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The Archives That Almost Weren’t

By Niki Tennant

For those who work with historical documents, the finding of a particularly sought after piece of information can be quite
serendipitous, particularly after a long and frustrating search. So it is very satisfying when new avenues of information are
found that provide a rich understanding of the topic being researched.

After 30 years in storage in a seaside storage unit, the documents of former Los Angeles City Councilmember Joan Milke
Flores were quietly deposited into the City’s public Archival system so that researchers can have access to one of the
most compelling stories in Los Angeles political history.

Joan Milke joined the stenography pool working for the legislative department in the City of Los Angeles after graduating
from high school. Like the other stenos, she did typing for whomever needed words put to paper such as when writing a
Council motion or letters to constituents. She caught the eye of the then president, John S Gibson Jr., and in a short time
went to work only for him. Mr Gibson, as he was known, was drawn by her quick study, eagerness to learn, and easy
personality, coupled with a typically MidWest personality and strong ethics. As the political office structure began to take
shape, and the individual councilmembers developed their own offices with staff, Joan became Mr Gibson’s right hand
and ultimately Chief of Staff.

Joan loved to learn and the City of Los Angeles was in a steep learning curve; they both thrived in that environment. In
those early days public service was evidenced by quick attention to public requests for help. Mr Gibson and his friend,
Kenny Hahn, became known and easily re-elected by their quick attention to important everyday problems like potholes
and street repair.

When Mr Gibson decided it was time to retire in 1981, he encouraged Joan to run for his seat. By that time she had
gotten married, had a little girl, and was divorced from her LAPD husband, Sam Flores.

Because of the excellent reputation for responsiveness and public service Mr Gibson (and Joan, as his chief deputy) had,
she was elected to fill his post.

Joan Milke Flores went on to have a successful and illustrious career with the City of Los Angeles. Her district was
challenging and diverse, stretching from the seaside community of San Pedro, up the City Strip acquired to link downtown
with the Port, to Watts, a community faced with troubling rates of poverty.

She was always in the minority on the City Council, as one of the few women elected to office at the time. But her
wisdom, measured responses, and quick humor won her respect from her colleagues and she was elected the first
female President ProTem in half a century.

During her tenure, she navigated the Watts Riots, several large earthquakes, the Rodney King trial and ensuing riots, and
many other notable events that shook the City of Los Angeles to its core. Through all of the crises, her quiet leadership
and wise actions kept the City on course.

She created the City’s first Department of Environmental Affairs, introduced several water saving measures to the City,
helped resolve long standing water wars between LA and the Owens Valley, had some famous tussles with Mayor Tom
Bradley in an effort to clean up appointed commission actions that harmed the City. She also renamed the City Strip
“Harbor Gateway,” built the Wilmington Library, saved the historic Watts train station, and established the first day laborer
site in the City in Harbor City.



Joan was ultimately defeated for re-election after she ran for Secretary of State and Congress within two years of each 
other. In 1993 she left office, and that’s where the story gets interesting.

Her long time chief deputy was a former newspaper reporter and knew her efforts needed to be remembered. However, 
she was a humble person, and never really sought the spotlight for the sake of recognition. It was only because of his 
efforts that all staff was instructed to save the office files in boxes that ultimately consisted of council motions, legislative 
actions, news releases, press conferences, thousands of news clippings, letters from constituents, recognitions she 
received for her efforts, personal notes she wrote and received, and all the miscellany that is contained in a City Council 
office. Those boxes were trucked to her personal storage unit where they sat absorbing the ocean air for almost 25 years, 
hidden from public view. In Joan’s mind, nobody would want to read that stuff. But her chief of staff knew better, having 
done research during his newspaper years. So the boxes sat.

Finally he convinced Joan that her important achievements should be saved for future generations. They hired me to start 
the project, as I had done this for my two other public official employers, Councilmember Ruth Galanter and 
Assemblymember Bonnie Lowenthal. A long time family friend was hired to finalize it as she had more room to sort and 
organize what was turning into a monster project.

On February 13, 2023, after 30 years of Joans’s leaving office, 83 boxes of documents were delivered to the City’s 
archival and research center at Piper Technical Bldg in downtown Los Angeles.

Mission accomplished!

[NOTE: The article above doesn't mention that the author of the catalog and finding aid was Maria Aguilar. The Los 
Angeles City Archives wants to acknowledge the complexity of Ms Aguilar's effort and hopes that future researchers 
appreciate the end product of that work]
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