
history of mesa az
History of Mesa, AZ is a rich tapestry woven through time, reflecting the cultural
influences and transformations that have shaped this vibrant city in Arizona. Founded in
the 19th century, Mesa has grown from a small agricultural community into one of the
largest cities in the state. The city’s history is marked by significant events, notable
figures, and the evolution of its economy, culture, and demographics. This article will
explore the various stages of Mesa’s development, from its indigenous roots to its modern-
day status as a dynamic urban center.

Indigenous Roots

Before the arrival of European settlers, the region that is now Mesa was inhabited by
Native American tribes, primarily the Hohokam people. The Hohokam are known for their
advanced irrigation systems and agricultural practices, which allowed them to thrive in
the arid desert climate.

The Hohokam Civilization

- Irrigation Techniques: The Hohokam developed an extensive network of canals, some of
which still exist today. These canals facilitated the farming of crops such as corn, beans,
and squash.
- Cultural Contributions: They were skilled artisans, creating pottery and jewelry that
reflected their sophisticated culture. The Hohokam also engaged in trade with
neighboring tribes, exchanging goods and cultural practices.
- Decline: By the 15th century, the Hohokam civilization began to decline, likely due to a
combination of climate change, resource depletion, and social upheaval.

European Exploration and Settlement

The first Europeans to explore the area were Spanish missionaries and explorers in the
mid-1700s. However, it was not until the 19th century that significant settlement began.

The Arrival of Mormon Settlers

In 1877, a group of Mormon settlers led by Daniel Webster Jones established a community
in the area, naming it "Lehi." The settlers were motivated by a desire to create a new life
and practice their religion freely.

- Agricultural Development: The Mormons utilized the existing Hohokam irrigation canals
and expanded them, enhancing agricultural production. They grew crops such as cotton,



wheat, and various fruits.
- Community Building: The settlers established a school, church, and other community
institutions, laying the groundwork for future development.

Incorporation and Growth

Mesa was officially incorporated as a town in 1883. The arrival of the Southern Pacific
Railroad in 1885 marked a significant turning point in the town's growth.

Economic Expansion

- Transportation Hub: The railroad transformed Mesa into a transportation hub,
facilitating trade and travel. This improved connectivity attracted new residents and
businesses.
- Agricultural Prosperity: The fertile land and established irrigation systems enabled Mesa
to become a leading agricultural center in Arizona, particularly for crops like citrus fruits
and cotton.

Population Growth

The population of Mesa grew steadily throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
driven by various factors:

1. Migration: Many people moved to Mesa in search of economic opportunities and a
favorable climate.
2. World War II: The war brought an influx of military personnel and defense workers to
the area, further boosting the local economy and population.

Mid-20th Century Developments

The post-war period was marked by rapid growth and modernization in Mesa.

Suburban Expansion

- Housing Boom: The popularity of suburban living led to a housing boom in the 1950s and
1960s. New housing developments sprang up, attracting families and young professionals.
- Economic Diversification: While agriculture remained important, Mesa began to diversify
its economy, with manufacturing and retail becoming significant sectors.



Cultural and Educational Institutions

- Mesa Community College: Established in 1965, the college became a vital educational
institution, providing higher education opportunities to local residents.
- Cultural Events: The city embraced its cultural diversity, hosting events such as the Mesa
Arts Festival and the Mesa Music Festival, which celebrate local artists and musicians.

Modern Mesa

Today, Mesa is the third-largest city in Arizona and continues to grow both in population
and economic influence.

Economic Landscape

- Diverse Economy: Mesa's economy is now diverse, with sectors including healthcare,
technology, education, and tourism playing vital roles.
- Employment Opportunities: Major employers in the area include Banner Health, Boeing,
and the Mesa Public Schools, which contribute to the overall economic stability.

Urban Development and Infrastructure

- Public Transportation: The Valley Metro light rail system has expanded, providing
residents with greater access to public transit options.
- Infrastructure Improvements: Ongoing investment in infrastructure has helped
accommodate the growing population, including new roads, parks, and public facilities.

Challenges and Future Prospects

Despite its growth and success, Mesa faces challenges typical of rapidly expanding urban
areas.

Urban Sprawl

- Sustainability Concerns: The city must address issues related to urban sprawl, including
environmental sustainability and the preservation of open spaces.
- Affordable Housing: The rising cost of living has raised concerns about affordable
housing for residents.



Community Engagement and Development

- Civic Participation: Mesa has implemented various initiatives to encourage community
engagement and participation in local governance.
- Future Planning: The city is focused on sustainable development practices, aiming to
create a balanced approach to growth that considers both economic and environmental
factors.

Conclusion

The history of Mesa, AZ, is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of its residents.
From its indigenous roots through its agricultural beginnings and into its current status as
a thriving urban center, Mesa has continually evolved while embracing its rich heritage.
As it looks toward the future, the city faces both challenges and opportunities, but its
vibrant history will undoubtedly continue to influence its growth and character for
generations to come. Whether through its cultural festivals, educational institutions, or
economic developments, Mesa remains a city deeply rooted in history yet poised for future
success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Mesa Grande Cultural
Park in the history of Mesa, AZ?
Mesa Grande Cultural Park is significant as it preserves the remnants of a large Hohokam
platform mound, showcasing the area's ancient Native American heritage and their
advanced irrigation systems.

When was Mesa, AZ officially incorporated as a city?
Mesa was officially incorporated as a city on May 9, 1883, marking its transition from a
small agricultural community to a recognized municipality.

How did the arrival of the railroad impact the growth of
Mesa, AZ?
The arrival of the railroad in the late 19th century significantly boosted Mesa's economy
by improving transportation for goods and people, leading to rapid population growth and
development.

What role did agriculture play in the early development



of Mesa, AZ?
Agriculture was central to Mesa's early development, with the establishment of irrigation
systems from the Salt River enabling farming and attracting settlers to the area.

Which notable event in the 20th century contributed to
the expansion of Mesa, AZ?
The establishment of the Mesa Air Force Base in 1941 contributed significantly to the
city's expansion, bringing military personnel and boosting the local economy.

What is the historical significance of the Mesa Arizona
Temple?
The Mesa Arizona Temple, dedicated in 1927, is historically significant as it represents the
growth of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the region and serves as a
landmark for the local community.
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