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In this interpretation we use Census 2000 and 2010 data and other sources to provide an 

overview of important Indian trends and spatial patterns in the greater Los Angeles area.1 

Although Los Angeles City and County are the most central and important places in Southern 

California, suburban development in the twentieth century has overwhelmed prior rural and 

urban settlements to create a vast sprawling interconnected region. Population totals we report 

are for all five counties of the region, but the accompanying map includes only the most densely 

populated portion -- all of Los Angeles and Orange counties, virtually all of Ventura County, but 

only the westernmost portions of Riverside and San Bernardino counties (Figure 21.1). 

Although far more American Indians live in greater Los Angeles than in any other 

metropolitan area, Indians still comprised only a little more than one percent of the region's 16.4 

million residents. Differences are reported in Indian numbers based on whether people identified 

only as Indian or also with another race and how mixed-race Indians were counted. After much 

investigation we thought that a fair system involved assigning half the people who reported 

themselves as mixed-race Indians to Indian numbers and half to their other race's numbers (Allen 

and Turner 2001). After doing this calculation, we think it's correct to say that the greater Los 

Angeles area contained about 197,000 Indians in the year 2000 (Allen and Turner 2002).  

Regardless of the way Indian data in Census 2000 are treated, clearly the number of 

Indians living in Southern California has been growing rapidly. Natural increase and net 
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Figure 21.1. American Indians as a percent of the total census tract populations in the Los 
Angeles metropolitan area. 

in-migration, including immigration from Mexico and Central America, were probably the major 

reasons behind this growth. However, changes in how people chose to report themselves on the 

census were probably also important. In addition, there may have been a continuation of the 

trend observed since 1970 for many Americans to switch their main identity on the census 

questionnaire from White, Black, or some other race to American Indian (Passel 1996). A second 

shift of identification that may have increased the number of Indians reported was a growing 

tendency on the part of many Californians of Mexican heritage -- including many university 

students -- to identify with and take pride in their indigenous Indian roots in Mexico.2

 Between 2000 and 2010 the population of American Indians in Southern California 

increased by only 2.4 percent much less than in most previous decades (U.S. Census Bureau 
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2002, 2011). By 2010 fewer Indians were living in the more central and expensive counties of 

Los Angeles and Orange than in 2000. But the outlying, more suburban counties showed 

substantial percentage increases, led by Riverside County with a 30-percent gain in its Indian 

numbers.  Despite these shifts, Los Angeles County remained the main Southern California 

Indian center, with three times the Indian population of Riverside County.3  

Indigenous Southern California Indians  

Indians native to Southern California were devastated by the conquering Spanish, 

Mexican, and United States troops and governments and by in-migrating White residents. We do 

not attempt to treat this tortured history.4  Southern California was left with many small groups 

of indigenous Indians and small, scattered reservations, some called rancherias.  

Within the five counties examined here, Riverside County has the most important 

settlements and reservations. The two in the area mapped are the one-square-mile San Manuel 

Reservation east of San Bernardino and the approximately six-square-mile Pechanga Reservation 

southeast of Temecula. The map does not show boundaries of either of these reservations. 

Because neither of the census tracts that we used as the areal unit for mapping was over five-

percent Indian, the reservations do not stand out on the map. But if only the small areas of the 

reservations themselves are considered, in 2000 seventy-four people resided on the San Manuel 

Reservation, forty-five of whom identified as racially mixed or Indian alone. Of the total of 467 

people living on the Pechanga Reservation, 357 reported themselves as Indian alone or of mixed 

race.  

Similarly, the low Indian percentages elsewhere in rural Southern California are due to 

the small Indian populations on or near reservations (White 2001). Although the 954 people 
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counted on the Morongo Reservation (just off this map, to the east) were sixty-three percent 

Indian, the 25,500 residents of the two most populous reservations (both in the Palm Springs area 

of Riverside County) were less than four percent American Indian.  

Tribal identities on and near reservations have often been mixed. Most of the Indians on 

the San Manuel Reservation were Serrano, but Serranos also lived on or near the Morongo and 

Soboba reservations. Luiseño Indians have been associated primarily with reservations in 

Riverside and San Diego counties, but many have been separated geographically into smaller 

groups including the Pala, Pechanga, Pauma, Rincon, and Soboba tribes. Some Chumash have 

lived in Ventura and Los Angeles counties although their only reservation is in northern Santa 

Barbara County (to the west of the mapped area).  Indians from these indigenous tribes tend to 

live within the broader urban area of greater Los Angeles rather than on or near their 

reservations. 

Nowadays, some of the indigenous Indians are best known to other Southern Californians 

for the gaming casinos that they have developed, mostly during the 1990s. Nevada-style gaming 

is permitted on these reservations, and the location of some makes them an attractive alternative 

to flying or driving to Las Vegas. The largest within the area mapped is the Pechanga Casino, 

which has slot machines, gaming tables, restaurants, a large hotel, and an entertainment center 

featuring well known musicians and other performers. Farther east in Riverside County is the 

hard-to-miss Casino Morongo on Interstate 10 at Cabezon. Other casinos include the Soboba, the 

Cahuilla Creek, and the Chumash. The wealth generated by gaming profits has opened new 

opportunities for Southern California Indians and has given them much more influence 

politically (Calif. Casino Maps on the website: http://www.california-indian-gaming.com/). 
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Indians from Elsewhere in the United States 

In the 1950s the federal government instituted a Job Relocation Program that persuaded 

many Indians to leave their reservations and move to cities where jobs were more plentiful 

(Bonvillain 2001). Although the program failed, partly because adequate job training was not 

provided, thousands of Indians were prompted to move into large urban areas like Los Angeles.  

The net effect has been that indigenous Southern California groups are now greatly 

outnumbered by Indians with origins elsewhere. In Census 2000 people completing the census 

questionnaire could write in the name of their tribe if they wished.  That write-in data showed 

that the most numerous tribes in the greater Los Angeles area were Cherokee (21,532), Apache 

(7,905), Navajo (5,879), Choctaw (4,778), Pueblo (3,576), Sioux (3,461), and Blackfeet (3,490). 

Contemporary Indian life in urban Southern California includes traditional elements from many 

Indian cultures and is mostly pan-Indian or intertribal. Frequent Saturday powwows exhibit the 

best known examples of this culture with public social gatherings with dancers and participants 

from many different tribes and booths from which Indian handicrafts and food are sold (Weibel-

Orlando 1999). 

    Distribution in Southern California  

Because Indians here have such diverse tribal origins, the social networks that connect 

new arrivals with friends and relatives and potential jobs are probably more numerous and varied 

than those of other migrants to cities. This scenario may partly explain the highly dispersed 

distribution of Indians.  

No census tract in the area mapped had a population that was more than five-percent 

American Indian, and Indian percentages varied only in small ways across the map. As the map 
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indicates, Indians consisted of a slightly higher percentage of local residents in rural, low-density 

areas where housing costs were not high. These areas are small towns like Piru, Saticoy, and El 

Rio in Ventura County, and a variety of such places in northern Los Angeles County and in 

Riverside and San Bernardino counties. Neighborhoods with lower-priced housing (Irwindale, 

City of Industry, Ontario) also sometimes showed Indian proportions greater than 2.4 percent. 

Indians were mixed residentially with Latinos in many neighborhoods. In contrast, fewer Indians 

live in very affluent areas such as the Santa Monica Mountains, the Palos Verdes Peninsula, and 

southern Orange County.  

The most significant pattern on the map is the absence of urban Indian settlement clusters 

or enclaves. As of 1970, a slight Indian concentration existed in the Bell Gardens-Huntington 

Park area, partly a function of earlier Cherokee settlement among Whites from Oklahoma (Price 

1968; Allen and Turner 1997). In the 1980s Indians tended to disperse slightly from older, more 

central city locations such as these and Lynwood and Anaheim. Indians moved into both older 

suburban cities like Bellflower, San Gabriel and Alhambra and more distant places like the 

eastern San Gabriel Valley, Lancaster, Palmdale, and Dana Point (Weibel-Orlando 1999).  Such 

a centrifugal shift seemed to reflect a slight improvement in economic circumstances.  

     Hispanic Indians   

In addition to identifying on the census as American Indians, sixty percent of Indians in 

Southern California in 2000 reported themselves as Hispanic or Latino. Much of this legacy 

derives from Spanish cultural influences of the nineteenth century and earlier in areas that later 

became states of the Southwestern U.S. However, because only thirty-two percent of greater Los 

Angeles Indians reported in 1990 that they were of Hispanic origin, some significant change 
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clearly occurred during the 1990s. We expect the increase in Hispanic Indians resulted primarily 

from the growth in numbers of Indian immigrants from Mexico and Guatemala, which continued 

a migration begun in the mid-1970s. But part of the increase may have been due to an increasing 

identification with Indians on the part of Mexican Americans. 

Many Indians from the poor, rural states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Chiapas in Southern 

Mexico have made their way into Ventura County -- often illegally. They harvest crops from the 

rich, irrigated fields of the Oxnard Plain or work as day laborers or landscapers (Alvarez 1995). 

Growers know that the severe poverty of Indians often makes them desperate and thus willing to 

work for very low wages and in poor conditions. For many Mixtec Indians from Oaxaca, 

Southern California is an extension northward of earlier migration streams into intensive farming 

areas within Mexico like that of San Quintin in Baja California. The Indians -- many of whom 

speak neither English nor Spanish -- are often isolated socially and subject to discrimination 

from both Spanish and English speakers. 

Thousands of Mexican and Guatemalan Indians live in Los Angeles County. Most 

Guatemalan Indians in Los Angeles have worked in the garment industry, often sewing dresses 

on the upper floors of old buildings near Downtown Los Angeles (Hamilton and Chinchilla 

2001). Many Mexican Indians work as dishwashers, kitchen assistants, and bus boys (Quinones 

2001). Such jobs are often accessible by bus from immigrant neighborhoods near the Los 

Angeles Downtown. And a neighborhood of Maya Indians from Guatemala was concentrated a 

few blocks west of Downtown, but in recent years many have left those crowded apartment 

buildings and dangerous streets (Loucky 2000).  Seeking more rooms, safer neighborhoods, and 

better schools for their children, some have moved to South Central L.A., the San Fernando 

Valley, or other places outside poor immigrant concentrations.  
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The 2000-2010 decade saw a 16-percent increase in Indians reporting a Hispanic origin 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2002, 2011). This population expanded most rapidly in the three outlying 

 grew by 60 percent. By 2010, 68 

 

Conclusion 

Indians and their internal diversity are an important and growing part of the racially and 

ethnically diverse population of greater Los Angeles. Nevertheless, they represent less than two 

percent of the total population, and most non-Indians are unaware of their presence. Although the 

wider public occasionally takes brief notice of advertised powwows, the absence of recognized 

Indian concentrations or enclaves certainly adds to the invisibility of Indians here.  

Notes 

1.  The map that accompanies this interpretation is from Allen and Turner (2002); the text has 
been revised and updated from that source. The Census 2000 numbers we report are based on the 
SF1 file, which contains data collected from almost every household and is preferable to other 
data based on a sample (U.S. Census Bureau 2002). In the census residents were asked to 
complete a census questionnaire, and the data represent whatever racial and ethnic identities 
were marked or written in by respondents. The Census Bureau does not ask for or attempt to 
determine actual genealogical or biological heritage. The region we cover includes Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ventura counties. Although the official name of this 
five-county region is the Los Angeles-Riverside-Orange County Consolidated Metropolitan 
Statistical Area, we refer to it as the greater Los Angeles area.  

2.  Professor Karren Baird-Olson of California State University, Northridge, pointed out this 
identity development among our students. 

3.  U.S. Census Bureau. 2011. Census 2010, Summary File 1. http://www.census.gov 

4. The tragic history of Southern California Indians is poignantly summarized in Bonvillain 
(2001). 
 

 


