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[This is a draft of subsequently revised and edited text published in John Lofland, Davis (Arcadia, 2004).]

7. EXPLODING DAVIS, 1946-71


The events of World War II destroyed the "old world," both literally and symbolically. The late 1940s were the beginning of a new world in the United States and elsewhere, an era of fresh starts, new enterprises, and rapid economic development. 

• In 1945, the territory of Davis was less than a half a square mile and its 

    population was about 2,500. 

• By 1970, its territory was over six square miles and its population pushing 

   24,000. 

This was about a twelve-fold increase in area and a ten-fold increase in population in a span of 25 years. 

These two soaring numbers were of course accompanied by a great many other soaring numbers in such matters as houses, streets, schools, churches, businesses, and what have you.

The main task of this chapter is to display these profound changes and some of the people and organizations who constructed them. 

I. ANNEXATIONS. At the time of publishing his book, the City of Davis had carried out 79 annexations (including the incorporation “annexation” of 1917).  That first action created a place four-tenths of one square mile. The 79th––in July, 2001––brought Davis to 9.9 square miles. 

The pace of expansion is shown when we divide the 79 into the five historical periods over which they took place. Thus:

Period



# of Annexations
Square Miles Added

Urbanizing (1917-29)

  1


0.4

Depression (1930-45)

  0


0.0

Exploding (1946-71)


50


5.8

Progressive  (1972-89)

16


2.3

Contested (1990- ––
)

12


1.4   

Totals




79

        
9.9

It is clear that the number of annexations and square mile growth were concentrated in the 1946-71 period

Among the annexations of this period, the 1,006 acres that created a “South Davis” in 1966 is of special note (#34 in the City’s numbering). It was the single largest annexation up to that time and is still the largest ever.  With it alone, Davis’ square miles went from 3.0 to 4.6.   

Sadly, this huge enlargement was not animated by proactive optimism and or a positive vision of a new and wonderful “South Davis.” Instead, it was a defensive and reactive counter-move against a rogue developer who had organized a subdivision in Yolo County several miles southeast of Davis. Called “El Macero” (a made-up, meaningless name ), it was an upscale suburban tract built around a country club and golf course.  Not yet a municipality, council members feared it might become one and a “twin city” that would compete with Davis. Hence, the strategy was to take control of the land between Davis and El Macero as a way to limit the latter’s capacity to grow if it did incorporate.

II. UNIVERSITY GROWTH AND STUDENT UNREST. A major––and likely the major––engine of Davis’ growth was, of course, the actions of the University of California.  This organization also emerged from World War II hell-bent on growth. 

A. Enrollment.  Student enrollments soared. By 1949, the Davis campus was the fastest growing of all UC campuses. From barely a thousand students in 1945, there would be some 13,000  (and steadily climbing) in the early 1970s

B. Construction. Territorially, the campus became much larger and buildings proliferated, these among them: 1959, Robbins Hall, Hoagland Hall, Voorhies Hall, Wickson Hall; 1961, Memorial Union Assembly (later Freeborn) Hall; 1963, Olson, Spoul, Hutchinson; 1964, agricultural toxicology facility; 1965, Physical Sciences Building II, Primate Center; 1966, Mark Hall, Bainer Hall, Shield Library tripled in size with a new wing; 1968, Storer Hall;

1969, Wellman Hall, Kerr Hall.    

Programs. Units of instruction and research proliferated.  These were among major, new units: 1948, School of Veterinary Medicine; 1951, College of Letters and Science; 1961, Graduate Division; 1962, College of Engineering; 1964, School of Law; 1966, School of Medicine;1967, The  College of Agriculture renamed College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences; 1970, Veterinary Medical Teaching Hospital opened.

In the period immediately after World War II and up to the later 1960s, the “agricultural science were blessed with large infusions of federal and state money  . . . The Davis campus benefited dramatically.  In less than ten years its and holdings tripled and new buildings and laboratories rose one after another. [These included] million dollar homes for the plant sciences, food technology, and home economics” (Scheuring, 200x, 86).

D. Status. All of the above was undergirded by the State's adoption, in 1959, of the famous “master plan” of higher education in California. In a sharp break with the past, this plan systemized postsecondary education by creating a three-tier structure in which the University of California was a lofty “research university.” Davis was included as a minor unit in this top tier.  Earlier this same year, the Regents conferred the status of “general campus” on Davis, a change that the master plan affirmed. This brought UCD into the magic circle of one of the nine co-equal campuses making up the largest and most prestigious research university in the world (scheuring, p. 106). 

The now UC Davis finally had the authority to propose and, with Regent approval, establish majors, schools, and colleges and to carry on many other activities without oversight by Berkeley. Begun in 1906 as a bleak patch on to tinker with plants and animals, in 1959 it had finally reached the top.  (Of course, the real competition had only now begun. No longer a country cousin that hardly counted, UC Davis had now to play on the same field as Berkeley, UCLA and––gasp––Harvard and Yale.  It had jumped from the top of the small time to the bottom of the big time.)

 E. The Larger Context. It would be a mistake to think of the growth of UC Davis or Davis as special.  In fact, both explosions were merely typical of the time. Both were merely instances of the wider phenomena of massive growth in (1) post-WWII California and (2) higher education in America.  The national explosion of higher education is particularly relevant for understanding Davis. In a 2001 New York Review of Books essay, Louis Menand characterizes 1945-1975 as “the golden age” of colleges.

The number of American undergraduates increased by almost 500 percent and the number of graduate students increased by nearly 900 percent. In the 1960s alone enrollments more than doubled from 3.5 million to just under 8 million; the number of doctorates awarded annually tripled; and more faculty were hired than had been hired in the entire 325-year history of American higher education to that point. At the height of the expansion, between 1965 and 1972, new community college campuses were opening in the United States at the rate of one very week (Menard, p. 44).

Menand points to three factors as fueling this enormous growth: “the baby boom, the fairly sustained high domestic economic growth rate after 1948, and the cold war.” As we will come to the next chapter, these and other factors began to change in the early 1970s, ending the “Golden Age” of the American college. And with these changes, Davis also changed.


F. Student Unrest. The exploding period of Davis history encompassed three generations or “types” of college students: the older and serious GI bill students of the 1940s, the silent generation and “organizational man” students of the 1950s, and the rebellious, anti-Vietnam/anti-establishment students of the 1960s. 


Davis had the first two types in abundance. They formed the dominant culture of the campus in their respective periods.  UCD did not, however, have much of the third “type” of student in the 1960s.  Several bizarre assassinations combined with the insanity of Vietnam drove many 1960s students to despair and rebellion. In contrast, Davis students were remarkably quiet and even plaint. Mike Fittz captures this nicely:

Despite their close historical ties, UCD and UC Berkeley couldn’t have been more different in how they adapted to the hippie era. Berkeley became a hotbed of cultural revolution, while Davis, by and large, stuck to the straight and narrow, becoming a safe haven for students wanting to escape the craziness of the 1960s, a place where conservative parents could send their kids without worrying too much.

According to the official history of UC Davis, the quietness of Davis students was in part due to then Chancellor Emil Mrak’s fielding of a program called “Project Involvement” in the later 1960s. It was “designed to defuse some of the tension” by having campus officials meet with and listen to students in an almost unending marathon of talk (Scheuring, 200x, 145).   


Even so, in 1966 a student named Bob Black was elected ASUCD president “on what he viewed as a ‘mandate for radical change’ in student government at Davis” (Scheueing, 200x, 143). Under his leadership, student government moved into new areas, including initiating a double-decker bus system to transport students to and from the campus, bringing left-leaning speakers on serious issues to campus, and founding the Experimental College.  Out of this last, the campus organic community gardens grew, as did the Whole Earth Festival.

III. RE-INVENTING THE “DOWNTOWN” AS THE “CORE AREA.” In a great many if not most American towns and cities, rapid expansion of retailing and services in the 1940s-60s took the form of encouraging (or at least allowing) peripheral shopping malls that had the effect of drawing business away from and ultimately decimating traditional downtowns. As everyone knows from her or his own observation, the three-part complex of (1) the dead downtown, (2) the highway retail strip, and (3) the large shopping mall at the edge of or outside town is a virtually defining feature of the American landscape. 

A. “Saving” the Downtown. The economic and political elites of Davis reacted differently. The G Street business crowd early-on viewed growth as a threat to them. While they favored rapid residential growth at the edges of the town, they saw that large-scale retail at the periphery would undercut them. Indeed, this threat was so obvious to them and spoken about so often in the pages of the Davis Enterprise that I have wondered why elites in other towns did not more often react like those in Davis.

One reason for this difference in reaction may have resided in the nature of the Davis downtown as compared to many others. That “nature” itself must be understood in the context of the nature of Davis itself in 1945.

In that year, Davis, including its downtown, was very small. As indicated, its population of 2,500 mostly fit into about half of a square mile.  The entire town barely spanned six blocks north to south and twelve blocks east to west. 

The "downtown" of the late 1940s was little more than one (or perhaps portions of a few) of the some seventy blocks making up the whole town. This is easily seen  in Fig. 7.x, which shows the entire downtown in 1945.  The abrupt transition from commercial to residential shown in the upper portion of that photo is particularly striking. 

In a strict and traditional sense, when people speak of "saving" Davis' downtown they should be speaking only about the few blocks at and contiguous with G and Second streets. But, the "downtown" that people commonly now think as having been “saved” refers in only a minor way to that area. Instead, the geographic referent has become, to a great extent, what was previously much of the entire town. 

This shift in meaning and referent started in the late 1950s early 1960s. At that time, “downtown” became a large part of the twenty-four blocks bounded by First and Fifth and B and G. Many of these residential blocks were redefined as commercial blocks and, therefore, as the “downtown.” The upshot was that Davis not so much "saved" its downtown (i. e., the immediate Second and G area) as it started over and built an entirely new downtown on ground to the north and west of the tiny old downtown. 


By 1970 the town “center” had shifted two blocks west and one block north from Second and G Streets to near Third and E.  Second Street was displaced as the main corridor from the train station to the UC campus and replaced by Third Street, which was thought to be a possible “Parade” shopping mall. (For want of owner cooperation and financing, this never happened.)

 
B. A Hip “Core Area.” One can well ask, “How did all this happen?” The short answer is that the public and private political and economic elites formed a funding partnership that hired a San Francisco planning firm to create a plan for a new downtown.  Significantly, the firm was provided a fairly detailed set of guidelines that were developed by a 50-member Core Area Citizen's Advisory Committee (Davis Enterprise, February 2, 1961). 

In Fig. 7.2, a Mr. Blayney from that firm is shown giving a public lecture, on May 16, 1961, on the just-delivered plan. The photograph’s caption sums up the plan nicely: almost complete, large-scale reconstruction of residential areas adjacent to the old downtown and a Davis population of 75,000 by 1985. 

The term "core area" that became standard in the Davis lexicon, meaning roughly the new, twenty-four block "downtown," was introduced by this planning firm. Indeed, their plan was titled Davis Core Area Plan (Livingston and Blayney, ref. number ). When the plan was under development in the early 1960s, Davis Enterprise editors often put quotes around "core area," implying that it was an odd (or at least novel) expression.  (Notice that the caption in Fig. 7. 2.)  

On reflection, Livingston and Blayneys' renaming the original Davis the Core Area was quite clever.  By means of this new name they sidestepped issues of what one "really" meant by  "downtown" or "business district."  Instead, one was talking about something new: the CORE AREA!  Perhaps, also, this re-naming functioned in a way similar to the renaming that sometimes accompanies a person who undergoes a radical change of identity and self-conception. In a similar fashion, Davis elites broke with and rejected their "old fashioned" "downtown" self and embraced a new Core Area self.  

 
C. Demolishing the Existing Town.  If one was going to build a new downtown/Core Area consisting of Corbusier-style high-rises surrounded by large parking lots (which is what the plan showed in its schematics), then one has to get rid of the old town. And this Davis did​​––with seeming vengeance.

Curious about just how thorough the demolitionists of the 1950s-70s had been, in January, 2000 I used the 1945 Sanborn fire insurance map of Davis to count how many of those 1945 buildings were standing in 2000.  In 1945, the entire town had 583 buildings (excluding garages and such). In January, 2000, I counted 330 buildings as still there, a survival rate of 57% (Lofland 2001, 7). 

However, the survival rates of the town's four areas were quite different.  If the "downtown" is defined as the twenty-four blocks bounded by First and Fifth and B and G, 86 of the 233 1945 buildings had survived to 2000, a survival rate of only 37%. This was much lower than the survivor rates of the other three areas, which were 82, 62, and 54% (of the Old North, University-Rice, and Old East, respectively) (Lofland, 2001:7).


D. Decline of the Original Downtown. In the 1950s, Davis' original "Main Street” (G) had become an embarrassment to local elites. In his 1959 farewell speech to the Chamber of Commerce, departing city administrator Frank Fargo admonished the assembled business leaders, "You must clean up G Street, make it look more modern."  The news report on this luncheon continued:

One guest in the audience said, "G Street now looks like the backdrop for a western TV show." Another said, "Why not an editorial about our business section called "Gunfight at the Bar B Saloon" (DE, 1-15-59).  
Fargo further proclaimed: "You need to get your redevelopment plan going. It is vital. New businesses won't move into an area that is so run down." 

In a speech to the Davis Area chamber of commerce in January, 1961, planning consultant Lawrence Livingston declared, "the downtown Davis appearance is not too attractive . . . .” Davis lacks "the special character of a college town center" (DE, 1-19-61).  The February, 1961 report of the Core Area Citizen's Advisory Committee characterized the "business district" as "presently drab and uninviting" (DE, 2-2-61).   

Subsequent “redevelopment actions” in the key 200 block of G Street included tearing down most of the buildings on its east side, just north of the Terminal Building.  True to form, the open space thus created was made into a parking lot. In addition, almost half the buildings on the west side of G were demolished and replaced.  But these actions were not enough to turn things around. The G Street part of the “downtown” drifted without clear character or identity.  (Section III adapted from Lofland, 2003, xxx).


IV. CONTROL OF PERIPHERAL RETAIL. The obvious “flip-side” of a sustained downtown was control of retail at the periphery. The idea, however, was not prohibit it. Instead, shopping areas would be kept small in number and at “neighborhood scale.” Four of these were planned and built: University Mall on Russell in 1966; G Street center north of Fifth in 1967; Davis Manor on Eighth Street in 1969; and, Lucky’s Center at Anderson and Covell in 1971.  Additional centers were resisted.

V. CITY GOVERNMENT EXPANSION AND COPING.  the city government to keep some  sort of order in all this growth and to provide amenities.

A. Facilities. Dotting the landscape with thousands of new homes and other buildings required a massive expansion of the sewer lines, much of which was carried out in the mid-1960s.  Units of city and county government multiplied and/or underwent significant growth. These changes included: 1962 and subsequent years, neighborhood parks in East and West Davis, 26 acre community park at Fourteenth and B streets; 1966, new Fire Department headquarters completed; 1967, community Park and Pool opened; 1968, new county library building on Fourteenth Street opened.  

B. Consensus Politics Erodes. In the chapters on urbanizing and depression Davis we saw that City Council elections were remarkably “consensual." Few candidates ran, they were elected with large majorities and few people voted. This pattern eroded over the thirteen elections of this period. Here are the lowest winning percentages and the highest percentage received in the elections of 1946 through 1970.

Election
Lowest Winning
Highest


Year

Percent

Percent

1946

62


76

1948

54


64

1950

77


69

1952

65


72

1954

75


84

1956

46*


55

1958

57


63

1960

53


56

1962

48


52

1964

52


61

1966

60


68

1968

45


47

1970

47


57

(* Winning office with less than 50% of the vote is shown in boldface.)

Excepting the atypical election of 1940, the trend to electing people with less than a majority vote dated from 1956. It then happened four more times in this period. Also, in 1968, for the first time the highest vote-getter garnered less than a majority vote. This was Vigus Asmundson, who was also the first Mayor elected with less than a majority (47%) (but only the first of many to come). (He may also have been the last Davis politician who dared tell a reporter that the group who met with him and asked him to run included “one of the city’s leading developers and the head of Well Fargo Bank’s local branch”[Fitch, ch. 2]).


Emblematic of this erosion, the champion of consensus politics, Calvin Covell, retired from the Council in 1947, one year into his fifth term. He had been elected in 1946 with a mere 62% and had run second for the two open seats in a three-man race. This was in contrast with three previous wins in which he had finished first and with 100% all three times. (The numerical results of the 1934 election he won are not known). Perhaps he felt he had lost public support and it was therefore time to quite. 

Covell had served continuously as Mayor since 1931​​––a remarkable 16 years (plus one year as President of the Trustees in 1917, giving him 17 years). 

C. Old-Timers and Newcomers. The enormous increases in population reported in the opening sentences of this chapter had implications for the political make-up of the electorate. Members of this hoard of newcomers tended to conceive themselves as more “modern” than old-time Davis people and more cosmopolitan than the locals. A great portion of them were UC Davis faculty and administrators and their families. More liberal than the “downtown crowd” and the “old aggie” faculty, they began to think “reform,” and “responsible government.” However, like the old-timers they also tended to embrace rapid growth. 

These new sentiments and policy directions were organizationally expressed in the local chapter of the League of Women Voters, which became the power base from which the first woman, Kathleen C. Green, was elected to the City Council in 1958.  Some viewed Green’s election as the turning point in wresting control of the Council from the old-fashioned downtown and aggie-faculty crowds. It opened the way to the election of many more newcomer cosmopolitans, such as Clyde Jacobs (elected 1960, a professor of political science), Norman Woodbury (elected 1960, 1966, and 1970, a Sacramento lobbyist for municipal utilities), and Maynard Skinner (elected 1966, a UCD administrator).

As one might predict, numerically overcome by this flood of reform-minded new residents, many among the downtown and aggie-faculty groupings were left rather embittered. An old order was passing.
VI.  COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS PROLIFERATE. As a human population grows, one sign of its social strength or weakness is the degree to which people organize themselves into non-, quasi-, or extra-governmental associations aimed at achieving community purposes. I think we can say that the burgeoning population of Davis exhibited quite considerable such organizational skill and strength. Without attempting to enumerate every such organization created in this period, let me indicate some of the more important of them.

A. Schools. A large number of new Davis people had children and seemed to think that one good way to manage them was to put them in publicly financed schools.  Vote after vote on school financing was successful, resulting in a landscape dotted with new school buildings.  These included: 1945, Emerson Intermediate School (now the school district headquarters); 1952, East Davis (now Valley Oak); 1954, West Davis Elementary; 1957, North Davis Elementary; 1960, Davis Senior High; 1962, Birch Lane Elementary; 1966, Pioneer Elementary, Oliver Wendall Homes Junior High (and Central School razed); 1967, West Davis Intermediate School (now Robert Willett).

B. Churches. Over its first six periods (1868-1945), Davis had only three churches with much longevity: Presbyterian and Catholic (both formed in the early years) and Christian Science (formed in the1920s). This began to change in 1946 when the Church of Christ and the Davis Lutheran Church started to organize. A cascade of others followed, including the Episcopal Church of St. Martin in 1953. The Catholics were re-founded in the sense of moving to much enlarged quarters that included a new St. James Church at Fourteen and B Streets in 1967. Writing in 1968, Joanne Larkey (1969:107) reported “today, twenty-one churches, embracing many faiths, are currently listed . . . .”

C. Civic Associations. Much the usual assortment of service and civic groups came into being: 1945, Davis Lions Club; 1947, American Field Service, Veterans of Foreign Wars; 1954, Soroptimist Club of Davis; 1955, Davis Jaycees; 1957, Camp Fire Girls, League of Woman Voters of Davis; 1958, Davis Kiwanis Club; 1959, the Davis Art Center, Davis Chamber of Commerce became the Davis Area Chamber of Commerce, Friends of the Davis, Library (successor to the Library Club); 1962, Davis Family Services League; , Davis Jaycettes.

D. Others. Among other community organizations, there was the special case of the Davis Community Hospital, which opened in February, 1968. As strange as it may sound, before that year, Davis residents in need of hospitalization had to travel to Woodland, Sacramento or even further afield.
VII. CIVIC CULTURE. People do not live by organizations alone, a mis-impression this chapter might so far convey. They also live by ideas, ideals, and inspiring symbols of community-identity, among other cultural matters.  Here are two (among many other) cultural items invented in this period.

A. An Identity-Challenged Davis Embraced the Bicycle. In early 1953, the Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors decided that Davis needed a slogan and an “emblem.” The implication was, of course, that Davis had neither at that time. Instead, it was (so to speak) identity-challenged.

The Chamber’s strategy for acquiring both of these was to hold a “contest of real interest” in which people submitted proposals. The prizes were $25 for the slogan and the same for the emblem. An Enterprise report of this indicated that “the winners will be announced at the 4th of July program in the City Park” (DE, 3-30-53). However, the contest apparently did not produce acceptable results. So far as I can tell, winners were never announced and no slogan or emblem adopted.  

Lurching still identity-challenged toward the 1960s, bicycles continued to be common on Davis streets and to grow in numbers. Recall from the last chapter that bikes-riding caught-on in World War II when it was a practical alternative to the auto because of gas rationing.  Bike habits learned during the war survived it. And, as the city grew but was not yet large, bikes were popular among high school and college students, as well as among adults.

Indeed, there so many of them on the sidewalks and streets that they were considered a nuisance (if not a menace).  The February 20, 1964 Enterprise featured pictures of mothers pushing babies in strollers apparently having trouble using the sidewalk because of bikes. The photos were captioned: “Why the Detour?  . . . because walking on downtown Davis sidewalks is something akin to a basic training obstacle course. That’s why.”   A number of people began to demand that something be done to control sidewalk and street obstruction and chaos. Matters continued to be problematic and in December, 1965, the Chief of Police announced  a "get-tough bike policy," which was a "crash program of citing violators" using "special teams of officers in the field" (DE, 12-17-65). 

At this announcement, the chief also "expressed doubts about establishing bike paths," an idea presented in a petition to the Council a year earlier. Containing 533 signatures and given to the Council on December 10, 1964, it called for "bicycle paths on all arterial streets" and "parking areas in shopping centers." Eve Child, spouse of UCD economics professor Frank Child, had been the moving spirit in drafting and circulating it, assisted like-minded friends and neighbors. In a February, 2004 interview Frank Child told me that although Eve was the strategist and driving force for the bike lane idea, she insisted that he, not she, speak for the cause in public.  According to fellow activist Dale Lott, Frank was "tall, distinguished and spoke with a confident, relaxed baritone," reasons, perhaps, that Mrs. Child wanted him to represent the cause.  (DE, 7-27-03).

In the same interview, Professor Child related that "people laughed at us" in response to his early presentations. Dale Lott was also present  in these early scenes and recalled that Council members "starred at us incredulously."  As the group persisted over the months, the response became hostile (DE, 7-27-03). But they did not quite. After more than a year, on April 11, 1966, the Council did grudgingly authorize a "pilot program" of a few lanes on small, side streets. This was of course unacceptable. 

The spring of 1966 was also Council election time. Of the three men running for Council, Davis newcomer and UCD administrator Maynard Skinner strongly endorsed a robust bike lane system.   He was elected and at the Council meeting of September 26, 1966, he led the authorization of a wide-ranging and arterial system of bike lanes.  The corner was turned and from that moment, there was no turning back. As Lott related the moment: "At the end of the meeting, city staff was directed to meet with our committee and design bike lanes. We danced out of City Hall" (DE, 7-27-04).

Thus it was that Davis made lemonade from lemons with bikes.  One interesting sidelight on this is that such lanes were not then legal in California. The State Vehicle Code had to be amended to allow them. (Larkey, 1969:79).

Identity-challenged Davis had finally found its “emblem,” and, more broadly, its identity. It was no longer a vague and drab old-fashioned place. It was “THE CITY OF BICYLES” and  "The Bicycle Capital of the World" (Larkey, 1969:79). Business and other organizations soon began using bike logos on their materials.  With City approval, in 1968 the Jaycees put up street signs declaring "CAUTION [Image of a bike] HOME OF 18,000 BIKES" (DE, 3-28-68).  Joann Larkey's centennial Davis history published in 1969 featured a high-wheeler bicycle logo on the front cover.  This logo was itself the City's "official centennial emblem." It had been selected in a contest held by the Chamber of Commerce Centennial Committee using the criteria that the emblem-idea had to represent "the most unique aspect of life in Davis" (DE, 412-68).  

Recall that in 1953, this same Chamber of Commerce held a Davis emblem contest in which there was no winner, for seeming lack of a "unique aspect of life in Davis." Now, fifteen years later, such an aspect had finally been found. Or, should I say invented?  All of this was deeply ironic in view of the fact that less than three years earlier the Davis establishment was quite anti-bicycle.

B. Another Identity Challenge: “Canning?––in Davis?”  In August, 1956, Hunt Foods, Inc., announced it was purchasing a large site at the northeast corner of the railroad and Covell Boulevard on which to build a "food processing plant" (aka "canning factory").  Given major, front page space in the Davis Enterprise of August 30, 1956, this was the opening move in what would become one of the more protracted and bitter of Davis' community conflicts.

Amazingly, in the space of under a year, Davisites would vote four times and campaign in three elections on the questions of allowing the plant and under what conditions. At least two levels of factors were at work in explaining this intense brouhaha.

The first level involved the political maneuvering engaged in by the City Council.  (1) A citizen's group naming itself the Cannery Referendum Committee (CRC) formed just after the Hunt announcement and started an initiative petition. The initiative set standards of industrial performance and of waste disposal guaranteeing that the city would not lose money on any new plant or subsidize one. It soon had more than 800 signatures and was close to qualifying for the ballot. Before it did, the Council organized a "straw poll" on the plant per se, one without specific text on such standards. It set the vote for November 6, the day of the Eisenhower-Stevenson presidential election. The result was 55% pro-Hunt, 33% anti, and 12% voting in the election but not on the Hunt matter (DE, 11-8-56).  (For context, consider that Eisenhower won with 59% in Davis and with 57% nationwide.) 

(2) Pointing out that the vote was on the plant as an idea and not on the CRC initiative, the group pressed forward with qualifying it. Again the Council pre-empted it with its own, now official election on Hunt per se. Held on January 14, 1957, the result was 55 to 45 percent in favor of the Hunt plant (DE, 1-17-57). (3) Not yet having had its day in court, the CRC once again pressed on, finally qualifying the initiative for a special election. The Council set it for July 16, 1957. But the Council then also placed its own much less stringent version, in some eyes, on the same ballot. The pro-Hunt forces won both propositions. The CRC initiative failed 42 to 56%. The alternative Council proposition won 41 to 58% (DE, 7-18-57).


The second level of explanation involved the technical pros and cons of the plant and, beyond these, the class nature and identity implications of a canning plant in Davis.

From the start, the City Council, the Chamber of Commerce and allied interests were enthusiastic supporters of the plant. They stressed the importance of Davis moving away from its then heavy reliance on residence property taxes for pubic services and they claimed the plant would pay far more taxes than it would cost the city. Other people were not so certain. Such a plant produced considerable waste that was costly to manage. What would processing the waste in fact cost and who would pay? In addition, the plant was seasonal and would be at capacity between July and October. This would involve 1,100 temporary employees.  From where would they come, where would they live, and what impact would their children have on the schools?  

In an informational and debate meeting in October, 1956, Dr. Thomas Cooper and others asked about the health aspects of "a transient-type population," especially as regarded immunizations and handling tuberculous cases. Dr. Walter S. Tyler asked this audience "if they would let the children of the migrant element sit next to their own children in the city schools." Further, the increased demand for housing "created in the surrounding area" would surely mean that "slums will pile up" (DE, 10-11-56). In an anti-Hunt ad published in the October 11, 1956 Enterprise, reference was made to packing "our already over-crowded schools" with "large numbers of cannery workers" who would "camp around Davis."  The plant would create "a public health menace and an all-around headache." 


It was clear in the Enterprise reports just quoted and in many others that a  considerable element of social class protectionism was operating in resistance to the Hunt plant.  In suggesting this, I by no means question the validity of the main anti-Hunt claim that the plant would cost the city far more in services that it would ever produce in taxes. This could have been a valid argument at the same time that class protectionism was also at work.

Ironically, it was the traditionally conservative Davis groups that held the inclusiveness/diversity/compassion high ground.  The pro-Hunt position minimized or denied negative impacts on the public schools, housing, and public health. One such argument was that most Hunt workers would be people already in Davis, such as wives of towns people and students. There would be few "migrant workers." But even if there were, Fred Briggs, Dean of the College of Agriculture, declared, "We're an educational community. Maybe we ought to take on the job of educating these kids and improving the health of migrant workers. If we can't then there is no reason for . . . smugness" (DE, 10-11-56).

More broadly and deeply, the issue could be seen as one of, "What is Davis, anyway?" Dean Briggs caught hold of this question when he asked: "Are we through with the job after producing our crops? Who's going to can the tomatoes? Apparently we think we are a little too good for that. How do we differ from Winters and other towns?" For at least 40% of Davisites the answer seemed to be that Davis was different from "Winters and other towns." 

It was an identity defining moment. But the identity that got defined may not have been one either side anticipated or wanted. Perhaps the identity acquired was that of a fractious place that seekers of new plant sites would do well to avoid. In this sense, the anti-Hunt forces may have won the war even as they lost the battle. Subsequent decades did not feature more serious overtures from such plants or battles over them.  (Instead, the battles revolved around real estate proposals and their taxes, which was the future the pro-Hunt forces feared.)

In this unplanned way, Davis may have had a canning plant, but the consequences of the battle began to move it to being a "clean" and upscale "University City."  Years ago, a Berkeley dairy used what was then the humorous slogan: “Farms?––in Berkeley?” After some decades and today, people might say with humor, “Canning?––in Davis?”  But, in 1957 and thereabouts, such a slogan was likely not funny.

In mid-1957, Hunt had permission to build its plant. But it did not do so for another three years. In that interval, it openly pursued siting elsewhere than Davis. Apparently unable to find a better deal, it started construction in the summer of 1960.  It began operations in the 1961 season. 

VIII. CONSTANTS. In his 1998 book on Davis, Growing Pains, journalist Mike Fitch suggested that many of the major themes seen in the 
exploding period continued right through subsequent decades. I think his elaboration of that point is accurate and serves to amplify the overarching theme of “radical changes/deep constants." Here is what he says:  

Ironically, many issues that made headlines during the 1990s already were hot topics of discussion in 1968. Something had to be done about the narrow Richards Boulevard underpass. The downtown needed to bolster its retail base, parking remained a problem and merchants worried about threats from peripheral shopping centers. At UC Davis, students had to worry about talk of fee increases. Parents of teen-agers were being told they had to face up to the community’s drug problems. Residents resisted efforts to increase their taxes. City officials talked about the need for low-cost housing (Fitch, ch. Xx).

