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(0 ra l  H is to ry  in te rv iew w i th  Mr .  Jose Lopez o f  San Anton io ,  Texas  on  June
12,  1976.  In te rv iewing  is  Sarah John f rom the  Un ivers i ty  o f  Texas  a t  E l
Paso,  Ins t i tu te  o f  Ora l  H is to ry . )

J :

L :

J :

L :

Mr.  Lopez,  could you te l l  me where you were born?

In  M iss i on ,  Texas .

In  wha t  yea r ,  s i r?

Ju l y  10 , . | 9 ' | 0 .

Cou ld  you  te l l  me  the  names  o f  you r  pa ren ts ,  p lease?

My father  was Cal le tano Lopez and my mother  was CandiOa Mindoia-Lopez,

Where were they from?

The  s ta te  o f  0axaca  i n  Mdx ico .

Did you at tend e lementary schoo' l  wh ' i le  you were in  San Antonio?

I  d i d .  The  schoo l  i s  now  a  co l l ege  t he re .  I t  was  by  t he  o l d  Joske ' s .

I  can ' t  r emember  the  name o f  t he  schoo l  r i qh t  now.  I  d ' i dn ' t  a t t end

too  much  schoo l .

How far  d ' id  you get  in  e lementary school?

I  be l i eve  I  wen t  up  to  the  f i f t h  o r  s j x th  g rade .

What  exper iences do you remember about  your  grade school  years?

Very  l j t t l e .  I  r emember  tha t  t he re  was  a  g rea t  l i f e  f o r  t he  peop le  who

used  to  l i ve  on  the  fa rm,  and  i t  was  rnos t ' l y  wha t  ou r  pa ren ts  and  ne igh -

bors and everybody there d id.  They used to see who was the best  man

to  p ' i ck  co t ton  i n  t he  f i e lds ,  and  they  used  to  en joy  j t .  Tha t  was  a

g rea t  l i f e .  They  had  the  season  to  p i ck  the i r  co t ton  and  a l l  t he  ha r -

ves t  t hey  ra i sed  a round  the  va11ey .  I ' l e  ran  a l l  a round  McA l len ,  San

Ben ' i t o ,  Mercedes .  Then  we  moved  to  B rownsv i l l e ,  Texas rand  f rom Browns-

v i l l e  once  a  man  t ook  me  a l l  t hey  way  t o  Lou i s i ana .  He  had  me  l i ke  h i s

boy ,  because  he  had  one  l i t t l e  boy .  We were  ra j sed  toge the r  l i ke  b ro -

the rs .  They  were  te r r i f i c  peop ' l e .  I  used  to  he lp  h im .  He  used  to  go
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and buy cabbage, carrots,  and br ing them and sel l  them to the stores.

I  used to  he lp  h im c lean,  and r ide  w i th  h im back  and fo r th .  They  used

to  make te r r i f i c  b iscu i ts .  Somet imes I rd  go  to  bed,and those b iscu i ts

were  so  de l  i c ious  tha t  I  used to  ge t  up  a t  midn igh t  and go  in  the  ice

box and eat some morel

h lh i le  everybody e lse  was as leep.

That 's  r igh t .  The nex t  day  they  used to  miss  those b iscu i ts ,  and they

d idn ' t  know who had ea ten  them.  So f ina ' l1y  one day  someth ing  happened,

and I  was afraid that  they would blame me for something the kids did

wrong.  About  two o 'c lock  in  the  morn ' ing  I  took  my c lo thes ,  the  ones  I

had on ,  and took  o f f  r igh t  to  the  neares t  depot .  I  took  a  t ra in ;  I

d idn ' t  know wh ich  way I  was  go ing .  I  a r r i ved  in  A t lan ta ,  Georg ia .

t ' l l 'en I  was there I  t r ied to help at  anything I  could so I  could get

something to eat.  There was an old Mexican man there.  He used to

sel l  tamales on the street.

In  A t lan ta?

In  A t lan ta ,  yes .  He had th ree  o ther  peop le  who used to  go  p ick  up  the

tamales  in  the  a f te rnoon,  take  o f f  and go  and se l l  them.  He wou ld  g ive

us some percentage from what he sold of  the tamales.  We used to s i t

down and make the tamales the way he made them. He used to go to

the  bu tcher 's  shop- -he  never ,  never  took  a  bus  or  a  s t ree tcar .  He used

to  wa lk  mi les  to  ge t  the  meat ,  buy  i t  and br ing  i tn  and then he  used to

use corn  mea l  and I  th ink  a  l i t t le  f lour  to  make the  dough.  Herd  bo i l

the meat and put in the spices and everything. We used to s i t  at  the

table and make those tamales,  and get ready for the people to come to

go  ou t  and  se l l  them.  F ina11y ,  I  d i scovered ,  I  guess ,  tha t  I  l i ked  box-

ing .  0scar  Baez,  f rom At lan ta ,  used to  f ind  those k ids .  I  remember  I

J :

L :
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used to go where al l  the footbal l  p layers at  Georgia Tech were and I

used to take showers there.  I  remember that  there were lots of  colored

peop le  l i v ing  c lose  by  there .  I  used to  run ,  do  my road work '  and I

used to  go  and s tea ' l  some mi lk  tha t  peop le  le f t  a t  the i r  doors .  I 'd

take  a  quar t  o f  m i l  k  f rom d i f fe ren t  p ' laces .

How old were you then, when you were in At lanta?

I  was  about  
.16 ,  

18 ;  someth ing  l i ke  tha t .  Then I  s ta r ted  box ing .  Baez

put me on at  Lakewood Park jn amateur f ights.  I  was very good. I  need-

ed some shoes. He turned me pro,  and I  fought in the c ' i ty  audi tor ium,

four rounds; and I  won the f ight  and I  got  my shoes. He kept gett ing me

f igh ts ,  and I  fought  ou ts ide  o f  Georg ia .  I  went  to  Knoxv i l le ,  Tennessee,

and I  took of f  f rom there and I  went al l  the way to Pennsylvania.  Another

manager got me and I  fought in Bal t imore, Maryland. I  fought a f ighter

f rom Ch icago i  I  los t  the  f igh t .  
' i hen  

f rom there  I  took  the  t ra in

again.  I t  was my transportat ion and I  went al l  the way to Cal i fornia.

When I  arr ived in Los Angeles,  I  had some fr iends and they asked me to

jo in  the  Merchant  Mar ine .  I  had to  be long to  the  un ion  be fore ,  and

I  jo ined the  Merchant  Mar ine .  I  s ta r ted  go ing  w i th  the  f re igh ters .  We

used to carry molasses back and forth f rom Hawai i  to San Francisco.

Then ' in  those days  we had. . .  I  ius t  con t inued work ing  fo r  d ' i f fe ren t

companies.  I  worked with the Matson Company; they had big ships.  Be-

fore that  I  worked for another l jne that  used to 9o around the wor ld.

I ' le used to go alt the way from San Francisco, across the Panama Canal ,

and go stop in New York.  Then from New York we would go al l  the way to

B ' i rd 's  Is land,  a l l  the  way around the  Gu l f  o f  Pers ' ia .  Then we c rossed

through the Suez Canal.  We stopped in France and part  of  Spa' ino and

crossed a l l  over  those p laces .  I t  was  beaut i fu l .  I  learned more  there

than in school .  I t  was in those days when my dreams were to f ight  Tony
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Canc ine ra .  I  used  to  pu t  h i s  p i c tu re  i n  f ron t  o f  me

someday  I  can  mee t  you . "  I ' d  p robab ly  be  ahead  i f  I

se l f  i n  one  p lace ,  bu t  I  neve r  s tayed  i n  one  p ' l ace .

You  l i ked  to  move .

so l r  " I  hope

establ  ised my-

Once I  had a beaut i fu l  op,portuni ty in Kentucky.  I  was passing through,

and I went by the school where they woul d pi ay footbal I . I got over

there and I  started playing with them. They promised to teadi .  me; they

would pay everything. I t  was terr i f ic .  They saw how I  handled the

ba l l ;  I  was  very  ac t ive ,  very  fas t .  Bu t  I  d idn ' t  s tay  too  1ong.  That

was the  t roub le  w i th  me:  I  never  s tayed in  one p lace .  Another  p rob lemwhen

I wafboi ing waa that I  d idn' t  know how much money I  was gett ing for  my

f igh ts .  As  long as  I  had c lo thes  and a  p lace  to  ea t  and s leep,  I  was

happy. So, then when I  was in the Merchant Marine they got me in the

las t  f i gh t .  I t  was  in  
. |937  

in  Me lbourne ,  Aus t ra l ia .  I t  was  my las t

f igh t .  I  fought  Jack ' ie  B i rd ,  thedampion o f  Eng land,  and I  los t  the

f ight .  And i t  was the end of  my boxing. Then when I  came back, when

I  was in  San Franc iscor l  was  on  the  SS Mar iposa,  and we took  a  c ru ise

to  Tah i t i .  Every  s ix  months  they  used to  ge t  one o f  the  sh ips  to  take

a c ru ise  there ,  and we s topped in  Tah i t ' i .  I  m issed the  sh ip ,  d rd  there

were  two o ther  men tha t  had missed the  sh ip  too .  In  those days ,  the  Tah i -

t ians  used to  go  f igh t  fo r  the  I ta l ians  aga ins t  the  Eth iop ians .  They

thought we were not good people,  and they had us in court .  But we

never commit ted any crfme before,  so we had one kid f rom Cal i fornia,

a  b lond k id ,  and he  ta lked  fo r  a l l  o f  us .  l ^Je  d idn ' t  know too  much

about court ,  so he got up there,  they had an interpreter and every-

thing, and they promised that the f i rst  chance they had they would Send

us back  to  the  Sta tes .  I  d ' idn ' t  want  to  come back  to  the  Sta tes !  I t

and

had

J :

L :

was a paradise therel  [aughter]
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0h, yeso but s ince they were going to

I  e f t .

They let  us out and then we cont inued

the government, the Consulate from the

from the company of the sh'ip, because

get t ing  tha t  because we d idn ' t  do  any

oursel  ves l

send you, you might as wel I have

there. t^le were gett ' ing food from

United States,  and from the agent

we had our papers.  5o we were

work at  a l l  I  We were enjoy' ing

I t  was paradisel  f laughter]  Great l

But  they  dec jded tha t  we shou ld  go  back .

Now you had to start  workjng again.

They  pu t  us  on  a  sa i lboat .  I  be l jeve  the  name o f  the  sa i lboat  was  the

"Golden H ind . "  That  sa ' i lboa t  used to  be long to  a  man f rom Aust ra l ia  o r

Eng land,  and the  boat  came f rom Hawai i  and made a  c ru ise  to  Tah i t i .  By

the  t ime we ar r i ved  w i th  the  b ig  sh ip ,  the  SS Mar iposa,  the  passengers

and the  capta in  went  in  the  Mar iposa and le f t  the i r  sa i lboat  there .  So

then the  owner  o f  the  boat  went  back  to  Hawai i ,  go t  one capta in ,  an  o ld

capta in  in  Tah ' i t i ,  and  he  agreed to  take  the  sh ' ip  back  and take  us  back .

The government paid so much for us three to come back. I  d idn' t  want

to come back to the States.

I  don ' t  b lame you .

In a way, i t  was the longest t r ip we ever made. When we departed from

Tah i t i ,  tha t  was  one o f  the  main  is lands  where  the  sh jps  came,  and we

were coming back and we stopped at  the Marquesas Is lands. They used

to te l l  us how many people used to be there unt i l  some people arr jved

and they  brought ' leprosy .  Thousands o f  peop le  d ied  and you cou ld  see

some o f  the  na t ives  w i th  sores  a l l  over  the i r  bod ies .  They  sa ' id ,  "0kay

boys. i f  you people want to stay,  You can stay here."  Because I  had

tr ied to escape, me and another boy. t^ le decl ' .ded to iump over the s ide

J :

L :

J :

L :

J :

L :
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and ge t  to  the  neares t  j s lando and f rom the  is land I  guess  he  was

dreaming of  some way we could make a raf t  to go back io fafr iTi .  We could

never,  never reach the is land because the waves were down and the

boat was going al1 the way up there when we were swimming, and that

happened when the sun was going down. t , . le jumped with pants only and

no shir t .  They had two Tahi t ians as a crew; one was named Tonga.

They were big Hawai ian boys and they brought us back. They turned

the boat around, they spotted us-- teysaw the blond kjd and the re-

f lex ion .  So they  tu rned around and they  go t  us  l i ke  two b i rds  ou t  o f

the water.  The captain took us down to eat supper and he talked tb us l ike

a  fa ther .  He sa id ,  "You cou ld  have never  reached the  is land because

the sharks are wa' i t ing for  anything coming to the is land in the dr i f t .

And another  th ing ,  there  is  no  one on  the  is land. "  That rs  what  he

sa id ,  and he  knew.  He knew every  d r i f t  o f  every  i s land in  the  Pac i f i c ,

the capta' i  n .

You were  lucky ,  then.

We were, yeS. He said we could have never reached i t ,  because the

waves take  you a  long way.  And swimming,  i t  looks  c lose ,  bu t  i t  was

a ' long d ' i s tance.  Then when we ar r i ved  in  the  Marquesas  Is lands  we

to ld  h im,  "Okay,  we ' l l  go  back  to  the  sh ip ,  bu t  you  le t  us  go  on  the

nex t  i s land tha t  we s top  a t . "  He sa id ,  "Okay . "  And tha t  was  when

we s topped in  the  Marquesas  Is land and they  had the  leprosy ,  and,

oh1 mosqu i toes  tha t  you  don ' t  fee l ,  bu t  la te r  the  reac t ion  o f  the  po ison

is  so  te r r ib le  tha t  you  want  to  take  your  sk in  o f f l  t , . le  d idn ' t  want  to

s tay .  F ina l l y  we ran  ou t  o f  food.  We p icked bananas and coconuts ;  we

ate bananas for supper and lunch, and only the water that  we used to get

was from the rain.  There was one 1ady, she looked l ike you, she was
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was with l l  peop' le who were in the boatn and we used to save water for

her to take a bath.  And we used to catch f ish and eat.  When we got to

Hawai i  the  sh ip  was l i ke  th is ;  we were  s ta rv ing ,  hungry i  the  newspaper

came, took our pictures and everything. The engine broke down; we had

to go by sai1.  When there was wind we could advance, when there was no

wind we were  sur rounded by  water  tha t  looked l i ke  91ass .  That  was the

longes t  t r ip  I  ever  had in  a l l  my l i fe  in  the  Merchant  Mar ine  I

worked in Pear l  Harbor before the Pear l  Harbor bombing. Then I  went

from Pearl  Harbor back to Los Ange' les.  Just  when they bombed Pear l  Har-

bor I  was in Los Angeles,  and they were gett ing al l  the Japanese. They

got me too. They thought I  was Japanese.

0h ,  my!

I  showed them I  was not Japanese, I  was l {exican. They got thousands of

Japanese a t  tha t  t ime.  Then I  go t  another  sh ip  and I  went  to  New York ,

and then I  went  to  Ph ' i lade lph ia .  I l j gned up  fo r  the  dra f t  in  Ph i la -

deph ia .  I t  was  c lose  to  where  they  had the  L iber ty  Be l l .  And then I

went to Boston and al l  around there.  Before I  went to New York,

they  were  go ing  to  mount  guns  on  my sh ip ,  a  f re ' igh ter .  I  sa id ,  "We11,

before I  gor l  want to say goodbye to my fami1y."  So we had a choice.

I f  you  were  in  the  Merchant  Mar ine  you wou ldn ' t  be  dra f ted ,  bu t  i f  you

stayed away from the sh' ip they would draf t  you. So when I  got  into

Brownsv i l le ,  I  saw my o ld  g i r l f r iendrwho is  my present  w i fe .  I  asked

her,  "What do you want me to do?" We got marr ied in 1942, and so she

sa id ,  " I 'd  ra ther  see you in  the  Army. "  I  came in to  San Anton io  and

I volunteered for the Airborne. Then they asked me, "Why do you want

to  jo in  the  A j rborne?"  I  sa id ,  " I ^ le l l ,  i t  w ' i1 l  be  the  qu ickes t  way  fo r

me to get th is th ing over wi th."  From San Antonio they sent me to
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Cal i fornia to become an Airborne. But they found out I  was marr ied and

in  those days  they  d jdn ' t  want  mar r ied  men,  When my w i fe  sa ' id  tha t  I

could go in the Army, then I  went in the Army.

What did your fami ly feel  about that? What was their  react ion to your

jo in ing  the  Serv ice?

Wel l ,  the only fami ly I  had was my uncle,  because my mother was gone and

I never saw my father.  My uncle was happy as long as I  was happy.

And your  w i fe  seems l i ke  she was happy about  i t ,  too .

We] l ,  she  wasn ' t  happy .  She 'd  ra ther  have me in  the  house s leep ing l

Anyway,  I  went  to  Ca l i fo rn ia  and took  my bas ic  t ra in ing ,  and then they

put me in the Infantry because they took me of f  f rom the Airborne. I ' l l

never  fo rge t ,  be fore  we f in ished bas ic r they  were  teach ing  us  so  we cou ld

go to  the  Pac i f i c .  My un i t  was  ge t t ing  o f f , theywere  gone,  they  were

leav ing  on  the  t ra in .  We had a  f je ld  about  two mi les  long,  and the  n igh t

be fore  I  bus ted  nry  ank le  and j t  swe l led  up .  They  had me jn  the  hosp i ta l '

and I  begged the doctor,  "Let me 90, Please! I  want to go with my uni t .

I  don ' t  want  to  be  separa ted  f rom them."  He sa id ,  "Qkay ,  I ' l I  te l l  you

what.  I f  you can carry those bags the way you are,  and cross the f ie ld '

you  can  go . "  I  sa id ,  " I ' l l  do  i t l "  And  I  d ragged  myse l f  and  those  bags '

and I  go t  i t .  The guys  saw me and they  he lped me.  Then i t  was  l i ke  a

fami ly when you were in the Serv ' ice.  You could t rust  each other;  you

could leave your money out.  I t  was nothing of  what i t  ' is  today.

Were there any other Mexican Americans in the unj t  wi th you at  the t ime?

0h,  yes .  The Second D iv is ion  was most ly  Mex icans .  As  a  mat te r  o f  fac t ,

there were f ive buses that came from al l  over the val ley when we came to

San Anton io ;  they  brought  us  in to  the  Army.  A lber to  Hernandez,  he 's

s t ' i l l  i n  San Anton io ,  he  was captured ,  a  p r isoner  o f  war .  There  were

J :

L :

J :

L :
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three of  us they used to cal l  ! !The Three l r lusketeers, ' l  and we jo ined the

Second Divis ion.  l l |e went to Fort  ,  because of  manuevers we had in

Lou is iana,  and we used to  f igh t  w i th  the  cava l ry  d iv ' i s ion .  Then f rom

there they moved us to l r l isconsin.  l , le stayed there unt i l  some newspaper

man sa id ,  "b lhere  is  th is  famous Second D iv is ion  h id ing  ou t?"  And tha t

was al l ,  we were ready; and they shipped us r ight  f rom there to overseas--

I re land. t le were r ight  on the border of  the north and south jn I re land,

near  Be l fas t .  Armagh was the  c loses t  p1ace.  I t ' s  where  Genera l  Pat ton

gave us  a  b ig  ta lk .  l , Je  wa i ted  an  hou, r  and a  ha l f  fo r  h im,  s tand ing  a t

a t ten t ion .  Then he  to ld  us  the  t ru th ,  because he  had a l ready  fought  in

Afr ica and al l  those places. So they were gett ing us ready, and then

they sent us to Southwest England. l , le were ready for the invasion--

Omaha Beach.  l l l e  had any th ing  we wanted- -mov ies ,  shows,  s teaks ,  i ce  , . : -

c ream--any th ing ;  bu t  we cou ldn ' t  go  anyp lace ;  i t  was  a l l  r igh t  there .

l . le started seeing those big bombings in England, so f inal ly the day came

when we were ready for the invasion in Southern France, Omaha Beach.

That  i s  one fee l ing- - I  don ' t  know how a  human be ing  can go  th rough tha t .

I  wanted to cry,  i  wanted to run, I  wanted to hide, I  wanted to scream;

I  was  a f ra id .  Tha t ' s  a  te r r i f i c  fee l ing .  You  hear  the  she l l s  and

things that are h ' i t t ' ing the p ' ieces of  steel  on the plane, and you have to

jump.  I t  was  a  te r r i f i c  fee l ing .

I ' ve  seen  ac tua l  newsree l  f i lms  o f  tha t  and  i t r s  unrea l .

I  don ' t  know how to  express  myse l f ,  bu t . . .  So  I  guess  God was w i th  us ,

because I  surv ived ,  and I  went  r igh t  th rough i t .  When we h i t  the  s t rong

Germans that were there,  we just  cont inued push' ing through unt i l  I  got

h i t .  They  sa id  I  had  seven  l i ves l

Ah,  you made i t lJ :
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They found tha t  the  bu l le t  d idnr t  go  th rough.  I  had a  c1 ip ,  I  was  a

mach ine  gunner .  I  had a  c l ip  and the  bu l le t  s t ruck  r igh t  th rough

the  lead.  I t  th rew me down and made a  wound on  my sk in ,  bu t  tha t  was  a l l .

I  sa idn  "They  go t  me l "  Then they  looked fo r  the  bu l le t  and f ina l l y  the

doctors found the thing. I  sure kept the bul let .  We passed the hardest

ob jec t ives  tha t  we went  th rough;  we made i t .  We los t  lo ts  o f  good f r iends .

Every  t ime we had a  miss ,  we used to  look  a t  each o ther  and say ,  " l lho  w i l l

be  nex t?"  But  we drove a l l  the  way to  Czechos lovak ia .  We h i t  about  
. |500

Germans. They said they'd rather give up to us than to the Russians. l^ le

jus t  had them r igh t  in  the  f ie ld .  I  had my mach ine  gun cocked then;  I  was

mean. And then we found pr isoners of  war,  and I  found Alberto Hernandez.

I  found h im.  He was sk inny ;  good look ing  bgy .  And I  go t  four  Germans.  I

had to  keep them one n igh t .  i t ' s  no t  good to  remember .  I  ge t  emot iona l .

Can you talk a l i t t ' le about the events that  to-ok place wRen you were

awarderl the l'ledal of Honor?

L:  When I  was  coming back  f rom. . .we were  on  the  po in ts  sys tem.  You;had to  have

so many points and they'd send you back to the States.  I  have over the

number of  points.  At  the t imen everybody that was a sect ion leader or

mach ine  gunner  had a  sec t ion  o f  mach ine  guns .  I  was  a  sergeant  a l ready ;

they gave me rank. They wanted to make me an of f icer,  but  I  d idnrt  want

i t .  So we were sent to Czechoslovakia and they brought back i  bel ieve

about  e igh t  deuce and a  ha l fs ,  and everybody was go ing  home.  0h ,  I  had a

lot  of  souvenirsn and we put them in the t ruck and everything. Everybody was

so fnmy t f rat  they were coming back, and they took us to th is big c ' i ty  in

Germany where they executed the Germans, Nuremburg. We1l,  r ight  there they

had a camp for us to become more "c iv i i ized" because we were coming from the

front.  So everybody was gett ing out f rom the deuce and a hal fso and then

t0
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somebody said,  r rsergeant Lopez, sergeant Lopez!rr  My heart  went to the

ground, b 'ecause al l  those squad leaders and sect ion leaders were being

sent  to  the  Pac i f i c  to  f igh t  up  there  because o f  exper ience.  He sa id ,

"You go  back  and pu t  a l l  your  th ings  hack  in  the  deuce and a  ha l f . "

So we le f t  a t  noon f rom there ,  and we go t  back  in  Czechos lovak ia ,  I

be l ieve ,  abou t  one  o r  two  o 'c lock  jn  the  morn ing .  I  s lep t  i n  the  ha l l -

way or someplace. The next morning everybody that was at  Revei l le was

ready, and there was a big commotion, and everybody was shaking hands

with me. I  said,  "What happened? What did I  do?'r  'The company commander

wants to see you."  They were looking for me, and they took me up there.

The company commander t reated me l ike a l i t t le boy and wanted to get me

the bes t  c lo thes  I  cou ld  have.  He sa id ,  " I , l l  take  you back  to  Nuremburg .

You know you have to meet General  John Van Fleet."  He was the Major Gene-

ral that presented me with the l ' ledal of Honor. The company commander took

me someplace that they had a c lothing store,  and he bought me pants.  I

st i l l  had my torn shir t ,  so I  got  one. l . le got into the jeep and he drove

the jeep. He was so happy that I  was one of  h is men. And when we got to

Nuremburg ,  a l l  the  Co lone ls  were  there  and I  was  sa lu t ing  them.  I  was  a-

f ra id ,  and they  sa id ,  " l ' l e l1 ,  how do you fee l? ' r  t rA l l  r igh t . "  He sa id ,  "Do

you  care  fo r  a  d r jnk?"  I  sa id ,  "Dr ink?  Yes ,  s i r .  Coca  Co la  w i l l  be  a l l

r i gh t . "  He  sa id ,  "No ,  no l  How abou t  a  d r ink?"  I  sa id ,  "Can  I  have  one?"

He sa id ,  "Yes ! "  I  was  a f ra jd !  Then they  took  me to  the  Of f i cer ' s  Mess .

0h ,  I  was  a f ra id l  In  those days  we wou ld  respec t  our  leaders ,  our  o f f i cers ;

the First  Sergeant and everything. Everybody stood at  at tent ion and wowl

I  fe l t  tha t  i t  was  rea l l y  someth ing  tha t  happened to  me l  They  sa id , 'Th is

is  no th ing .  Th is  i s  the  beg inn ing . "  Mayor  La  Guard ia  in  New York  was

wai t ing  fo r  me,  and on  the  sh ' ip  tha t  b rought  us  back ,  they  d idn ' t  know
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who I  wasn and I  was  s ]eep ing  a1 l  over  the  p lace .  F ina l l yn  th ree  or

four days before we arr ived in New York,  they started looking for me.

They sa id ,  "Come here l "  TheTtook  me to  the  hosp i ta l  to  s leep there .

They gave me steak, they gave me ice cream. Wow! Then when I  got  into

New York they took me to a radjo stat ion for  me to say something. Then

they asked me about th is or that ,  and people were al l  over me. They

wanted to do this or that  for  me. Then they brought me to San Antonio.

In San Antonio,  everybody was wait ing for  me, even the Mayor of  the c i ty.

As a matter of  factn I  was not f rom San Antonio,  they expected Cleto

Rodriguez. They moved me from San Antonio to Brownsvi l le.  They

took me, the Mayor f rom San Antonio and al l  the big leaders f rom the

ci ty of  San Antonio drove me al1 the way. I  met the Mexjcan Consul .

And they took me al l  the way from San Antonio to Brownsvi l le to meet

my w i fe .  Thryhad a  b ig  parade. I  sold war bonds, and they gave me

some. Then I  went to Mdxico Cj ty wi th my wife and daughter.  She was

a l i t t le baby, now she's got four k idsl  Then they wanted to make a mov' ie

in M6xico.  They thought I  had money; they wanted to do this for  me

and tha t  fo r  me.  I  was  in  a  ho te l ,  and we were  jus t  g iv ing  money r igh t

and le f t .  I  d idn ' t  know the  fu tu re  fo r  tomor row;  I  was  cyazy .  I  was

dr ink ing  too  much and They had a  un i t  ca l led  the  20 . | ,  Mex icans

that fought in the Paci f ic .  They came in and they took me to lots of

p laces ,  they  presented  me.  I  was  in  the  c i ty  when the  Pres idente  o f

Mdx' ico Ci ty had something for me and one of  the heroes in M6xico Ci ty,

Leonardo C. Ruiz.  They took me to lots of  shows. Have you been in

M5xico Ci ty?

Yes .

I  wen t  to  where  the re 's  a  marb le  bu i ld ing ,  r igh t  by  the  park .  I t ' s
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s i nk i ng .  I t r s  a  b i g  bu i l d i ng .

Be l l as  A r tes?

Be l l as  A r tes .  R igh t  t he reo  they  had  the  Amer i cans ,  t he  B r i t i sh ,

and  the  d i f f e ren t  na t i ona l i t i es ,  and  they  b rough t  seven  f rom

Oaxaca .  0h ,  we  had  a  te r r i f i c  even ing .  I t  was  packed ,  t he  p lace  was

packed.  I  have p ic tures of  them. Then they had a b ig parade.  I  went

and  i nspec ted  some o f  t he  so ld ie rs  thqhad  in  M6x ico ,  I  a te  w i th  them.

They  had  me  in  the  pa rades .  I  wen t  t o  the  v i rg in  o f  Guada lupe ,  because

I  prayed to her  many,  many t imes.  And I  went  to  Chapu) tepec and to

Xoch jm i l co .  They  had  my  name w i th  f l owers  on  one  o f  t he  boa ts ,  " sa r -

J :

L :

gento Jose Mendoza Lopez. "

Do you think they were very proud of you because you were a

too?

mexl  cano

Right ,  r igh t .  To  the  present  t ime,

derecho a jeno es  la  pdZ, t '  and  i t ' s  a

pay ing  fo r  me to  s tay  in  the  ho te l ,

there,  I  just  used to give my money

up and see me in  the  ho te l .  Then I

taxi  a l l  the way from M6xico City to

0h ,  my  gosh l  (Laugh te r )

t^Jhat  a  thr i l l  l  Then I  went  to  San Juan de los Lagos.  I  got  back to

Texas and I  was look ing for  a  job.  I  had no money.  I  s tar ted spending

my war bonds.  Then the Congressman f rom Brownsvi l le  got  me a job in  the

Ve te rans  Admin i s t ra t i on ,  and  I  repo r ted  to  San  An ton io .  I  sa id ,  "We l1 ,

I  don ' t  know  wha t  I ' l l  be  do ing ,  c l ean ing  t he  bu i l d i ng  o r  wha t . "  Nex t

th ing  I  know,  I  was  up  i n  t he  Pos t  0 f f i ce .

There you go.

my wife has a piece that says,  "El

piece of  pure go' ld.  0h,  they were

but as soon as people used to go up

to those people.  They used to come

took my wife and my daughter in a

Veracruz .

J :

L :
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Reading books,  and who was across f rom me? Cleto Rodr iguez-

0h n no !  (Laughter"  )

We were  read ing  l e t t e rsn  the  B i l l  o f  R igh ts  fo r  t he  bene f i t s  f o r  t he

ve te rans , the  he lp  they  needed  in  the  hosp i ta l ,  see  tha t  t hey  go t

good  bene f i t s ;  i f  t hey  had  a  10% d i sab i l i t y ,  and  i f  he  was  no t

sat is f ied and i f  we fe l t  that  he deserved more than than what  he was

get t ing,  we would go and f ight .  l^ |e 'd  g ive them rate and board,  and a

doctor .  I  had a good f r iend,  Mrs She would say,

"Joe,  you  are  my boy .  Your l l  go  a l l  the  way. "  ln te  d id  a  good iob ' " in  the

VA.  F" ina l l y  she  sa id ,  "You know,  Joe:  )ou  shou ld  go  back  in  the

Army.  That ' s  your  l i fe . "  So in  1949 I  went  back  in  the  Army and

en l is ted  in  For t  ,  and they  sa id ,  "0h ,  we know where

you want  to  go ,  back  to  the  Second D ' iv is ion . "  So I  d ' idn ' t  have a

cho jce ,  they  sent  me back  to  the  Second D iv is ion .  I  went  f rom San

Anton io ;  I  had a  car  wh ich  I  bought  fo r  $ . |50  and I  had a l l  my k ids  and

my wife,  and every t ime I  passed through a town everybody saw my car.

I  had pots and pans a1l  over,  and my boys wi l l  never forget those

thi  ngs I  (  Laughter )

I r l l  be t  they  wonr t .

They  say ,  "Daddy,  I  remember  when peop le  wou ld  come up and look  a t  us . "

l^ Ie never made i t  wi th the car,  i t  broke down. So I  turned i t  in and

got  another  one w i th  another  $100.  So I  made i t  a l l  the  way to  For t
l e * , t . ,

Lon- is ,  Washington.  I  ar r ived there and they put  me wi th  the

Second Div is ion.  They gave me quar ters  r jght  by the of f icers.

was someth ing.  I  had f ive bedrooms;  brand newo beaut i fu l  quar ters

and a l ' l  my k ids were happy there wi th  me.  And then what  happened?
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Korea  b roke  ou t  i n  
, | 950 .  

I  sa id ,  l l h l cney ,  don r t  Wo t^ l y ,  I  don l t  have

to  go . t ,  I  don r t  have  to  go?  I  d idn t t  have  a  chance  to  say  goodbye

to my wj fe !  That  was the qu ' ickest  move.  They moved us f rom For t

/ c u . ' i t-t€u;i j, 
washington into Takoma. They had Greyhound buses, and they

picked us platoon for p]atoon. There was an old man that I  used to

work  fo r ,  as  eng ineer  and e lec t r i c ian .  He was Very  good w i th  me,  he

' loved 
me,  and he  c r ied .  l , le  go t  in  the  sh ip ;  we hadn ' t  been in  the

ship 20 minutes and the ship was gone, because we had to move; they

needed us .  We were  a t  fu l l  s t rength .  I  thought  werd  s top  in  Japan,

but no way, we went r ight  on to Korea. And we started r ight  away, they

sent us r ight  to the f ront.  And we iust  lef t  everything. f ' le iust

picked up fat igues and just  what we needed for the f ront.  I  had

expep ience a l ready ,  and the  job  they  gave me,  I  don ' t  th ink  anybody

wanted i t .  I  was  on  grave reg is t ra t ion .  I  used to  p fck  up  the  dead

people.  So when the Ch' inese were breaking through, they gave orders

to go look for the bopy of  General  Dean. They thought he was ki l led.

I  can ' t  remernber  the  name o f  the  c i t . y - -bu t  they  toqk  i t  and we cou ld  never

get in.  How could I  be looking for bodies? Anyway, I  p icked up

about  20  or  30 ,  pu t  them in  the  deuce and a  ha l f  and brought  them

back. In no t ime, we had 500 bodies.  My stat ion was where the

replacements came. They had the band when they camerand they

p layed fo r  them.  They  had a  cook ,  c le rks ,  and the  main  admin is t ra -

t ion  fo r  the  peop le  coming in ,  to  ge t  the i r  records  and every th ing '

and they sent them to di f ferent uni ts.  Then they were breaking

through and they saidn " , l r le dontt  have anybody!"  So they got me, they

l5
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got the cooks, they got the band, brand new, they got everybody. I

was  jus t  th ink ing ,  "What  am I  go ing  to  do  w i th  th is  smal l  r i f le ,  me

a mach ine  gunner?"  I  p icked up  as  many bando l ie rs  as  I  cou ld ,  I  pu t

them on my body and here we go. I  guess God was with me. The

capta in  sa id ,  " l ^ lha t  in  the  he l l  a re  you do ing  up  there ,Lopez?"  I

sa id ,  "S i r ,  we lvEgo t  a  job ,  we  hav f to  do  i t . "  l ' Je  sa t 'd , r lYou  ge t

your  you-know-what  down here l "  He sa id ,  r rJ r l l  see  tha t  you  ge t  ou t

o f  here . r '  And he  sent  me back ;  he  sent  me back  to  Japan.

You  have  seven  l i ves ,  a l l  r j gh t ;  i  t h ink  so l

God was with me. And I  guess I  was happy. They sent me to Japan the

rest  of  the t ime up there,  and then from Japan I  went back home to see

my w' i fe.  She lost  weight.  Then I  guess we just  kept moving from

place to  p ' lace .  Th is  i s  why  she d ' idn ' t  l i ke  the  Army,  because now

she blames me that my kjds are spread out.  I  have two in New York,

one in  a  d i f fe ren t  p1ace.  She jus t  has  one daughter  w i th  us .  She

misses the others.  Anyway, when I  got  out I  had many people that

wanted  to  do  th ings  fo r  me,  o r  fo r  me to  do  someth ing ,  Rea l ly ,  I

d idn t t  look  fo r  my own fu tu re  because w i th  a l l  those th ings  they  gave

me, I  shou ld  never  wor ry  about  my fu tu re  w i th  my k ids .  I  d idnr t  have

any s t rugg les .  But  I  had to  go  back  in  the  serv ice  because I  ius t

th rew every th ' ing  away.  i  d idn ' t  have enough educat ion ,  the  main

th ing ,  and th is  i s  why  w i th  a l l  my hear t  I  want  a l l  the  younger

generat ions to get as much educat ion as they can. I rm very happy

tha t  a l l  my  k ' i ds  d ' i d .  The  one  tha t ' s  mar r ied ,  she  d idnr t  f i n j sh

h igh  schoo l ,  and now tha t  she  has  four  k ids  ( i t  was  in  the  paper )  she

t5
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comple ted  h igh  schoo ' I .  Now she is  go ing  to  co l lege.

Greati

she is going to be a registered nurse. And my other daughtern Virginia,

she d idn ' t  f in ish  the  e leventh  grade and now she is  go ing  to  schoo l

to  f in ish  h igh  schoo l .  The o ther  th ree  f in ished,  Johnny,  B ib i  and

Mague, and they are doing very good. My boys have a beaut i fu l  future.

I went through pretty hard times in the Army. I used to go and get

things f rom the stores on credi t  and I  just  barely got enough money

to  pay  a l l  my debts  and s ta r t  a l l  over  aga in .  But  tha t ,s  l i fe .  As

I  sa id ,  I  d idn ' t  have any  educat ion ,  I  d idn ' t  have a  budget .  That ' s

what happened to lots of  people l ike me, low educat ion.  But now since

I ret i red f rom the Army, I 'm taking l i fe easy. I  don' t  work.

When did you ret i re?

In  I  973.

0h, recent ly then.

I  wanted to stay three more years,  but  they said,  "No, you're too old."

I ' l l  be  66  nex t  month ,  I 'm 65 .  Genera l  Westmore land le t  me s tay .  I

sent him a let ter  and begged him to let  me stay two more years because

they had' wanted to release me before. I wanted my daughter, my

youngest daughter,  to f in ish high school  in New York.  He said,  "0kay,

but you' l1 have to stay three years,  not  two."  Goodi That was better

for me. So I  stayed three more years and i t  was beaut i fu l .  Just  be-

fore I retired they sent me back to Korea. I had to bring the news to

my wife,  and I  said,  "Honey i t 's  something that I  have to do. I t 's  my

country.  I  have to doa job."  I t , 's  up to us,  .you know, no matter where
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you  go .  I t  cou ld  be  Japan ,  j t  cou ld  be  Germany ,  i t  cou ld  be  any

coun t ry ,  as  l ong  as  you  a re  good  to  the  l i t t l e  k ids ,  t he  younges t .

I ' l l  neve r  f o rge t  when  I  used  to  be  i n  t he  boondocks .  K ids  used  to

wa lk  fo r  m i l es  to  go  to  schoo l .  I  used  to  buy  candy  and  I  used  to

g i ve  i t  t o  t hem.  And  you  do  i t  one  t ' ime ,  and  the  nex t  t ' ime . . . .  I f

f i r s t  i t  was  
. | 0 ,  

t he  nex t  t jme  j t  was  40 ;  and  they  wa ' i t ed  fo r  me l  I t

was  aga ins t  regu la t i ons ,  bu t  nobody  wou ld  see  me ,  so  they  were  a l l

ove r  me ;  t hey  hugged  me .  They  d i dn ' t  unde rs tand  me ,  I  d i dn ' t  unde r -

s tand them, but  everybody was smi l ing and they were happy.  And I  used

to  take  the  k ids ,  t he  mamas  and  the  papa$  ius t  waved  a t  me .  I n  Japan

i t  was the same way,  j t  was the same way,{  As I  say,  i f  you go to  d i f -

f e ren t  coun t r j es ,  you  shou ld  respec t  t he  peop le .  Tha t ' s  why  I  neve r

had  any  t roub le .  They  l oved  me ,  I  used  to  be  good  w i th  the  k jds .

I f  you respect  them, they respect  you.

R igh t .  Tha t ' s  wha t  t hey  had ,  respec t  f o r  me .  Bu t  I  l ea rned  i t  was

bes t .  They  w i l l  r emember  the  Amer i cans ,  because  they '11  SdV,  "0h ,

he  came  and  used  t o  b r j ng  candy . "  I  don ' t  t h i nk  I ' d  be  i n  t r oub le

fo r  do ing  these  th ' i ngs .

No ,  t ha t ' s  g rea t .

Because  tha t ' s  how I  wan t  t hose  k ids  to  remember  us .

Wha t  was  you r  rank  when  you  re t i r ed?

Sergean t  F i r s t  C lass ,  E7  .

Why do you th ink that  as a group more Mexican Amer icans have got ten the

Medal  o f  Honor? Do you have any reason? They have,  as a group,  got ten

more  Meda ls  o f  Honor  than  any  o the r  g roup  i n  the  Un i ted  S ta tes .
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As I  said before,  we were taught at  the beginning, at  t ra in ing,

and we went with our open heart and open mind and obeyeil-al ' l  those

rules.  } ' |e knew what was wrong and what was r ight .  That 's the

trouble today, that  we lost  so many in Viet  Nam, because we lost

d isc ip l ine ;  and in  those days  we had d isc ip l ine .  I f  we had orders  to

do someth ing ,  we 'd  s tay  and do  j t ,  and  tha t ' s  what  I  be l ieve .  I  don ' t

be l ieve  they  had to  be  Mex ican to  accompl ish  a  job ,  l i ke  myse l f  and

others. They just happened to be there at the momento in the place

and the t ime when something l ike th is has happened. From my own

exper ience, when you are afraid,  you st j l l  know you have todo i t .

You are afraid that  you are going to die,  but  in your own heart ,  ' in

your owr Like me, I was doing th'ings and I was pray'ing. I am a

Cathol ic and I  bel ieve in God. Maybe that helped me.

l9

L :

J :

L :

J :

Sure .

Maybe i t 's  most ly

Whi le you were in

treated very we1 1

Yes ,  ma 'm.

what happened to some of us.

the servjce,  Mr.  Lopez, do you feel  that  you were

in the service?

L :

J :

L :

Did you see any discr iminat ion

the service at that t ime?

aga ins t  mex icanos  or  aga ins t  b lacks  in

I'11 give you one example. l,Je were overseas and there was a man from

Lou is iana,  and he  d idn ' t  l i ke  to  hear  us  speak  Span ish .  He never  sa id

anything to me but he said i t  to Alberto Hernandez. Albertoo he

was. . .  i t  hur t  h is  fee l ings  every . t ime.  Th ings  l i ke  these happened

and he would te l l  me. I 'm a di f ferent guy, I  don' t  take that.  I  to ld
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h im,  "L is ten ,  i f  I  have someth ing  to  say  to  you,  I  don ' t  have to  say

i t  in  Span ish ;  I  can  te l l  i t  to  you in  Eng l ish .  And i t  goes  fo r

Alberto- l , r le l ike to speak Spanish and we are going to speak Spanish.

I 'm speak ing  fo r  myse l f  and fo r  the  res t  o f  the  ones  in .my un i t . "  When

I  was in  the  serv ice ,  i t  never  was tha t  they  d idn ' t  le t  us  be  w i th

them, or not at tend because there were only whi te people or th ings

1 i ke thi s. I never remember anything l i ke thi s. l,, le were I i ke one

fanr l ly ,  as I  said before,  at  the t ime in Korea. I  don' t  know today

how things are,  but  in my days, when I  was in the Army, we used to l ike

each other;  no matter i f  he was Frank, or Jose, Manuel or Kruger.  He

could be a Russian or he could be a German or he could be Frenchman

or I ta l ian.  ! ' le were al l  one big fami lyr  we l iked each other.

So you had good experiences.

Ri ght.

I  want  to  go  a  l i t t le  b i t  back  in . t ime.  Whi le  you were  growing  up  in

San Antonio,  how were the Mexicans treated then?

L:  I  wou ld  say  a l l  the  way f rom Bnownsv i l le  and a l l  those l i t t le  towns

l ike Mercedes, as a matter of  fact  st i1 l  some of  the l i t t le towns,

they djv ided the Mexjcans and the Amerjcans. And in my days'  as a

mat te r  o f  fac t  they  had s ig rs tha t  we cou ldn ' t  use  the  la t r ine ,

because i t  was on' ly for  whi te people,  and they had other latr ines for

o ther  peop le .  In  the  res taurants  they  wou ldn ' t  le t  Mex icans  go  in .

I  never  was s topped,  th is  th ing  never  happened to  me,  bu t  I ' ve  seen

i t ,  I 've seen i t .  I  have seen the signs. As a matter of  fact '  the

buses had i t  then, "NO colored, no Mexicans. "  I  rememberin Georgia,

20
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a Negro couldn' t  go into a restaurant where white people used to eat,

or in theatres.  They used to have i t  jn San Antonio.  They used to

go in the back, the colored people.  They couldn' t  get  to the f ront to go

inside the movies.  These were those things before.  I 'm very happy

that th is vanishes day by day.

So you think th ings are changes for the better now?

Yes,  I  do .

Do you have any ideas about the Chicano movement,  that 's going on

today? Any comments you would I ike to make about that?

Since I retired from the Army, coming back from Brooklyn when I was

stat ioned at  Fort  Hamil ton,  New York,  I  came to my home in San Antonio,

I  s ta r ted  l i s ten ing  to  those th ings ,  "Ch icano" ,  Ch icano here  and Ch i -

cano there.  I  don' t  put  too much at tent ion on the thing, because I

be l ieve  I 'm in  th is  count ry !  I 'm ea t ing l  I  ge t  my bread l  I  ge t  every -

thing f rom this country.  I 've taught my kids to obey the law here

in the United States because they are c i t izens of  the Uni ted States.

They were born here.  I  bel ieve we should work for  th ings,  for  our

neighbor,  to help each other and protect  each other,  not  to f ight .

Look at  the pol i t ic ians,  they are the same way. I  bel ieve some people

are  ius t  look ing  fo r  someth ing .  They  can ' t  te l l  me they  are  do ing  i t

for the other guy or EL el pobre mexicano; they are doing it for

someth ing ,  l i ke  po l i t i c ians .  A  po l i t i c ian  i s  go ing  to  he lp  you  because

he wantsyour vote.  Pobres mexicanos, they don' t  have the educat ion

and that 's what happened. Al l  you've seen in the Chicanos, they show

as the  low minor i ty  c lass .  Because you '11  f ind  Mex ican peop le  tha t  have
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already gone through high schoo'|, they know better. They know they

are c i t izens of  th is country and that 's what we should look for

tomomow, for  educat ion and the betterment of  our new generat ions,

the ones that are going to take my place, your place. Look at  the

cities, how are they growing. l, ' le need more doctors, more lawyers,

more teachers to teach our k ids in school .  This is the greatest  th ing

in  l i f e .

When did you first hear the word Chicano. Do you remember?

Only in San Antonio.  Yeah, in San Antonio.  As a matter of  fact ,  i t

was on the news the other day that some Chicanos are going to go to

Mdxico and claim some land from Texas. I  don' t  know how many cars

went to Mdx'ico.

So you had never heard the word unti l a few years back.

Yes .

Is  there  any  th ing .you 'd  l i ke  to  add to  th ' i s  in te rv ' iew?

I hope God can help me to express mysel fo to help other people l ike

me, the low in educat ion,  so vr te can express ourselves,  to have com-
*

municai ion between each other,  and know what 's going on in th is wor ld.

Many people don't read the paper and I think it 's wonderful to get

down and read what is going on, not on' ly in your neighborhood'  but

al l  over.  This cr ime is al l  over,  and those people who are taktr tg

dope and s tu f f  l i ke  tha to  tha t ' s  no  good fo r  our  ch i ld ren  and new

k ids  tha t  a re  coming up .  I 'm aga ins t  tha t .  I  thank  God tha t  my

kids. . .  I  hope that he protects them and keeps them away from al l

th is .  I  want  be t te r  th ings  fo r  a l l  new k ids  tha t  a re  go ing  to  h igh
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J :

school  .

Thank you.  I t  has been a great

and thank you very, very much.

I t ' s  a  p l easu re .

honor  to have th is  in te rv iew w i th  you,

L :
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