Jovita Vallecillo Lobato was born in Fort Collins in 1908. Jovita’s parents worked in the sugar
beet fields, and encouraged Jovita and her younger brother Salvador to go to college. This
was not the reality for most parents in Jovita’s community at the time – many children were
needed to help support the family and work in the fields rather than go to school.

Jovita Vallecillo Lobato
(1908-2005)

Jovita graduated from Fort Collins High School in 1932. She was the first Mexican-American student to graduate from public
school in Fort Collins. Following high school, she enrolled at Colorado State University (then Colorado Agricultural College)
and became the first Mexican-American to graduate from CSU in 1936, with degrees in economics and sociology, and a
minor in education.
Jovita paid for her education by cooking at the Northern Hotel, and still found time to be involved in extracurricular
activities such as the Newman Club, Cosmopolitan Club, and Pi Gamma Mu. She graduated mid-term to work and help at
home – this also made it easier for her brother Salvador to finish school – the second Mexican-American to graduate from
CSU.

There are no identifiable photos of Jovita in either the Fort Collins High “Lambkin” yearbooks, or the CSU “Silver Spruce”
yearbooks. The only time her name is mentioned is shown here – she shows up once in the 1937 Silver Spruce as “Additional
Seniors.” While there’s no evidence that these omissions of Jovita were intentionally malicious, they do follow a pattern of
marginalized people often being invisible or overlooked. Additionally, these omissions made Jovita difficult to research –
most of the information we gathered was from more recent newspaper clippings and the small number of materials that her
family donated to the Archive.

According to local newspaper articles, Jovita enjoyed school but noted how difficult it was as a person of color in
1930s Fort Collins, and how isolated she often felt at school. Multiple modern newspaper articles reference
“White Trade Only” signs that were posted in some downtown business windows. But Jovita persevered.
She eventually returned to school, earning her master’s in psychology in 1963 from the University of the Pacific in
Stockton, CA. She taught at schools in Colorado, New Mexico, and New Jersey – retiring at 75.

'White Trade Only' a bleak memory
By TONY BALANDRAN
The Col0<adoan

With the end of World War II, men in
uniform were returning to Fort Collins as
they were to cities and town aero s Lhe
United States.
They were men who had risked their
ljves to preserve the principle of inru
vidual freedoms.
Yet, in many hometowns, those veter
ans born with brown sk;n were denied
entrance to local restaurants, barber
shops and beer halls.
Their return home was greeted not
with parades but with signs: "We cater to
white trade only.n
"They were pretty prevalent," said Ha
rold Warren, 80, a World War JI veteran
who didn't like the igns. '·They were al-

most like the South was, with the
blacks."
The blatant ruscrimination provoked a
plea from a Denv.er father in 1945 that
the Fort Collins City Council revoke the
licenses of any place refusing to serve
people on the basis of race or ethnicity
after his son - a member of the U.S.
Navy - was refused service at a Fort
Collins restauranL.
The civil penalty for discrimination in
restaurants and other public places at the
time was a seldom-levied fine of $50 to
$500. According to accounts in The Colo
radoan, council members said they could
do nothing about the signs because they
knew of no remedy except civil lawsuits
brought by the person offended.
Thus, in the wake of the great war, a

quiet battle began in Fort Collins to con
vince businesses the signs were wrong
and should be removed.
Standiqg together, Hispanics - such as
Lee Martinez and William Lopez, both
rughly respected leaders in the com
munity - and non-Hispanics such as
Warren saw their efforts bear fruit when
the signs disappeared.
"We would just go to the individllill
business and talk to them and Lry to rea·
son with them," Warren says. "It was
quiet. We never formed a committee and
there was little publicity on the whole
effort."
It was simply the right thing to do.
"They were Americans and they fought
for the same things that we all did," War
ren says. "God made us all."
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On April 5, 1996, Jovita and her brother Salvador were honored at the 13th annual El Centro
Achievement Awards Ceremony, hosted by CSU. El Centro is an organization that works to reduce
poverty and discrimination in Latino populations.

Jovita’s perseverance and dedication are mirrored in her personal philosophy: “Tie
your wagon to a star. Otherwise you might not get anywhere.”

Learn more about local history by visiting the Archive at Fort Collins Museum of
Discovery, visiting the Poudre River Public Library District, and by checking us out
online at the Fort Collins History Connection.

