lished markets. The article claimed that grass was so abundant that cat-
tle, hogs, goats, chickens, turkeys, and other livestock could graze with 
no significant impact on the landscape.41 “It is estimated,” colony lead-
ers maintained, “that outside of the tillable land 5000 head of cattle can 
be raised on the grazing lands, which the year around has a luxuriant 
growth of grass.” Wheat, however, was the main product. Profitable and 
in demand in the United States, wheat was an ideal commodity because 
it could grow in large quantities on the ranches. As of 1918, Little Liberia 
colonists had planted four thousand acres of wheat, and they had made 
plans for incubators for chickens, a nursery, a dairy, and a store that could 
sell goods to colonists at as close to cost as possible.42

Little Liberia celebrated many milestones and held many events 
within the first three years of its existence. By December 1919, the colony 
had grown enough to warrant a shipment of over a thousand dollars’ 
worth of equipment to assist in the first major plowing of the land.43 This 
may be because Theodore Troy, the president of the company and one 
of the men working the land, had declared that there would be an above 
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average wheat yield that year, claiming that Little Liberia was aiming to 
produce the largest wheat crop ever in the Santa Clara Valley.44 In May 
1920, the company office reported that the company would “harvest more 
wheat in the next sixty days than will be harvested by all of the Colored 
Farmers in the state of California.” By that point, colonists already pur-
chased two- thirds of the area’s available land.45 A plowing contest also 
began in early 1920, and ensuing results were claimed to break all Baja 
California plowing records; the hope was for a bumper crop due to ideal 
rains. This increased crop was especially important because, earlier that 
year, the owner of the largest flour mill in Ensenada informed the colony 
that his mill would buy all the wheat the colony produced that year (up 
to $100,000 worth). Two years after the colony began, it had already be-
gun selling to local businesses in Baja California. In addition to wheat at 
the local mill, in January 1920 James Littlejohn organized a pork carnival 
and slaughtered at least 150 hogs to make ham, bacon, hogshead cheese, 
chitterlings, lard, cracklings, and pork sausage. He also sold hundreds of 
pounds of fresh pork to people in La Pazinas Valley, twelve miles north of 
the Santa Clara Valley.46 The colony seemed to be bursting with success 
in 1920, which was visually apparent with the groundwork being laid for a 
two- story, ten- room cottage by a Los Angeles contractor. All of the news-
paper coverage of Little Liberia and the outward signs of prosperity there 
pointed to an economic project on its way to increased growth that could 
have led to economic improvement for colonists.

However, much of this newspaper information appears to be incor-
rect or misleading, a case of boosterism. Although independent studies 
had been released before the colony’s creation, members of the board of 
directors in 1927 began to question the portrayal of the colony as an agri-
cultural paradise when the area could, in fact, be relatively dry in a given 
year. Although the mountains may have provided extra groundwater for 
agriculture, this water did not exist without consistent rainfall, and Baja 
California went through a drought in the early 1920s. Wheat and citrus 
require a consistent water supply, so the land was not nearly as productive 
as articles in 1919 and early 1920 claimed, which led to increasing debt for 
the colony. In addition, the skyrocketing agricultural prices that devel-
oped due to World War I demand reversed after the war ended, and the 
resulting decline hit agriculture the hardest out of any other sector of the 
economy. Later articles in the black press did not explain the changes in 
the US and global economies or agricultural output, but rather continued 
to portray the Santa Clara Valley as an agricultural paradise that consis-
tently would be able to produce crops that could be sold for a good price. 
The main deception, the truth about the inconsistent water supply, was 
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not public knowledge until years later, when many other problems that 
plagued the colony revealed themselves.47

Despite oncoming problems, the colony prospered enough that it ex-
panded to the East Coast in 1919, when the company opened an office 
in New York.48 By 1921 the Lower California Mexican Land and Develop-
ment Company had begun to sell stock nationwide, and it eventually had 
stockholders throughout the United States and as far away as Canada.49 
Shares started at a dollar, with a minimum of ten shares and a maximum 
of ten thousand shares available per person. Initially, 250,000 shares of 
stock were available, one share for every ten dollars of estimated company 
land value. Thus, the Lower California Mexican Land and Development 
Company valued its landholdings at $2,500,000.50 The company guaran-
teed dividends of no less than 5 percent per year; purchasing stock was 
easy because advertisements in the California Eagle and Chicago Defender 
included a form for mail orders.51

The community also began attracting colonists from beyond Cali-
fornia. By early 1920 community members also hailed from Texas and 
Wisconsin, and in 1922 a group of affluent African Americans from Tulsa 
joined the community. These eleven black entrepreneurs, with a total net 
worth of five million dollars, visited offices in Los Angeles and caravanned 
south to Baja California with colony organizers, Ensenada officials, and 
even Mexican president Álvaro Obregón himself.52 Later another caravan 
left Bristow, Oklahoma, to bring more settlers, feed, and equipment to 
support these colonists.53 The new members brought an influx of cash 
and new energy to the colony. The most prominent  African American of 
the new group, J. B. Key, took over as president of the board of directors 
when Theodore Troy fell ill.54 Although Key’s finances may have helped 
the colony initially, he also began looking to start other communities, 
in Tampico and San Luis Potosí in 1923, and may have been using his 
position in the colony to try to solidify connections in Mexico.55 Tampico 
and San Luis Potosí were located at the heart of the Mexican oil belt, 
and relations between the United States and Mexico at this time were 
strained, particularly over Mexico’s natural resources. Key’s endeavors 
caused a backlash that included African Americans being barred at the 
US- Mexican border. Although the Mexican government later claimed any 
detained Little Liberia colonists had been stopped accidentally, resultant 
negative press coverage might have prevented some  African Americans 
from investing in the community. This was the first publicly known prob-
lem involving a member of the colony.

These border problems, however, did not stop Little Liberia’s lead-
ers from attempting to develop the colony further and move into other 
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economic opportunities. Starting in 1923, Little Liberia began to expand 
beyond agricultural production. Perhaps an increase in funds from the 
Oklahoma African Americans now involved in the community or from 
stock spurred this change. Or perhaps it was the  lower- than- expected 
yield of their crops or the economic downturn in the agricultural sector. 
Along with continuing agricultural work, the Lower California Mexican 
Land and Development Company focused on new plans to become a tour-
ist destination by building additional roads, a hotel, a sanatorium, and 
a bank. The sanatorium and bank, established in Ensenada, would be 
co- owned by Mexicans and African Americans.56 From this point forward, 
the company consistently looked for additional options besides farming 
for economic advancement, and many of these ideas included  cross- racial 
cooperation with Mexicans.57 For a time, Baja California officials and the 
Mexican government reciprocated this eagerness for collaboration. Pres-
ident Obregón often connected with the colonists, and Hugh Macbeth 
reciprocated by requesting that the US government officially recognize 
Obregón’s presidency, which President Harding had refused to do.58 But 
Obregón’s successor, Plutarco Elías Calles, actively acted against the col-
ony and supported new legislation in 1926 requiring all African Americans 
to obtain special passports before entering Mexico.59 An increase in Chi-
nese and Japanese immigration also meant heightened border security 
and increased uneasiness about racial integration in Baja, which added 
to existing tensions. Difficulties with immigration into Mexico would be 
the first of many problems that would ultimately cause the downfall of 
the colony.

The colony fully and publicly began to fall apart in 1927. Surprisingly, 
the depressed global agricultural prices that defined the 1920s and con-
tributed to the Great Depression was not the main culprit. Rather, it was 
mismanagement, illegal land purchasing procedures, and mishandling of 
funds and debt. Articles in the California Eagle, under the headline “War 
Declared on Lower California Mexican Land and Development Company” 
and written by members of the Little Liberia board of directors, told the 
public about the various problems within the colony.60 When some money 
raised in Los Angeles in a car raffle for the bank and sanatorium was 
not delivered to the company and the car for the raffle was not delivered 
to the winner, directors and stockholders of the company called for an 
audit.61 The company had not exercised an audit since its inception, and 
the information in this audit became the point around which the colony 
collapsed. The audit uncovered that Hugh Macbeth had used company 
funds to pay for expenditures not related to the colony or had withdrawn 
excessive money for  colony- related trips.62 Macbeth was also accused of 
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lying to the board of directors, and at one point he was concerned enough 
about the backlash from the audit and subsequent press coverage that 
he appeared at a board meeting with two police officers. In addition, the 
audit and subsequent board meetings revealed the incompetence of the 
board, with one member admitting that the directors had simply fallen 
into line or “acquiesced” to projects without fully investigating them.63 
This mismanagement and mishandling of funds, regardless whether a 
single individual or several were culpable, highlights the fact that Little 
Liberia did not collapse just because of a downward trend in agribusiness 
but also due to difficulties within the colony itself.

The final blow to the colony came with the public realization that the 
Lower California Mexican Land and Development Company did not in 
fact own the land that it had been selling to colonists. Although lawyers 
from both sides of the border had looked at the land documents prior to 
their completion, the purchase was still not in accord with Mexican law.64 
Due to Article 27 of the 1917 Mexican Constitution, only Mexican citizens 
could officially own land, so any foreigners needed to buy land through a 
Mexican citizen trustee.65 In the case of Little Liberia, the Mexican trustee 
for purchasing land acted only for the board of directors, not for the land 
company itself. Consequently, it was determined that the land was owned 
by the seven men on the board of directors and not by the company as a 
whole. This meant that the company had no legal authority to redistrib-
ute the land, which it had been doing for ten years. With this in mind, 
President Calles seized the land.66 By the end of 1927 the land company 
went bankrupt, with over $78,000 in debt, a sum equivalent to $14,000,000 
today.67

After Calles deemed the land purchase invalid, many of the promi-
nent members of the community returned to the United States. James 
Littlejohn, Theodore Troy, and Claudius Troy were the only members of 
the colony who had applied for Mexican citizenship, so they were the only 
people eligible to retain ownership of the land.68 Littlejohn and his wife 
were the only colonists who remained in Mexico. They kept full posses-
sion of the Santa Clara Ranch and continued to work the farmland, hir-
ing local residents as hands. Littlejohn also opened the James Littlejohn 
Motel, which catered to African American tourists.69 Littlejohn lived the 
rest of his life in Ensenada but maintained his connections across the 
border. In 1952, Ebony Magazine published a four- page article on Little-
john, “Ensenada’s Lone Negro,” after he was named citizen of the year 
by the city. As in previous years, when the colony was still operating, he 
occasionally attended church in Los Angeles and kept in touch with Los 
Angeles culture and politics through US newspapers. He preferred to live 
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in Mexico, though, Ebony reported, because there he “never had trouble 
because of his race.”70 He was able to remain connected to Los Angeles, 
keep his identity as an African American, work as a farmer, and yet avoid 
US racism by living in Baja California. Even though the colony as an entity 
did not eventually succeed at enacting widespread social change through 
massive crop sales in the United States, James Littlejohn’s life in Baja 
California hints that perhaps parts of the dream of Little Liberia were 
attainable at an individual level. Littlejohn became an important person 
in Ensenada. Although Little Liberia did not create any broad, lasting 
changes in race relations in the United States, much less its economic 
system, the dream of social change through mass production in the bor-
derlands itself is reason to reflect on this unique community. 
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