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ABSTRACT 

 

  Mary Julia Workman was a social activist in the early twentieth century. 

She was the founder of the Brownson Settlement House in Los Angeles. By the 

1900s, during the Progressive Era, Mary Julia Workman, a Catholic activist, led a 

group of women to help the immigrants that were segregated and discriminated 

against in the growing city of Los Angeles. Although Catholic activism was 

influenced by the Protestant Progressive ideology, Mary Julia Workman provided 

social justice to the marginalized. Her Americanization methodology would be 

focused to learn from foreign culture and adapt it to our society. Meanwhile, the 

Americanization efforts promoted by conservative and nationalist religious groups 

in the immigrant communities brought antagonism, racism, and discrimination in 

the community. Mary Julia Workman had to leave her position as president of 

Brownson House due to the religious bureaucracy at the Archdiocese of Los 

Angeles 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Los Angeles is one of the largest and most important cities in the United 

States. Immigration shaped demographics in the city and created a multi-cultural 

society with religious diversity. During the Progressive Era in the first decades of 

the twentieth century, middle-class women led much of the political and social 

activism occurring throughout the country. One activist with Progressive influence 

was Mary Julia Workman, who founded and led the Brownson Settlement House 

from 1901 to 1920. 

I first learned about Mary Julia Workman while working at the Homestead 

Workman Museum in the City of Industry. She was the granddaughter of David 

Workman, brother of William Workman, one of the owners of Rancho La Puente. 

Aside from two articles written by Michael Engh about Mary Julia Workman that 

were published in the mid-1990s, there was a lack of information about her 

activism and the social work she undertook.  

As a social activist in the early twentieth century and founder of the 

Brownson Settlement House in Los Angeles, Mary Julia Workman dedicated 

herself to promote social justice to immigrants from different nationalities, mainly 

from Mexico. Contrary to the Progressive rhetoric of the time, where there was a 

rejection of immigrants, Catholics, and Mexicans, Workman helped these families 

in the poor neighborhoods of Los Angeles. Sponsored by the Archdiocese of Los 

Angeles, and with influence from the city's middle and upper classes, Workman 
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supported and maintained the Brownson House for almost twenty years. While 

the Protestant settlement houses worked with the social gospel, Mary Julia 

Workman promoted social justice to all the people in the community, regardless 

of their race and religion. The Brownson Settlement House was a secular home 

for any religious group like Protestants, Jews, or Catholics. Yet, by 1920, the 

clerical bureaucracy removed her from the presidency, and they began to make 

changes, such as centralization of religious institutions, charities, and 

Americanization programs. Mary Julia Workman did not agree with these 

changes, most of which were instituted by Bishop John J. Cantwell. She decided 

to leave her job as president of Brownson Settlement House because the new 

administration lacked humanism and social work. 

The context for understanding the founding of the Brownson House was 

an era of expansion of the United States as more and more people moved to 

California. They were immigrants who came from the Midwest and the South of 

the United States looking for an opportunity to settle in California. By the end of 

the 19th century, the majority were white Protestants in the city, but at the 

beginning of the century, the demographics began to change in the city. Due to 

the Mexican Revolution, immigration from this country increased after 1910. By 

1917, due to the First World War and the Russian Revolution, the Red Scare, 

started to permeate the streets of industrial cities such as Los Angeles. The 

bishops of the United States reacted to the political-social context of the world 
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and incorporated Americanization into the diocesan charities and religious 

institutions.  

The Catholic Church began Americanization programs in schools and 

settlement houses, including the Brownson House in Los Angeles. The city was 

indirectly segregated by housing policies that established white-only 

communities. Immigrants were left in poor housing conditions with a lack of 

public health and education services that contributed to a systematic racism from 

which they could not get out of their poverty due to low wages and miserable 

jobs. Progressive government leaders opted to launch Americanization programs 

with the Commission of Immigration and Housing. Mary Julia Workman worked in 

the community observing the needs of the poorest and most marginalized 

people. Workman’s activism challenges the historical paradigm of mainstream 

Progressivism. Her refusal to heed the demands of the ecclesiastical and 

governmental bureaucracy demonstrated how Mary Julia put her social work with 

the poor above all.  

The Progressive Era was a time of industrialization, development, and 

massive immigration from Europe and Mexico. Historians Joyce Appleby, Lynn 

Hunt, and Margaret Jacob have noted that “the Progressives had won the battle 

to control the nation’s collective memory, in larger part because their depiction of 

historical action seemed more believable to a generation weaned on the strife of 
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industrialization.”1 It was the time where the nationalistic history took over to 

promote a Progressive agenda, including a patriotic and nativist ideas of a 

country with the same religious values and Anglo-American traditions. In this 

thesis, we must discard this argument because Mexican immigrants rejected 

American nationalism due to the historical conflict between these two nations 

such as the military intervention in the Mexican-American war and the corporate 

influence with the Mexican dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz. Although, “the 

progressive never doubted that aspirations for personal freedom and economic 

opportunity represented core human drives.”2 They ignored that the progress did 

not reach everyone in the United States, leaving aside those who did not identify 

with the American values. Indeed,  the culture, tradition and religion of the 

Mexicans immigrants were stronger and they refused to adapt for fear of losing 

their roots. 

This thesis will contribute to the historiography of the Progressive Era in 

several ways. It analyzes the Americanization program within the Catholic 

Church and the methods of racial repression and segregation that fueled 

systematic racism in Los Angeles. With my research and analysis, I want to 

demonstrate how the fear of immigrants and religious intolerance did not help 

Americanization programs. I will discuss how Mary Julia Workman used the 

Brownson House to help immigrants to adapt in Los Angeles. This thesis 

 
1 Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt and Margaret C. Jacob. Telling the Truth About History (New 

York: Norton, 1994), 140. 
2 Appleby, Hunt, Jacobs, 141. 
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explores how nativism created a marginal environment in a multicultural society. 

At the same time, it considers how Americanization failed because it lacked 

social understandings and how gender dynamics influenced the clerical decisions 

made by the Archdiocese.  

The social work and leadership of Mary Julia Workman in the Brownson 

House remains primarily hidden in the archives. There are files, letters, and notes 

written during her presidency in the settlement house. With those files as primary 

sources, I want to demonstrate how during that time, Americanization was more 

important than social work for the leaders of the Catholic Church. By putting Mary 

Julia Workman and the Brownson House at the center of this research, I want to 

demonstrate how the lack of social justice in this community contributed to the 

lack of public health, education and job training for immigrants creating a 

systematic racism in a segregated community within the boundaries of the Los 

Angeles River.  

Methodology 

 

The bulk of my primary sources will come from collections dedicated to 

Mary Julia Workman and the Brownson House. Mary Julia Workman wrote 

letters, notes, journals, and articles. The archives of Loyola Marymount Library 

have a collection of Mary Julia Workman files and The Workman Family. Also, 

the Archdiocese of Los Angeles has records and files from the Catholic Church in 
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Los Angeles from that period. As secondary sources, I will use journal articles, 

magazines, newspapers, and secondhand accounts of the time.  

The analysis of the primary sources will include an examination of the 

gender dynamics between Mary Julia Workman and clergy in the Catholic 

Church. Additionally, my project will explore the interactions that affected the 

social work done in the community with the immigrants of Los Angeles. This 

analysis will support the historiography written of the history of California during 

the Progressive Era.  

Literature Review 

 

When we think about the Progressive Era in America, we think of the 

political and social activism of the late nineteenth century and the first two 

decades of the twentieth century. The reasons why society promoted 

Progressive ideas, such as the right to vote for women, have already been 

studied from various points of view, schools of thought, and with different 

historical methods. This research adds to the historiography on Progressivism in 

California by focusing on the life and legacy of Mary Julia Workman and the 

women in Brownson House.  

The Progressive Era inspired women to work together to improve our 

society. Some consider it an era of awakening in the nation, where women’s 

rights were championed, and political and labor reforms were enacted due to the 

problems caused by industrialization, urbanization, and immigration. However, 
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during the Progressive Era there were marginalized, poor, and segregated 

immigrants who were rejected by American society. In the historiography of 

Progressive Era, a vast number of studies focuses on California and the middle-

class activist women in the state. Yet, in many ways, historians have forgotten to 

write about the activists who worked in those poor communities that existed at 

that time such as the Mexican immigrants in Los Angeles. 

William Deverell and Tom Sitton’s collection California Progressivism 

Revisited remains one of the most comprehensive books on Progressive Era. 

This book is a compendium of articles. At the introduction of the book, the 

authors explain the difference between Progressives and Progressivism. It is 

important to know that Progressives are the individuals, the parties or groups 

who used those terms; on the other side, Progressivism is their work, 

themselves, and their outlook at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

In the articles in this book, the Progressive Movement is described and 

defined as a conservative, white, middle-class group. Regardless of political 

affiliation, they held in common a primary purpose that was the advancement of 

the nation. The Progressives were described as young, educated and members 

of the dominant white society. By 1910, the influence of socialism began to reach 

the streets of the cities and the middle class began to look to the left. This book 

contains articles on how women came together and created groups such as 

Socialist Union of California, who worked together with other groups looking for 

social equality. It can be assumed from the radical movement of those women, 
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who sought employment support and equality, but also well-being and prosperity 

in society. Notably, these groups of women began to create educational centers, 

such as kindergartens.3   

In 1995, Gayle Gullet published an article where she examined 

Progressive women in California and their influence on politics. In her article 

"Women Progressives and the Politics of Americanization in California, 1915-

1920," Gullet writes that California women wanted to redefine the meaning of 

U.S. citizenship and they launched the Americanization movement. In doing so, 

Progressive women sought to persuade businessmen and patriotic groups to 

educate immigrants with the help of settlement workers and educators. Through 

these types of programs, Progressives sought to spread American patriotism. By 

being good citizens, they believed that a national identity could be defined with 

rights values. Notably, all this nationalist patriotic integration was based on 

Anglo-American values. Indeed, the Settlement House movement that emerged 

in California was based on the model of the Chicago Hull House. The article 

explores how the cultural Americanization of Mexicans immigrants was more 

difficult, due to their culture and the lack of initiative to assimilate. Progressive 

women worked beyond a political end to maintain a social order with education 

and work that will bring peace and American patriotic unity.4  

 
3William Deverell and Tom Sitton, eds. California Progressivism Revisited. (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994), 1-263. 
4 Gullett, Gayle, "Women Progressives and the Politics of Americanization in California, 

1915-1920." Pacific Historical Review 64, no. 1, (1995),  71-94 
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Gayle Gullett built upon her initial work with the publication of her book 

Becoming Citizens: The Emergence and Development of the California Women's 

Movement, 1880-1911. Her book provides a brief study of the history of the 

Progressive movement in California and how women influenced the political 

agenda of the United States by seeking equality and rights. According to the 

book, the Progressive movement began in the 1870s in the United States. The 

author starts writing about how Protestant, white and middle-class women decide 

to create Women Clubs to seek political equality, the right to vote, and to 

promote civic mentality in homes across the United States.  

Gullett writes how in these first decades of Progressivism, there was an 

anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic climate. In the first chapter, she examines the 

internal conflict in the Public Reform Association, how there was bigotry and how 

religious intolerance was spread to schools. Last, it is important to understand 

that by this time, the significance of the purity of women was promoted by 

Progressive groups in American society. In the 1890s, Catholics were 

scapegoated for prevailing economic problems and the Progressives were 

primarily Protestant women that wanted to improve the life of the American 

society.  

During the first decade of the twentieth century, Women’s Clubs began to 

be seen in the Progressive movement. In California, the first Women’s Club was 

established in 1902. As noted above, Gullett examines how women won suffrage 

and charted a path to political equality. The civic work of women through 
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Women’s Clubs and other organizations promoted a series of political victories 

that helped to consolidate their citizenship and civic participation. In sum, Gullet’s 

book contains an extensive examination of women's suffrage history and 

women’s work in California’s civic and political sphere.5  

Although work by scholars like Gullet focuses primarily on Protestant 

Progressives, others have examined Catholic organizations during the 

Progressive Era. Kristin Ashton Gunnell’s article “The Daughters of Charity as 

Cultural Intermediaries: Women, Religion, and Race in Early Twentieth-Century 

Los Angeles,” examines the Catholic nuns who worked during the first decade of 

the twentieth century. The Daughters of Charity joined other groups that served 

poor communities like the Brownson Settlement House, but these institutions 

worked differently in the communities. These Settlement Houses were instructed 

to Americanize immigrants all over the country. Protestant religious groups 

began most of these programs. Los Angeles had hundreds of Mexicans and 

Californios living in poor communities, and some of them were Catholics.  At that 

time, there was a resentment against the Mexicans, and they were scapegoated 

for the nation’s bad economy and unemployment that arose in the 1910s.6  

Gunnell’s article helps to contextualize the Progressive Era and religion. It 

should be noted that the Sisters focused on helping under the Bishop's tutelage, 

 
5 Gayle Ann Gullet,  Becoming Citizens the Emergence and Development of the 

California Women’s Movement, 1880-1911, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 1-289. 
6 Gunnell, Kristine Ashton. “The Daughters of Charity as Cultural Intermediaries: Women, 

Religion, and Race in Early Twentieth-Century Los Angeles.” U.S. Catholic Historian 31, no. 2, 
2013, 51-74. 
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unlike Mary Julia Workman. Americanization programs were all over the country 

and they were no exception in employing their labor to do the same. According to 

Bishop Cantwell, Americanization was a "Catholic responsibility,” and priests, 

nuns, and charitable organizations oversaw establishing and disseminating 

programs to promote the English language and citizenship. According to the 

article, European immigrants were easy to be assimilated, but Mexicans were 

more difficult to be assimilated due to the lack of identity and racial sentiment that 

made them feel oppressed and discriminated against.   

Michael Engh’s article “Mary Julia Workman, the Catholic Conscience of 

Los Angeles” describes part of Workman's life and social activism in the city. It 

was the first of two articles he published on Mary Julia Workman. In these 

articles, he talks about how Progressivism influenced the pursuit of opportunities 

in education, and social and humanitarian benefits for a poor and segregated 

community in Los Angeles.  

Most of the population in Los Angeles in the beginning of 1900s were 

Protestants, and Workman, who was Catholic activist, decided to create a 

Settlement House in one of the poorest communities of the city. In 1901, 

Workman started the Brownson House project. The influence of other activists 

like Jane Addams, who started Hull House in Chicago, called upon women to 

work for their communities. Engh argues that the Brownson Settlement House 

was a non-sectarian organization, but Mary Julia Workman began to have a 

conflict with the authorities of Catholic Church when Bishop Cantwell decided to 
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centralize all charities by putting the Reverend Corr of New York in charge of 

administration.7  

Another article written by Michael Engh in 1998 was “Female, Catholic 

and Progressive: The Women of Brownson Settlement House of Los Angeles, 

1901-1920.” According to this article, a priest of the Saint Vibiana Cathedral in 

Los Angeles invited her to create a women's society to expand her outreach to 

Hispanic communities. These communities were growing due to the massive 

immigration from Mexico in this period. Engh uses his previous article on Mary 

Julia Workman to go from there and delve into Brownson House more than the 

person. The coexistence in the Settlement House served to help workers 

understand the health, home, work, salary and working conditions problems that 

the immigrants dealt with because the volunteers were able to see and 

understand the problems of these communities.  

Michael Engh writes about the history of Workman and the Brownson 

House, but the power dynamics within the Catholic Church and Mary Julia 

Workman's resignation must be analyzed to see where the ecclesiastical 

patriarchy influenced to move a woman from an organization that was working 

 

7 Michael E. Engh, “Mary Julia Workman, the Catholic Conscience of Los Angeles.” 
California History 72, no. 1, (1993), 2-19. 
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not only for the Catholic Church, but also for the community that was being 

marginalized.8  

In the 1990 book Century of Fulfillment, published by the Roman Catholic 

Archdiocese of Los Angeles and edited by the official archivist Monsignor Francis 

J. Weber, there is no reference to Mary Julia Workman. On page 359, the 

Brownson House is mentioned but the credit is given to Bishop Conaty about his 

direction and work plan.9 On the other hand, both George Sanchez in his book 

Boyle Height published in 2021 and Ricardo Romo in his book East Los Angeles, 

Historia del Barrio published in 1983 have omitted to write about Mary Julia 

Workman and how important she was in the community in the early years of 

these two communities when the massive immigration of the 1910s came to Los 

Angeles. Although Romo mentions Brownson House as the oldest center for 

Mexican immigrants, he ignored the work and activism within the community 

done by a group of women volunteers before the Catholic Diocese intervention in 

this Settlement House.  This thesis seeks to build upon Engh’s work to highlight 

the contributions of Mary Julia Workman and her colleagues at the Brownson 

House. In doing so, it provides new insights into the Progressive Era, religious 

 

8 Michael E. Engh, “Female, Catholic and Progressive: The Women of Brownson 
Settlement House of Los Angeles, 1901-1920.” Records of the American Catholic Historical 
Society of Philadelphia 109, (1999), 113-126. 

9 Francis J. Weber, Century of Fulfillment: The Roman Catholic Church in Southern 
California, 1840-1947. (Archival Center, Archdiocese of Los Angeles, 1990), 359.   

 



14 

history, and seeks to update the historiography of Los Angeles that has often 

overlooked Workman and the activism she brought to the city. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Mary Julia Workman. Circa 1918                                                                         
Department of Archives and Special Collections,                                                                    
William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University 



15 

CHAPTER ONE 

 
MARY JULIA WORKMAN BACKGROUND 

 
 

The City Pioneers: Workman-Boyle Family 
 

In 1964, Mary Julia Workman passed away at the age of 93. The place, 

where she rests, at the Calvary Cemetery in East Los Angeles looks dusty, old, 

and lonely. Most of the people of California do not know about her public life, or 

the civic and social work she performed during the Progressive Era. We must 

look back at the background of Mary Julia Workman to understand the way of 

thinking that led her to devote herself to social work in the city of Los Angeles at 

the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Mary Julia Workman was an upper-class woman from a wealthy family 

who was educated from an early age by her mother Maria Elizabeth Boyle under 

the Catholic faith. The Boyles were one of the most influential families in the city 

of Los Angeles in the late nineteenth century. Mary Julia’s grandfather was 

Andrew A. Boyle, an Irish immigrant, who had come to Los Angeles during the 

expansion to the west during the Gold Rush. California was a fertile land 

available to immigrants from the American Midwest and immigrants from Europe, 

and Andrew A. Boyle did not miss the opportunity to seek his fortune in Southern 

California. 

Andrew A. Boyle had come to the United States at the age of 14. After 

being in New York for two years, he decided to settle in southwest Texas with a 
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group of Irish immigrants in the town of San Patricio by the Nueces River.10 Two 

years later, when the Texas Revolution began, he enlisted in the Texan army. He 

was a young eighteen year old boy when he joined the army of Colonel James 

Fanning at the Goliad Battle. It was one of the bloodiest battles in the war where 

Boyle was wounded and captured. The Texas army surrendered to the Mexican 

troops. In his memoirs, Andrew Boyle remembers, “our suffering was intense on 

account of the heat of the sun, thirst, and want of medical attendance.”11 The 

wounded soldiers laid on the floor and waited to be taken to receive medical 

attention. According to Boyle, a week later, “all the wounded men were marched 

out the fort in separate divisions and shot.”12 Boyle clearly spoke and understood 

Spanish, and he translated for his comrades that the Mexican soldiers ordered 

them to walk outside the place where they were captive. He walked with the help 

of two fellow soldiers who helped him pass the building door.  The young Andrew 

Boyle saw how they laid the wounded soldiers on the ground and shot them in 

their heads. While he was waiting for his turn to be executed, he heard a loud 

voice in English asking for a soldier named Boyle. He did not hesitate and 

answered. The Mexican officer took him to the hospital to have his wounds 

 
10 The Dardier-Christie Side of the Family as told by Mary Elizabeth Workman, November 

8, 1919, Series 1: Mary Julia Workman, box 1 and folder 2, Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, 
Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount 
University, 2. 

11 Andrew A. Boyle, "Reminiscences of the Texas Revolution," The Quarterly of the 
Texas State Historical Association 13, no. 4 (1910): 285-91, http://www.jstor.org/stable/30242990 
(accessed July 16, 2021). 

12 Boyle, “Reminiscences,” 285-91. 
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cured. He was treated kindly in the hospital by the Mexican soldiers. He was one 

of the three men of 420 who survived the Goliad massacre in Texas.  

According to the chronicle written by Andrew A. Boyle, the commander 

who saved his life was General Francisco Garay. The general received the 

description of him from Boyle's sister, Mary. She asked the General if they 

captured her brother not to kill him. General Garay stayed at the Boyle’s family 

house in San Patricio where he was treated kindly by Andrew’s sister, Mary, and 

his brother Roderick. The Boyles were a friendly Catholic family, who did not 

hesitate to help others. Their friendship between them began and General Garay 

told Boyle that “he keenly regretted the barbarous butchery of the disarmed 

Texans at Goliad.“13 General Garay travelled to Matamoros, Mexico, with Andrew 

Boyle. Garay invited him to Mexico City, but Boyle declined due to his legal 

status in Texas and the conflict caused by the Revolution. He stayed in Texas 

until he obtained a passport and travelled to New Orleans where he married 

Elizabeth A. Christie on January 31, 1846.14 

Boyle became a businessman who traveled to Mexico regularly. According 

to his daughter, Maria Elizabeth,  “he continued trading into Mexico on the 

Gulf.”15 Four years later, he established a trading store. A family tragedy came on 

October 20, 1849, when his wife Elizabeth A. Boyle passed away. Maria 

Elizabeth remembered that “when she was two and one half years old, Her infant 

 
13 H.D. Barrow, “Andrew A. Boyle,” Annual Publication of the Historical Society of 

Southern California and of the Pioneers of Los Angeles County 5, no. 3, (1902), 241-44. 
14 Dardier-Christie Side, 1. 
15 Dardier-Christie Side, 3. 
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brother died within six months and she became the sole object of her father’s 

affection. He never married again.”16 As a single father of Maria Elizabeth Boyle, 

Andrew decided to leave New Orleans. He began his trip to California where he 

first settled in San Francisco in 1851. He became a successful shoe and boot 

businessman in the biggest west coast city. Boyle stayed in San Francisco with 

his daughter for two years until he had the opportunity to move to southern 

California. 

In 1853, he bought twenty-two acres east of the Los Angeles River.17 

Andrew Boyle had the vision to begin a new business in Los Angeles where he 

would start to trade with wine and grapes. The land had a vineyard that was 

planted in 1835.  Historian George Sanchez writes that, “after surveying possible 

investments, he purchased the ‘Old Mission Vineyard’ located along the river and 

the bluffs of El Paredon Blanco.”18 Boyle had the vision to invest in a dry lacking 

water place, allowing him to buy the land at 25 cents an acre in some parts. 

According to Maria E. Boyle, “the first water irrigation came about 1859, known 

 
16 Maria Elizabeth Workman, Series 1: Mary Julia Workman, box 1 and folder 2, 

Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. 
Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University, 1. 

17 Dardier-Christie Side, 4. 
18 George J. Sanchez, Boyle Heights: How a Los Angeles Neighborhood Became the 

Future of American Democracy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2021), 23. “El Paredon 
Blanco,” situated on the east side of the Los Angeles River and toward the eastern limits of the 
pueblo (in fact, Indiana Avenue, dividing Boyle Heights from East Los Angeles is the sole 
remaining of the original directional limits of Los Angeles now) was granted to Esteban López in 
1835. Paul R. Spitzzeri, “Sharing the History of Paredon Blanco and the López Family with Boyle 
Heights Community Partners”, Homestead Museum Blog, March 14, 2021, 
https://homesteadmuseum.blog/2021/03/14/sharing-the-history-of-paredon-blanco-and-the-lopez-
family-with-boyle-heights-community-partners/ (accessed October 2, 2021). 
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as Zanja No. 7.”19 The city previously approved the construction of a private ditch 

from the river that could carry water to the vineyard. The prices of grapes and 

other fruits were increasing and the farmers traded to the market in northern 

California. Maria Elizabeth later noted that “those who had bearing vineyards in 

Los Angeles at that period had a better thing than a gold mine or than oil wells.”20 

Finding success, Andrew Boyle gained prestige and influence within the city and 

became a member of the City Council in 1865. 

In that year, Los Angeles City Council auctioned off his public land east of 

the river dividing the area into 35-acre lots,21 and Boyle bought about five of them 

1865 and four more in 1868.22 After the expansion to the southwest, American 

pioneers acquired a large proportion of the land that was in the hands of 

Californio rancheros. With the droughts of the 1860s and rising taxes, it was not 

profitable to have a large property. As a result, most of the developers began to 

subdivide the properties for residential purposes.23   

  The quest to do business and acquire land in Southern California attracted 

dozens of immigrants from the American Midwest. However, before the U.S.-

Mexican War, immigrants had arrived to settle and acquire land granted by the 

Mexican government. Among them, William Workman and his friend John 

Rowland were granted the land that would become Rancho La Puente in 1841. 

 
19 Dardier-Christie Side, 2. 
20 Barrow, “Andrew A. Boyle,” 241-44. 
21 Sanchez, Boyle Heights, 25. 
22 Dardier-Christie Side, 3. 
23 Ricardo Romo, East Los Angeles: History of a Barrio (University of Texas Press, 

1983), 27. 
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William Workman was an English immigrant living in New Mexico, who 

was converted to Catholicism, married a Mexican indigenous woman, and 

obtained Mexican citizenship.24 William Workman reached southern California in 

1841. Maria Elizabeth explained that “the Mexican government required that all 

foreigners who applied for land grants should become Mexican Citizens.”25 The 

Workman family became successful ranchers. According to Maria Elizabeth, “the 

Workman-Rowland party was not merely another expedition that came to 

California before the gold rush. The members of the party came here to establish 

their homes, to become part of the community.”26 

 William Workman was a saddler in New Mexico and his closest relative in 

the United States was his older brother David Workman, who lived in Missouri. 

David Workman came to the United States from England when he was 18-years-

old. He was a saddler and constantly travelled to Santa Fe, New Mexico due to 

commerce. His first wife Mary Hook died when she was giving birth to his first 

child. David decided to marry again with Nancy Hook, a younger sister of his first 

wife Mary. Nancy and David become the parents of three children, Thomas, 

Elijah, and William Henry Workman. Maria Elizabeth wrote that in 1854, “William 

induced David to bring his boys to California.”27 His ability to speak Spanish, 

which he learned in Santa Fe, helped him cross the west. According to William 

 
24 Mary Elizabeth wrote how at Santa Fe, William (Workman) met an Indian girl who later 

became his wife. Her name was Nicolasa of the Pueblo Indian tribe. Maria Elizabeth Workman, 2. 
25 Boyle Workman, Boyle Workman’s The City That Grew (Los Angeles: The Southland 

Publishing Co., 1936), 15. 
26 Maria Elizabeth Workman, 1. 
27 Maria Elizabeth Workman, 1. 
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Henry II,  his grandfather saved his caravan because “David Workman was able 

to parley with the Indian Chiefs in Spanish.”28 Once David Workman reached 

Rancho La Puente with his family, he began to work with his brother William 

Workman in his ranch cattle business. In 1855, David was bringing a band of 

cattle to the mines in northern California. While travelling a road along the 

mountain side, he fell off a cliff. He passed away on the site. His body was 

carried to La Puente and buried in the private mausoleum in the ranch.  

David Workman left three kids. William Henry Workman was the youngest. 

He was born in New Franklin, Missouri, on January 1, 1839. He was 15-years-old 

when he came with his father to California. When his father died, Maria Elizabeth 

noted that the “three young sons assumed the responsibility of maintaining their 

widowed mother.”29 He began working in different clerk positions in Los Angeles 

and he was a messenger that travelled from Los Angeles to San Bernardino on 

horseback. Maria Elizabeth wrote that, “in the early years of his manhood, he 

engaged in the saddlery and harness business with his brother, Elijah.”30 Their 

business prospered and they became successful businessmen in Main Street.  

On October 17, 1867, William Workman and Maria Elizabeth unified their 

lives by marrying and creating one of the most influential families in the city of 

 
28 The Morris Plan Company of California, Vol 01, Num. 06, Series 1: Mary Julia 

Workman, box 2 and folder 3, Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, Department of Archives and 
Special Collections, William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University: 4. 

29 William Henry Workman, Serie 3: William H. and Mary E. Workman, box 8 and folder 9, 
Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. 
Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University, 1. 

30 William Henry Workman, 1 
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Los Angeles. Maria Elizabeth  lived with her father, Andrew Boyle. As an Irish 

Catholic woman, she attended school with the Sister of Charity in Los Angeles. 

At that time, Maria Elizabeth recalled that “there were no bridges, in those days 

across the Los Angeles River which was a lovely pastoral stream bordered by 

willow trees.”31 She learned Spanish because it was spoken by almost all the 

inhabitants of the town. At a young age, she learned to read her first Spanish 

words from the inscription then found on the sanctuary arch of the old Church on 

the Plaza, “Nuestra Señora Reina de Los Ángeles ruega por nosotros.”32 She 

was a devoted Catholic girl who made her First Communion and was confirmed 

in this historic old church of Los Angeles. According to her writing, in 1864, she 

went to San Francisco to study at the Clark’s Institute.”33 She graduated a year 

and a half later and returned to Los Angeles. Three years later, Maria Elizabeth 

married William H. Workman, raising seven children on the eastside of Los 

Angeles River, and the oldest girl, second child, was Mary Julia Workman.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
31 Maria Elizabeth Workman, 1. 
32 Maria Elizabeth Workman, 1. The sign that Maria Elizabeth saw at the old church is 

“Our Lady of Los Angeles pray for us.”  She learned Spanish in the old town where the English 
speakers were a minority.  

33 Maria Elizabeth Workman, 2. 
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Brief History of Young Mary Julia Workman 

 

Mary Julia Workman born on January 4, 1871, at the old Andrew Boyle 

brick house in Los Angeles. Her siblings were Andrew Boyle Workman, 

Elizabeth, William H. Jr, Charlotte, Gertrude, and Thomas.  Her mother was a 

housewife, and her father was a businessman who became mayor in the city of 

Los Angeles from 1887 to 1888.  Although her father was Protestant, Maria 

Elizabeth raised her eldest daughter, Mary Julia, under the Roman Catholic faith. 

Mary Julia’s first communion was at the old plaza church of Our Lady of Los 

Angeles and her education was in Catholic schools.  

There were few public schools in the town, the first of them was 

established in 1854. By 1856, The Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul 

established an orphan asylum and a school. This was the same school where 

Maria E. Workman attended when she was young and where, years later, she 

decided to send her daughter to receive her elementary education. Mary Julia 

Workman was educated by the Sister of Charity nuns who occupied a building at 

Macy and Alameda Streets.34 Every morning she had to cross the Eastside of the 

Los Angeles river to go to school. Mary Julia remembered, “the horse was so 

reliable that Charlie Parker, the driver, would tie the reins, and sit with us 

children, reciting poetry and telling stories, for the long homeward pull up Alison 

 
34 “Miss Mary, 91: ‘Mother” to L.A.’S Children, ”Series 1: Mary Julia Workman, box 2 and 

folder 11, Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, Department of Archives and Special Collections, 
William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University, 1. 
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Street.”35 Mary Julia enjoyed riding with other children in that carriage that 

crossed those dusty roads to school. 

 During this time of her childhood, she began to develop an appreciation 

for poetry and music. Although there are no written sources from her during this 

time, she collected poems published in newspapers of the time. She kept a  

scrapbook with poems that reflect her love for children, the common good and 

her desire to be a consecrated woman to God. One of the poems was written by 

F. E. Wilson in the Boston Chronicle in 1864 titled, “Blessed to Give.” 

The kingly sun gives forth his rays; 
Asks no return; demands no praise; 
But wraps us in strong arms of life, 
And says distinct through human strife, 
“If thou wouldst truly, nobly live, 
Give, - ever give.36 

 

Since young age she was interested in poetry, but in high school, she became 

more involved with music and writing.  Maria E. Workman decided to send Mary 

Julia to earn a higher education, but Los Angeles did not have a high school 

dedicated for girls. In 1865, the Vincentian Fathers founded a private Catholic 

school for boys in Los Angeles, St. Vincent’s college. William H. Workman was 

one of the Board of Education in 1870 when the first High School began to be 

built. Due to the lack of Catholic higher education for her daughter in Los 

 
35 Miss Mary, 1. 
36 Scrapbook of Clippings of Poetry, “Blessed to Give” Series 1: Mary Julia Workman, box 

2 and folder 11, Workman Family Papers, CSLA-9, Department of Archives and Special 
Collections, William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University, 1. 
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Angeles, Maria E. Workman decided to send her daughters, Mary Julia, and 

Elizabeth, to Oakland to the Convent of Our Lady of Sacred Heart of the Holy 

Names of Jesus and Mary.37 Wealthy families sent their daughters to this high 

school due to the good curriculum such as music, writing and included school 

training demanded by convent schools.38 

Mary Julia graduated in 1890 and returned to Los Angeles. She got the 

responsibility to help her mother at home and take care of her young siblings. 

Mary Julia helped her mother with the weekly cleaning and dusting of the 

house.39 She was called “Little Mother” by her young siblings because she 

demonstrated the love and care as her mother did. Mary Julia’s childhood and 

adolescence was full of joy. Her younger sister, Gertrude, described that 

Christmas eve was always wonderful  in the house. Friends and family around 

the Christmas tree full of gifts for the children, and Mary Julia entertaining her 

family with music. Gertrude remembered, “those of us who could play piano or 

the violin, did so and there was always a play written and directed by Mary 

Julia.”40 Her father was a strict old man who, according to the description of her 

 
37 Michael E. Engh. “Mary Julia Workman, the Catholic Conscience of Los Angeles.” 

California History 72, no. 1, (1993), 5. 
38 Michael E. Eng. “Responding to Urban Poverty: Mary Julia Workman and Brownson 

Settlement House of Los Angeles, 1900-1920” Series 1: box 2 and folder 12, Workman Research 
Materials CSLA-35, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. Hannon Library, 
Loyola Marymount University, 4. 

39 Thomas Edgar Workman, Memoirs, Series 1: box 1 and folder 1, Workman Research 
Materials CSLA-9, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. Hannon Library, 
Loyola Marymount University,  4. 

40 Gertrude Workman Furman, Memoirs, Series 1: box 1 and folder 1, Workman 
Research Materials CSLA-35, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. 
Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University, 1. 
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young brother, Thomas, “old William H. Workman had a great voice with Truman-

like gestures and often prefaced a remark with ‘My God’ as ‘My God Mary Julia 

where’s my’ (towel)?’41 And she was there supporting the house needs. She 

would be responsible for her parents until their death. 

Her desire to serve God and her vocation was not permitted by her dad. 

When she asked her father permission to join a Religious order and become a 

Catholic nun her father replied, “I can’t give my permission to let my little girl 

leave our home to do that. But you may use your mind and your heart to do 

anything you wish in this city, but I can’t agree to let you join an order”42 Beside 

being a protective patriarchal father, Mr. Workman was not Catholic, he was 

Protestant and did not support the idea to have a nun in the family.  She had the 

desire to be a novice due to the education received, the experience in the 

convent and her friendship with the sisters who lived there because they marked 

her life. In the letters written to her friend and composition teacher, Sister Mary 

Leopold, Mary Julia writes, “I am more desirous of my holy vocation and more 

grateful to God for calling me to Himself.”43 Her father did not want to let Mary 

Julia go beyond the boundaries of Los Angeles and pursue her religious vocation 

because Mr. Workman kept her daughter at home taking care of the family.  

 
41 Thomas Edgar Workman, 3. 
42 Oral Interview to Beatrice (Ward) Challis done by Fr. Michael Engh S.J. May, 21, 1993. 

Series 2, box 4, folder 4, Workman Research Material.  
43 Mary’s Letter LVI, Golden Friendship, 159. Serie 2, box 3 and folder 1, Workman 

Research Materials, CSLA-35, Department of Archives and Special Collections, William H. 
Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University. The Holy Names Graduates and teacher’s letters 
were collected and edited by Sister Mary Leopold.  



27 

While at home, in her twenties, she asked herself, “I wonder what is 

coming to me in the future; it is an idle thought, but a natural one in the face of 

my difficulties”44 Her doubts and fears were expressed to her spiritual director. 

Mary Julia Workman manifested, “Father M. thinks that by leaving the home 

circle a little, my designs will be more easily accomplished.”45 It was her desire to 

serve both the church and the people in need, but Mary Julia Workman knew that 

she had to give up her domestic activities and it saddened her the most. 

The happiness expressed in her letters when she passed the entrance 

exam for the State Normal School shows how the call to a vocation was beyond 

staying at home. In 1899, she enrolled into the State Normal School in Los 

Angeles.46 Maria Julia wrote, “in our Kindergarten Department the girls seem so 

sweet and gentle, I was quite impressed by this, it seems to develop a certain 

womanliness which is beautiful.”47 In that beautiful building of the State Normal 

School on 5th street and Grand avenue in Los Angeles, the students were trained 

to be future educators. Under strict responsibility and school duties, they took 

several classes from English to Psychology class, and they learned the 

Kindergarten Theory. They observed how the senior students applied that 

knowledge learned in the classrooms to children. Mary Julia recalled, “I thought I 

knew something of Kindergarten Work, but I knew nothing. It is marvelous work 

 
44 Mary’s Letter LIX, Golden Friendship, 165.   
45 Mary’s Letter LX, Golden Friendship, 167.  We do not know who Father M. is, but we 

may think is a local Priest.  
46 The State Normal School in Los Angeles became UCLA in 1919. 
47 Mary’s Letter LXI, Golden Friendship, 167. 
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and requires so much of a Teacher that I feel I can never accomplish such great 

results.”48 She understood how difficult the profession was and the physical, 

mental and spiritual exhaustion. They were taught the theory of early education 

created by Froebel.49 Mary Julia Workman stated that, “Froebel leads you so to 

God as the source of all, he makes you reach out for the child’s soul which is so 

sacred in his eyes.”50  

She never hesitated to tell her friend Sister Mary Leopold how she felt 

during this period of her life. Mary Julia wrote, “I love the Kindergarten more and 

more. Its theory is so beautiful, so spiritual, so Catholic.”51 She stated, “I offer 

again and again my work to Our dear Lord and beg His blessing on my poor 

efforts, to gain some means of future usefulness in His service.”52 Mary Julia 

Workman believed in the freedom of will, individual responsibility, the necessity 

of sacrifice, the beauty of unselfishness, and the value of love. She believed that 

all those virtues are needed to be learned and taught. 

She felt that childhood is a sacred time, as she wrote, “I feel that childhood 

is a sacred time, the seed time of a life and it is the seed of life.53 For this reason, 

 
48 Mary’s Letter LXII, Golden Friendship, 169. 
49 “Froebel considered the whole child’s, health, physical development, the environment, 

emotional well-being, mental ability, social relationships and spiritual aspects of development as 
important. Drawing on his mathematical and scientific knowledge Froebel developed a set of gifts 
(wooden blocks 1-6) and introduced occupations, (including sticks, clay, sand, slates, chalk, wax, 
shells, stones, scissors, paper folding).” Friedrich Froebel, Early Education, The British 
Association for Early Childhood Education, https://www.early-education.org.uk/about-froebel 
(accessed November 2021) 

50 Mary’s Letter LXIII, Golden Friendship, 173. 
51 Mary’s Letter LXIII, Golden Friendship, 173. 
52 Mary’s Letters LXII, Golden Friendship, 170. 
53 Mary’s Letter LXIII, Golden Friendship, 172. 
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it was essential to show them a seed of human integrity that could contribute to 

their development for their own benefit and society. Mary Julia Workman 

believed that the teachings at the State Normal School resembled the philosophy 

of charity that she had previously learned at the Convent. It was that teaching the 

true meaning of “give.” Mary Julia wrote that, in school, they tried to eradicate as 

much as possible the desire of avarice on the children; instead, they began to 

teach them to share with others, including the most in needed. They celebrated 

Christmas with a Santa Claus that was represented in a spiritual way rather than 

materialistic. She asserts,  “Santa Claus must be the spirit of loving-giving,” she 

wrote to Sister Mary Leopold. “The personal sacrificed for giving should be all 

year. It should be a celebration of love and sacrificed and to value the treasure of 

unselfishness.54 Mary Julia realized how materialistic humanity is, especially at 

Christmas, and she noticed the absence of a humanistic mentality that teaches 

us the meaning of love-giving.  

During her school days at Normal School, she decided to associate with 

the Catholic Aid Society, volunteer in El Hogar Feliz, and participate in the 

Catholic Truth Society.  Mary Julia Workman saw the poor conditions of the 

Kindergartens and children in the El Hogar Feliz.55 She stated, “I love children, 

but my love is growing with my pity that so many of us do not know the harm we 

 
54 Mary’s Letter LXIII, Golden Friendship, 173. 
55 El Hogar Feliz (The Happy Home) was established in 1897 by Rev. George 

Montgomery, Bishop of Los Angeles. The objective was to help neglected children living around 
the Plaza and religious instruction.  
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the foundations of the Church which is charity and love for the most unprotected 

and poor such as Teresa de Avila in Europe, Elizabeth Seaton in the United 

States and Mary Julia Workman in California. 

The Mexican community has grown in the city of Los Angeles. It is in 

these neighborhoods like Boyle Heights and East Los Angeles where Irish-

American priests, such as Thomas O'Dwyer, and Gregory Boyle, have influenced 

with social programs in this communities. The Catholic Church in Los Angeles is 

the largest Diocese in the United States and the most ethnically diverse. This 

Diocese has understood its social work in the poor sectors of the city. This 

religious institution is aware of ethnic and cultural diversity and the social work of 

the Diocese is trying to reach all the poor and immigrant communities in the city. 

Something Mary Julia Workman did in Los Angeles neighborhoods from the 

Brownson Settlement House over 100 years ago. 

 
 

Figure 35. Mary Julia Workman.                                                                                        
Department of Archives and Special Collections,                                                                    
William H. Hannon Library, Loyola Marymount University. 
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