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(Th is  i s  an  o ra l .h i s to ry  in te rv iew w i th  Mr .  c le to  L .  Rodr fguez ,  con-gress iona l  Meda ' l  o f  Honor  Rec ip ' ien t  o f  San Anton jo ,  he lu  in  E i  paso
on June 12 ,  1976-  In te rv iewing  is  0scar  Mar t inez  f rom the  Un ivers i -
ty  o f  Texas  a t  E l  Paso.  )

I t l r .  Rodrfguez, I  wonder i f  we can beg jn the ' interv jew by ta l  k ing

a  l i t t l e  b i t  abou t  the  B icen tenn ia l  "  A f te r  a l l ,  the  B icen tenn ia l

i s  one reason why LULAC dec ided to  b r ing  togethen th is  g roup o f

l {ex ican Amer ican Congress iona l  Meda l  o f  Honor  w inners .  Do you

have any comments about that?

Wel l ,  the  B icen tenn ia l  i s  to  me,  and  to  thousands  o f  peop le ,  a

t ime when you have someth ing  to  re f lec t  on ,  because these 200

years have meant a lot  to us.  I t  reminds me of  the days when I

was a  co t ton  p icker  and used to  u rork  in  the  f je lds  in  Mjch igan

and p ick  tomatoes  in  Ind iana;  and o f  such s to r ies  o f  dur ing  the

Depress ion  when we used to  go  ou t  in  the  dumps and p ick  up  as

many pieces of  bread as we could f ind,  whether they were dir ty

or not.  t , r le would c lean them up.

When was  th is ,  s i r?

That  was back  in  
. |938/ . |939.  -Espec iaL ly  

in  San Anton io  wh-e ie  I  was ,

there were thousands of  people that  used to go out every morning

to  the  dumps to  see what  they  cou ld  p ick  up .  Br ing ing  a l l  these

memor ies  back  and  see ing  the  way  i t  i s  now in  1976 ,  i t ' s  a  b ig

change"  0 f  course  in  those days  as  I  can  reca l l ,  I  used to  s leep

under  the  Express  o f f i ce ,  under  the  bunks  where  I  cou ld  f ind  a  p1ace,

and ge t  up  ear ly  in  the  morn ing  to  se11 some newspapers  and have

enough money--a dime or two-- to give to my fami ly,  and at  the same

t ime t ry  to  educate  myse l f  by  go ing  to  schoo l .  In  those days  they

used to work al1 day from sunup to sundown for about 80 cents a day.

There  was no  such an imal  l i ke  you have now:  I  have a  15  minu te

R:
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break for coffee in the mornirg, d 15 minute break in the afternoon,

and  one  hou r  fo r  l unch  a t  noon  and  wha t  no t "  I n  t hose  days  i t  was

cont inuous work f rom sunup to sundown" Then was the t ime that  I

rea l ized that  the only  way there was for  advancement  for  any of

us  was  th rough  educa t j on .  [ , Je  d id  eve ry th ing  we  cou ld  to  advance ,

but  there  was no  poss ib i l i t y  in  those days  fo r  advancement ,  espec ia l l y

fo r  a  Mex ican Amer ican or  Span ish  speaker .  Most  o f  the  peop le  used

to  speak  Span ish  and they  never  thought  o f  us ing  the  Eng l ish  lan-

guage as  much as  poss ib le ,  so  any t ime they  went  to  schoo l : they  wou ld

conf ron t  the  teachens w i th  the  Span ish  language.  0 f  course ,  they 'd

remind you r ight  of f  that  i t  was the American way of  I  j fe to speak

Eng l i sh  and  no t  Span ish .  A  lo t  o f  my  peop le  in  those  days  d idn ' t

rea l i ze  tha t  th ing"  That  was the  hardsh ip  up  to  
. |94 . | ,  

when the  war

started. When the war started, why, every American of  Mexican des-

cent was; so happy to go to war,  because they knew (and we knew)

tha t  i f  we had to  f igh t  a  war ,  j t  was  someth ing  grea t ;  i t  wou ld

change the whole history of  th is wor ld.  l , r le knew that when we fought

this war and we came back, we would be treated as American as anyone

e lse  wou ld  be  t rea ted  as  Amer ican.

You knew th is  in  advance?

0h,  cer ta in ly .  Most ly  a l l  o f  the  peop le  knew tha t .  When we came

back we would al l  be equal ' ly  accepted as American. So when we came

back  f rom the  war  we  a l l  fe l t  l i ke  shou t jng  and  howl ing  and  ra is ing

a l l  k jnds  o f  fuss  and say ing ,  "Boy ,  we made i t l  ln le  a re  Amer jcans l "

That  i s  when we a l l  fe l t  more  pnoud,  espec ia l ' l y  the  ones  tha t  go t

the  Meda l  o f  Honor .  0 f  course ,  we d idn ' t  know what  i t  meant .  Then

th ings  s ta r ted  happen ing .  R igh t  o f f  they  found me a  job  as  a  repre-



RODRIGUEZ Page 3

senta t ive  o f  the  Veterans  Admin is t ra t ion ,  and I  made i t  my goa l

that  I  would t ra in every man or woman that had a spanish surname,

t ra in  h im and mot iva te  h im in  a  fo rm tha t  they  wou ld  cont inue the i r

educat ion ;  because w i thout  an  educat ion  you w i l l  never  do  any th ing .

As  a  rna t te r  o f  fac t ,  I  have a  lo t  o f  lawyers  jn  san Anton io ,  d is -

t r j c t  a t to rneys ,  judges ,  e lec t r i c ians ,  c i v i l  se rv ice  commiss . ioners ,

tha t  I  persona ' l l y  pu t  th rough co ]1ege when the  check  was no t  there .

They  came and  sa id ,  " I  don ' t  have  a  check ,  I  don ' t  have  any  money . ' ,

I  d id  every th ing  I  cou" ld  to  ge t  the i r  checks  so  they  wou ld  no t  d rop

out  o f  co l ' lege .  And they ' re  g rea t  peop le  now.  i  con t . inued a l l  o f

th is  fo r  years  and years ;  as  a  mat te r  o f  fac t ,  I 'm s t i i l  a t  i t .  I

re t ined f rom the  u .s .  Army and I  s ta r ted  work ing  w i th  minor i ty  g roups .

we started working with the sER programs. ln le started workjng on edu-

ca t ion  and sk j l l  deve lopment .  | ^ le  found ou t  tha t  there  are  many

Span ish-surnamed dropouts  and a  lo t  o f  young lad ies  tha t  had go t ten

mar r jed  and  d ropped  ou t  o f  schoo l ;  they  d idnr t  have  any  sk i l l s  and

there was no way in the wor ld that  the employrnent of f ice could help

them out .  0 f  course ,  i t  wou ld  amount  to  ge t t ing  a  job  a t  1ow pay ,

and so we tr ied to have the federal  government give us money to t rafn

these people.  several  t imes we went to washington and we were turn-

ed down, because they could not understand our program" r^ lhat  we djd

was '  we organ ized aga in  and we go t  peop le  invo lved in  our  p rogram,

hJe go t  invo lved ' in  corpus  chr is t j  ge t t ing  vo lun teers  to  g ive  us

some o f  the i r  t ime.  L ike  i f  you  were  a  c le r ica l ,  vou  vo lun teered

so many hours  o f  your  t in re  and t ra ined some o f  the  g i r1s"  I f  you
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were a mechanic,  we asked you to furnish some of your t ime free.

Bu t  peop le  don ' t  l i ke  to  g ive  t ime  f ree ,  they  l i ke  to  charge  fo r  i t .

So this was in 1966. t^ le went back to Washington and we showed that

what  we had in  mind  was someth ing  good,  and we ca l led  i t  Jobs  fo r

Progress ,  Incorpora ted ;  and then we ca l led  i t  SER,  Serv ice  Employment

Redeve lopment .  In  Span ish  i t ' s  "se r " , "me" .  We focused  on  th is  who le

thing and we did convince hlashington. hle to ld them that Jobs for

Progress ,  Incorpora ted  was a  na t iona l  veh ic le  fo r  the  de l i very  o f

manpower  serv ice  to  the  Span ish  speak ing  minor i ty  g roup in  the  Un i ted

Sta tes  o f  Amer ica .  h le  pursued th is  and we go t  severa l  m i l l ions  o f

do l la rs ,  and th rough tha t  we t ra ined every  lady  tha t  i s  d ivorced or

separated, anybody that is a minor i ty group. l l le t ra ined them as

c le r ica ls  and we found them a  job  a t  the  end o f  severa l  months .  A t

the same t ime we paid them $83 a week so they could cont inue the

t ra in ing .  I f  you  wanted  to  become a  mechan ic ,  we t ra ined you in  tha t

sk i l l  as  a  mechan ' i c .  I  wro te  back  say ing ,  "Jobs  fo r  Progress ,  Incorpo-

ra ted  proud ly  announces  the  beg inn ing  o f  a  new cyc le .0pera t ion  SER

is  now loca ted  in  the  hear t  o f  the  bar r ios ,  where  i t  can  be t te r  o f fe r

i t s  serv ice  to  the  Span ish  speak ing  peop le  o f  San Anton io .  For  the

f i rs t  t jme in  i t s  four  year  h js to ry ,  Opera t ion  SER th is  year is  o f fe r -

ing  a  course  in  Eng l ish  as  a  Second Language,  spec i f i ca l l y  in tended

to  teach the  Eng l ish  Language to  a l l  non-Eng l ish  speak ing  persons  tha t

need  to  know Eng l i sh  in  o rder  to  compete  in  the  loca l  i ob  marke t .

As  i t  has  Oeen aone  r ro  to  nn* ,Op" "a t ion  SER is  aqa in  o f fe r in ,c  c lasses  in

au to  mechan ics ,  we ld ing ,  e lec t ron ics ,  e lec t ron ic  app l iance  serv ice
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and repa i r ,  rad io  and TV work ,  LVN (L icensed vocat iona l  Nurs ing) ,

c ' le r i ca ' l  serv ices ,  inc lud ' ing  a l l  t ypes  o f  work  fo r  genera l  o f f i ce

( recept ion is tn  secre tary ,  s tenography ,  med ica l  recept ion is t ,  labora-

to ry  ass is tan ts ,  med ica l  ass is tan t ) ,  spec ia l i s t  i n  mechan ics ,  t rans_

miss ion  spec ia l i s t ,  and  combina t ions  fo r  a l1  t ypes  o f  sk i ' l l  t ra in ing .

Enro l lment  w i l l  beg in  on  courses  on  job-connected  sk i l l  t ra in ing .

A l l  the  prospec t ive  appt ican t  has  to  do  is  come to  sER and he  is

en t i t led  to  a l l  th is . "  That ' s  what  we have done,  and we have t ra ined

a t remendous amount  o f  peop le  in  these f ie lds .  Had i t  no t  been fo r  us ,

they  wou ld  have been on  the  s tamp l ine .

Mr .  Rodr fguez ,  I 'd  l ' i ke  to  ge t  some background in fo rmat ion  on  you.

When and where were you born?

I  was  born  in  San Marcos ,  Texas  on  Apr i l  26 ,1923.

cou ld  you te ] l  me a  l i t t le  b i t  about  your  paren ts  and grandparents?

l^ le ' |1,  my grandparents came from M6xjco, al l  of  them. l4v mother and

father were raised in Texas, but their  parents came from M6xico.

Cou ld  you te l l  me what  your  fa ther  d id  fo r  a  l i v ing?

we11,  my  fa ther  was  a  labore r ,  wh ich  I  never  d id  l i ke .  Tha t ' s  why

I  kep t  up  my educat ion ,  because I  d idn ' t  want  to  be  a  laborer .

What  d id  he  do?

He used to  work  ou t  in  the  f ie lds ,  p rowing ,  shoe ing  horses .  But

our  way  o f  l i f e  in  those  days  was . . . they  be l ieved  in  labor  work .

They never had the opportuni ty to go to school  though.

what do you remember about growing up as a l i t i le boy in that  part

o f  Texas?

R: In  those days,  I  remember we had some s laves in  San l4arcos.  I

R:

M:

R:

M:

R:

t4:

R :

M:
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remember they used to wake them up (my uncle and Dad were in

charge o f  them)  a t  f i ve  o 'c lock  in  the  morn ing  and then march  them

al l  the  way to  the  f ie lds .  Those b lack  peop le  were  s ing ing  a t1  day

and night.  The people wou' ld say,  ' ! lhy do you always sing? Are you

a lways  happy?"  They  wou ld  say ,  " I t ' s  no t  tha t  we, re  happy,  i t , s

tha t  we have to  cont inue th is  so  we w i l l  no t  go  c razy . , ,  Because

they  d idn ' t  have any  r igh ts  whatsoever  in  those days .

You use the  word  "s laves . "

To me they wene slaves. Anyt ime someone is on top of  you and order-

ing  you  a round ,  tha t ' s  no t  the  m i l i t a ry ,  tha t ' s  a  s lave .  T i re re ' s  a

d i f fe rence be tween the  mi f  i ta ry  and d .  S laVe,

They weren ' t  "1ega l  s laves"  bu t  they  were  "de  fac to  s laves . , ,

They were worse than us.  They were st i l l  s laves. They had no

r igh ts  wha tsoever .  They  cou ldn ' t  Ieave ,  they  cou ldn ' t  do  any th ing .

I  found ou t  severa l  years  ago as  I  have been th rough h is to ry . . .

do you know who funded the independence of  Texas against  Mexjco?

I  rea l fy  doh ' t  khow.  Thet 's  hot  my spe- ia l t .y .

I ' ve  go t ten  invo lved in  a l l  o f  th is .  I  found ou t  tha t  i t  was  a  Negro

from Texas. He uas the one that funded the revolut ion.  Yet there

is  no  monument  in  the  Sta te  o f  Texas  about  h im.  But  i  no t iced

the other day that there was a l i t t le story about him, that  he was

the  one tha t  funded j t .  Bu t  I  knew a  long t ime ago.

They ' re  f ina l ' l y  ca tch ing  up  to  you.  When you were  a  l i t t le  boy ,  l , , l r .

Rodrfguez, what did you want to be when you grew up?

I  a lways  wanted  to  work ' in  an  o f f i ce .  As  a  mat te r  o f  fac t ,  my unc ' le

and aunt used to get perturbed because they said,TwE want you to work

M:

R:

M:

R :

M:

R :
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a burro. ia i  ;ouia have o..n .

of  course I  got  a  good sPank ' ing.

f i e l ds .  I 'm  go ing  t o  wo rk  i n  an

on the  fa rm. "  I  sa id ,  " I 'm  no t

I  wou ld  have  had  a  ta i l . "  And

sa id  "0n1y  bur ros  work  in  the

They  sa id ,  "Tha t  w i ] I  neve r  happen .  Tha t ' s  on l y  f o r  Ang los . "  I

"No ,  i t ' s  no t . "  And  I  p roved  t ha t  i t  was  no t .

t , lhere  d id  you ge t  the  idea tha t  j t  was  no to  tha t  you  cou ld  do i t?

I  had a teacheryher name was Mrs.  Byer.  Now this is funny. She was

a wonder fu l  teacher  and she be l ieved ' in  me when I  was  very  young '  I

must  have been about  twe lve  years  o1d.  I  s t i l l  can  reca l l  ius t  l i ke

i f  i t1 las  today .  That ' s  what  rea l l y  made me go a t  i t .  The teacher

knew tha t  I  was  very  much jn te res ted" in  Eng l ish  and mathemat ics '

and there Were some problems I  could not work out.  So she told me'

"After school ,  stay and I  wi ' l l  show you how those problems are worked.

And  abou t  the  Eng l i sh ,  I ' l l  be  g ' l ad  to  he lp  you  ou t " "  And  a t  th ' i s

part icular t ime the pr incipa' l  came in the room and was very perturbed'

and he  used a  lo t  o f  ad iec t ives  aga ins t  her .  He sa id ,  " I  want  to

know,  what  a re  you do ' ing  w i th  th is  man here?"  The teacher  sa id ,

"He 'S  no t  a  man,he 's  a  I i t t l e  boy . "  He  sa id ,  "What  a re  you  dOing  w i th

h im?"  She  sa id ,  " I 'm  t ry ing  to  work  some p rob lems w i th  h im ' "  "h |e l1 ,

i t ' s  t ime you shou ld  have been { rome a l ready  and do ing  someth ing  e lse

ins tead  o f  be ing  w i th  th i s  Mex ' i can  k id  here . "  She  sa id ,  "We l l ,  I 'm

t ry ing  to  he lp  h im; "  He sa id ,  " l ^ le l l ,  I  don ' t  want  you to  he lp  th is

Mex ican k id .  A l l  I  want  you to  do  is  one th ' ing :  I  want  you to  teach

them how to  wr i te  the i r  name and work  l i t t le  p rob lems.  I ' l l  te l l

you  one th ing :  i f  these Mex ican k jds  have a  bra in  ius t  as  good as

brtrt^o

I

o f f i ce .  "

sa id ,

M :

R :
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You st i l l  remember that

Yes ,  in  f ron t  o f  me.  He

can .  "

How old were you?

About  12  years  o1d.

Cou ld  you te l l  me about

mentary school  years?

he sa id  tha t  to  her  in  f ron t  o f  you?

to ld  me,  "You ge t  ou t  o f  here ,  you  l , {ex i -

Page B

you ,  ' i t  has  no t  been  deve loped ;  bu t  j f  you  i ns j s t  on  do ing  a l 1  o f  t h i s ,

t he  t ime  i s  go ing  to  come when  you ' re  go ing  to  be  work ing  fo r  t hem

ins tead  o f  t hem work ing  fo r  you . "  And  do  you  know he  was  r i gh t?  I

have a lo t  o f  those people work ing for  me So I  made my goal .

M :

R :

t l :

R :

14:

M:

R:

i nc idents  tha t  s tand ou t  dur ing  your  e ' le -

R:  Wel l ,  tha t  was  one.  From then on- I  was  t rans fered  to School  .

Mrs .  l4on ihan was the  pr inc ipa l ;  she  was a  wonder fu l  p r inc ipa l .  She was

ent i re ly d ' i f ferent f rom this other pr inc ' ipal  ,  I r l r .  l^ lood. I  st  j l  I

remember his name. Mrs.  tv lonihan was a wonderful  person ,  and that

is  where  I  rea l l y  go t  my educat ion ,  th rough them;  and I  kep t  go ing .

As a matter of  fact ,  when I  came back from the waro Mrs.  Monihan was

the f i rst  one there to greet me, which was very,  very nice.

Where  d id  you go  to  h igh  schoo l?

I  went  to  h igh  schoo l  bu t  I  qu i t  in  the  th i rd  year .  That ' s  another

th ing ;  I  qu i t  and then I  met  my w i fe ,  you  see.  0 f  course ,  I  had a l l

my educat ion  in  the  serv ice .  They  had a l l  the  fac i l i t i es ,  bu t  i t  has

to be in you to educate yoursel f .  I  spent 20-some years going to

every type of school there is. As a matter of fact, I r. las going to

enro l l  in  Texas  Un ivers i ty  th is  year ,  bu t  I  was  invo lved in  so
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many th ings  tha t  I  jus t  gave i t  up .

14 :  Cou ld  you te l l  me o f  some ' inc idents  tha t  s tand ou t  when you were

in  h igh  schoo l?

R:  i ' ve  had  none  o f  th i s . . .d i sc r jm ina t ion?  I  have  never  been  d isc r im ina ted

aga ins t ' in  my l i fe ,  except  tha t  t ime.  But  as  a  mat te r  o f  fac t ,  I

was  an  inves t iga tor  and I  used to  jnves t iga te  a  lo t  o f  d isc r im jna-

t ion  th ings  tha t  they  ta lked  about .  But  I  found ou t  in  a  lo t  o f  t imes

tha t  I  inves t iga ted  these th ings ,  tha t  i t  was  no t  the  Ang lo  tha t

was do jng  the  d isc r im ina t ing ;  i . t  was  our  own peop ' le .  There  was one

' inc iden t  tha t  I  i nves t iga ted .  A t  th i s  par t i cu la r  p lace  i t  sa id ,  "No

dogs,  ca ts ,  o r  Mex icans  a l lowed in  th is  res taurant .  "0 f  course , they

had already discr iminated against  a couple of  persons that had made

the compla in t .  So  I  went  over  there  to  inves t iga te  th is  case,  and

whi le  I  was  there ,  i  d jdn ' t  fee l  tha t  I  shou ld  go  in to  the  res taurant .

I  sa id ,  "They ' re  go ' ing  to  k ick  me out .  l ^ le ' l ' l  o  I  have to  f ind  ou t

' f rom the  horses  mouth 'what  happened. "  so  I  went  in  there  in  the

morning to have breakfast ,  and there were two beaut i fu l  young ladies

there ,  and there  was a  gent leman s i t t ing  way in  the  corner .  So I

came ' in  and  sa id ,  "Good morn ing ,  s i r . "  He  sa id ,  "Good morn ing , "  i n

a  gru f f  tone o f  vo ice .  I  ta lked  to  the  young lad ies ,  "Good morn ing

young lad ies . "  They  answeredn "Good morn ing , "  in  the  same tone o f

vo ice .  I  thought ,  "Wh ' ich  w indow am i  go ing  to  go  ou t  o f?  Th is

one,  tha t  one,  o r  th rough the  door?"  So I  sa t  down,  and one o f  them

says ,  "Can  I  he lp  you?"  "Yes ,  ma 'am.  I ' d  l i ke  to  have  two  eggs  over

easy  w i th  bacon.  Do you have b iscu i ts?"  "Yes .  ' r  r '0h ,  g rea t .  "

In  the  meant ime I  was  observ ing  the  gent leman back  thereo  and I  sa id ,

"Good morn ing .  Wou ld  you l j ke  to  io in  me fo r  a  cup o f  co f fee?"
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He sa id ,  "Don , t  m ind  i f  I  do . ' ,  I  sa id ,  , 'Come r igh t  up ,  s i r . , i  He

sat  down there  and we ta lked ,  and I  d idn ' t  say  any th ing .  A f te r  I

f  i n  j shed  I  sa  jd ,  ' ,Excuse  me,  I ,m 
' l eav ing . , '  

He  sa id ,  "Are  you  coming

back?"  I  sa id ,  "  Yes ,  s i r ,  I  th ink  I ' l l  come back . , ,  So  I  came back

the next night,  and then the next day, and then of  course, the th j rd

day I  was going to leave. By then we were very good fr iends, and I

said,  "You know, the f i rst  t ime I  came into the restaurant I  was very

per tu rbed.  I  thought  you were  go ing  to  k ick  me out  o r  k j l l  me. "

He  sa id ,  "wha t  fo r? "  I  sa id ,  " I  unders tand  you ' re  hav inq  t roub les  w i th

Mex icans  here ,  and on  the  s ign  i t  says ,  'No Mex icans ,  dogs  or  ca ts

a l Iowed. '  D id  you  know I 'm a  Mex ican? ' ,  He  sa id ,  "yes I  I  knew you

were a Mexican. i  saw you the f i rst  t , ime,vss carne in.  But your way

o f  ac t ing ,  the  way  you  d ressed ,  you ' re  jus t  beau t j fu l .  I  l i ke  tha t .

Now fg1  me te l l  you  about  the  o ther  ones .  Those two peop le  go t  me in to

a  lo t  o f  t roub le .  They  came here ,  they  sa t  down;  and the  f . i r s t  th ing ,

they started mak' ing love to my daughters,  and one started gojng beyond

tha t .  So  I  f ina l l y  to ld  them to  ge t  ou t .  No sooner  d id  I  te l l  them

to  ge t  ou t  tha t  they  f i led  a  compla in t  o f  d isc r im ina t ion .  What

would you do i f  you were in my shoes? You know how much money I

spend  in  th i s  res tauran t  to  ge t  the  bes t  c l i en te le?"  "Yes . "

"Suppose I  was you, and I  was a gr ingo and I  came in,  and some of my

l i t t le  g r ingos  came in  and peed on  the  f loor .  What  wou ld  you do?"

I  sa id ,  " f ' d  k i ck  you  ou t . "  He  says ,  "Then  you  have  d isc r im ina ted

aga ins t  me . "  I  sa ' id ,  "N0 . "  He  sa ' id ,  "  Bu t  I  wou ld  comp la ' in  tha t

you  had  d isc r im ina ted  aga ins t  me. "  See ,  he  was  r igh t .

Was there  rea l ' l y  a  s ign  there?
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Def in i te l y .  There  used  to  be  s igns  a l l  over .

But  in  tha t  par t i cu la r  res taurant?

Yes ,  tha t ' s  r igh t .

I sn ' t  tha t  a  s ign  o f  d i sc r im ina t ion?

I would say i t  would be. What he was try ing to do there,  he was not

t ry ' ing  to  ge t  the  Span ish  speak ing  bus iness .

l , r j e l l ,  t ha t ' s  d isc r im ina t ion ,  i sn ' t  i t ?

l l je l l ,  i t  cou ld  have been,  i t  cou ld  have been.

He had a  po in t  w i th  those two ind iv idua ls .

Bu t  I ' l l  t e11  you  one  th ing :  i  l ook  a t  h i s  po in t  o f  v iew.  Had  i t

been me in  h is  shoes ,  I  wou ld  have done the  same th ing ;  so  I  don ' t

ca l l  tha t  d i sc r im ina t ion .  I  ca l l  d i sc r jm ina t ion  when you  a re  no t

wanted and kicked out.  But when he accepted me the way I  was dressed,

to  me tha t  i s  no t  d isc r im ina t ion .  He sa jd  tha t  he  wou ld  accept

anybody that was wel l -dressed. 0f  course,vrhen I  made my report  (and

my repor t  was  made to  our  o rgan iza t ion) ,  the  f i rs t  th ing  the  organ iza-

t ion  sa id  was,  "h lha t  a re  you expec t ing? He ea ts  w i th  g r ingos ,  he

I i ves  w i th  g r ingos ,  he 's  pa id  b .V  the  g r inqos . "  Then  when I  wen t  a l I

around and invest igated the other cases and I  to ' ld my supervisor

how these peop le  were  d isc r im ina ted  aga ins t ,  he  sa id ,  "What  do  you

expect?  He is  a  Mex ican. "  I  was  caught  be tween the  two.  I  never

won;  I  a lways  los t .

When and where was this?

I 'm no t  go ing  to  te l l  you .

Jus t  te l l  me  when.

In  
. |949.  

There  were  severa l  ones  tha t  I  inves t iga ted .

M:

R:

M:

R :

M .r , t

R:

M:

R :



R0DRIGUEZ Page'  I  2

M:  Now,  you  were  i n  t he  Serv i ce  a t  t ha t  t ime .

R :  No ,  I  was  a  rep resen ta t i ve  fo r  t he  Ve te rans  Admin i s t ra t i on .  A  number

o f  t imes  I  i nves t i ga ted  a  l o t  o f  cases ,  bu t  I  came to  f i nd  ou t  i n  t he

end  tha t  i t  was  no t  t he  way  the  i nd i v idua ls  had  p i c tu red  i t .  I  have

never  seen  i n  my  en t i re  I  j f e  one  pe rson  tha t  has  been  d i sc r im ina ted

aga ins t .  I  have  hea rd  o f  t hem,  bu t  I  have  neve r  been  d i sc r im ina ted

aga ins t  myse l f ,  so  how cou ld  I  say?  And  I  used  to  go  to  Lubbock ,

B rady ,  New Braun fe l s ,  Hondon  Gonza lez ,  Sugar land - -a l l  t he  wors t  p laces

in  the  wor ld  where  the re ' s  d i sc r im ina t i on ,  and  I  have  neve r  up  to  th i s

day  been  d i sc r im ina ted  aga ins t .  Ye t  I  knew a  l o t  o f  peop le  tha t  were ,

my brother- in- law for  one.  But  not  me because I  was a lways we1' l

dressed.

And  you  spoke  Eng l i sh  we l l .

I  don' t  know about that .  i  a lways thought i t  was the way I  was

dressed;  I  was  a lways  we l l  d ressed.  And o f  course ,  I 'm a  f r iend ' l y

type .  That  i s  why  they  love  me jn  the  who le  s ta te  o f  Texas :  Negroes ,

wh i tes ,  b lacks  and b lues ,  and in  Ar izona and New Mex jco ,  too .  I  have

more  f r iends  wh i te  than I  have Mex ican,  because I  in tegra te  w i th

a l l  o f  them,  and they ' re  a l ' l  my f r iends .  I  assoc ia te  w i th  Ang ' lo

peop le  seven days  a  week,  a l l  b ig  shots .  And we ta lk  about  d isc r i -

m ina t ion  and they  say ,  "You come to  our  p lace  and we ' l l  th row you

ou t ,  you  Mex jcan l  "  I t ' s  a l1  a  joke ,  because  i t ' s  someth ing  tha t

happened a  long t ime ago.  The way i t  d id  happen,  I  cou ld  see the i r

po in t ,  de f in i te l y ;  because  a  lo t  o f  ou r  fami l i es  wou ld  have  n ine  to

10 k ids ,  and they 'd  use  a  res t room.  One wou ld  pee on  the  f loor ,

one wou ld  "do-do"  on  the  f loor ,  the  o ther  one wou ld  th row the  mi lk ;

M:

R:
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and  some  peop le  d i d ' t  have  enough  d i sc i p ' l i ne  t o  say ,  "Don ' t  do  t ha t ,

don ' t  do  th i s . "  i  wou ld  say  I f  I  had  a  res tau ran t ,  I  wourd  th row

them ou t .

Mr.  Rodr iguez ,  cou ld  you te l1  us  how you came to  jo in  the  serv ice?

we l l '  I  j o ined  the  serv ice  vo lun ta r i l y ' i n  . |943 ,  
dur ing  the  war .  I

knew I  had to  go  in ,  and so  I  vo lun teered.  I  was  in  Mich igan when

vo lun teered,  and they  sa id ,  "When you ge t  back  to  San Anton io ,

we ' l l  ca l l  you . "  when  I  came back ,  they  ca l led  me,  and  tha t ' s  when

I  went  to  the  Serv ice .

How old were you?

I  was  abou t  18  o r  19 .

You were  s ' ing1e a t  tha t  t ime.

0h ,  yes ,  l ^ le  were  engaged.  I t  took  her  about  e igh t  years  to  ge t  me,

and she go t  me l

How d id  she,  your  fami ly  and your  f r iends  fee l  about  your  leav ing?

0h,  I  le f t  her  so  many t imes;  I  le f t  her  so  many years :  I  le f t  in

World War I I  for  four years and came back. Then I  lef t  her for

ano ther  year  and  a  ha l f  o r  two .  Then  I  reen l i s teo  and  le f t  he r  aga in .

She  go t  used  to  i t  bu t  she  fe l t  bad  abou t  i t .  I  sa id ,  "h la i t ,  I ' l l  be

coming back . "  I  was  sure  I  wou ld  come back .

What  was your  exper ience jn  bas ic  t ra in ing? D id  you have any  thoughts

on what to expect when you went into thE mi l i tafy?

No,  I  was  sa fer  in  the  mi l i ta ry  tha t  I  was  in  my hometown.

Safer? Why do you say that?

I't :
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In my hometown in those days they had al1 types of  gangs. I  used to

be long to  the  B lack  Sh i r t  Gang,  and i f  you  went  f rom one b lock  to

another,  You had to f ight  everybody from there.  As a matter of  fact ,

(my w i fe )  reca l  I  ed  one t ime,  in  her  f ,e  jqhborh#a,  I  d idn ' t  ge t  a l  ong

wel l  w j th  those peop le .  she  and I  were  a t  a  carn jva l  tha t  was  there ,

and about 90 of  them came after me so I  ran;  I  had to move. So I  got

away from them. Then i  had to f ight  the community Ganq, the Eastsjde

Gang,  and the  R ivers ide  Gang.  So,  seen I  was  sa fer  over  there  because

I  knew where  the  enemy was;  and in  san Anton ' io  I  d idn ' t  know wh ich

way they'were coming at  me.

So when you went  in  you a l ready  had some f igh t ing  exper ience.

I  had more  exper iences  than I  cou ld  hand le !

What do you remember about basic t ra in ing?

I  remember  tha t  I  tang led  w i th  the  F i rs t  Sergeant  and about  s ix  o ther

sergeants .  I  tang led  w i th  every  one o f  them.  I  d idn ' t  be l ieve  jn

the i r  u ray  o f  tac t i cs ,  the i r  way  o f  hand l ing  peop le .  La ter  on  I  learn-

ed they were t ry ing to break me in,  and they could never break me in.

I  was  smok ing  a  c igare t te ,  I  remember ,  and I  knew a ' l l  the  laws regu-

la t ing  tha t ;  bu t  I  was  pre t ty  smar t  a t  i t .  I  had  read the  regu la t jons

that said they anyt ime you were in format ion,  or at  ease or rest ,  no

one had the author i ty to smoke unless the.y 'd been told to smoke. But

i f  a t  any t ime any  o f  the  non-commiss ioned o f f i cers  were  smok ing  in

front of  you, you had the or iv i lege to smoke. So I  not iced that one

of the sergeants and the other sergeants were smoking" So I  borrow-

ed a  c igare t te  f rom somebody and l i t  i t  and  s ta r ted  smok ing .  Th is

l'l :

R :

M :

R :
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se rgean t  ca rne  up  and  sa id ,  "Wha t  a re  you  do ing?"  I  sa ido  " I 'm  smok-

ing . "  He  smacked  me  r i gh t  i n  t he  mou th  w i th  the  c iga re t te ;  so  I

c lobbered  h im  r j gh t  back .  Then  ano the r  one  came and  I  t ang led  w i th

h jm.  I  used to  be a boxer .  By then I  had seven of  them there and

they  bea t  me  up .  A f t e r  t hey  d i d  t hey  sa idn  "D ig  a  ho le . "  I  sa i d , ' T

a in ' t  d i gg in '  no  damn  ho le . "  So  t hey  made  me  d ig  a  ho le  abou t  f i ve

fee t .  They  sa id ,  "Th row the  c iga re t te  i n " "  So  I  t h rew  the  c iga re t te

j n .  Then  they  sa id ,  "Cover  i t  up . "  So  I  d id  cover  i t  up .  And  t f , "n  f , .

sa id ,  "What ' s  in  the re?"  I  sa ' id ,  "The  damn c igare t te .  D idn ' t  you

see i t? "  He sa id ,  " l ^ lha t  type  o f  c igare t te?"  I  answered,  " I  don ' t  know

what  type  o f  c ' igare t te . "  He says ,  "You don ' t  jus t  bury  peop le  becau-

se  you bury  them;  you have to  f ind  ou t  what  you bur ied .  D i .q - i t  ou t ,  and

f ind  what  you bur ied . "  I  th ink  i t  was  a  Camel  c igare t te .  And when

I  dug  i t  ou t  I  tang led  w i th  them aga in .  So  I  was  sen t  to  the  hosp i ta l ;

and when I  came out,  the f i rst  one I  saw I  went af ter  h im. And he

sent  me back  to  the  hosp i ta l  aga in .  The th i rd  t ime i  came backn I

saw the  f i rs t  sergeant  and jumped a t  h im,  and he  says ,  "Wai t  a  rn inu te ,

wa i t ,  wa ' i t ,  wa i t l  Le t  me ta lk  to  you.  I  need your  type  o f  peop le .

I 'm go ing  to  make you a  PFC."  Seg the  Mex ican had no  rank  there .  I f

he  was a  sergeant ,  tha t  was  a  lo t  o f  rank  fo r  the  Mex ican.  And me,

mak ing  PFC? So he  made me a  PFC.  The f i rs t  sergeant  and I  went

dovrntown, and he was caught by the MP's.  They arrested him, so

they arrested me tool  So they took my str ipe away. That djdn' t

l as t  ve ry  long !

M: You say that the Mexicans there have any rank. Were there
Jion't
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a  lo t  o f  Mex icans  in  your  un i t?

0h,  de f in i te ly  there  were  a  lo t  o f  Mex icans .  There  were  thousands

of  us .  In  my un i t  there  was about  20  o f  us ,  and the  doors  were  no t

open.  0 f  course ,  a  lo t  o f  them were  no t  educated  then.  That ' s  the

di f ference between now and then. Now we have Mexican generals,  we

have co lone ls  by  the  thousands,  ma jors ,  cap ta ins ,  f i r s t  l i eu tenants ,

R:

I{:

R:

f i  rst  sergeants- -everythi  ng .  l . fe 've gone a l  ong ways si  nce I  945.

What was the general  at t i tude toward tv lexicans when you went into the

Serv  i  ce?

None. They used to love you. 0nce they knew you were a l4exican

they  used to  love  you.  They  used to  l i ke  you a  lo t "

ttlhv?

'Cause you were always f ight ing,  and they wanted someone who could

f i  gh t .

The Mex icans  had a  reputa t jon  fo r  be ing  f igh ters .

Yes , f igh ters ;  and they  were .  You cou ld  see tha t  90% o f  the  Meda l

of  Honor w' inners 'vere l t ' lexicans. I  remember one t ime that we were

f igh t ' ing  inGuada lcana l ,  There  were  n ine  o f  o f  us ,  and we were  s ing-

ing  and laugh ing  and smok ing ,  and the  enemy was look ing  a t  us .  0 f

course  we were  no t  supposed to  make no ise ,  and th is  capta in  ma jor

came up and sa id ,  " l lha t  a re  you a l l  do ing? Don ' t  you  see you ' re

mak ing  no ise?"  I  sa ' id ,  "Don ' t  you  th ink  the  enemy knowJwhere  in  the

he l l  we ' re  a t?"  Because the  enemy was look ing  a t  us .  I  sa id , "The

enemy knows.  Can ' t  you  see them smok ing?"  Whi le  our  boys  were

s ing ing  the  songs ,  the  Japs  wou ld  l i s ten  to  some;  they  were  smok ing

M:

R:
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on top  o f  the  mounta in .  They  loved Span ish  songs .  Genera l  Kruger  came

o l ,e r 'and  sa id ,  "You  g ive  me n ine  Mex icans  and  they  w i l l  f i gh t  a1 l

the Jrps."  That lvas a beaut i fu l  staternent,  because later on General

Kruger and I  became very good fr iends. Remember,  too,  that  they have

never had a turncoat;  not  one Mexican has been a turncoat,  aga' inst

any enemy: The Germans or the Japanese. Never have they had any.

That is a pret ty good percentage, 100%.

Would  you t race  your  career  jn  the  mi ' l i ta ry  f rom the  t ime tha t  you

went in unt i ' l  you ret i red? Br ief ly te l l  me where you were and what

pos i t i ons  you  he1d ,  and  so  fo r th .

In  
. |945  

I  was  incu jda lcana l ,  the  invas ion  o f  the  Ph i l i pp ine  Is lands ,

and o ther  p laces .  Then coming back  a f te r  the  waro  I  became the  repre-

senta t ive  o f  the  Veterans  Admin is t ra t ion  fo r  n ine  years .  A f te r  tha t

I  res igned dur ing  the  Korean conf l i c t  and went  back  in to  the  serv ice

aga in .  Then f rom there  I  was  in  the  Cuban Revo lu t ion ,  Panama Revo lu t ion ,

Puer to  R ican Revo lu t ion .  Then I  went  back  to  Korea,  and I  f lew f rom

Korea to  Sa igon in  V ie tnam.  I  was  in  an  inspec t ion  team.  Then I  be-

came the first l ' lex'ican American to be Army adv'iser for the Army flation-

al  Guard. As an Army adviser for  the Nat ional  Guard for seven years,

as  a  Un i t  adv iser  fo r  the  ls t  Ba ta l l ionn  36 th  In fan t ry  Br igade,  Texas

Army Nat iona l  Guard  loca ted  in  San Anton io ,  Texas ,  my miss ' ion  was to

t ra in  and organ ize  the  Nat ' iona l  Guard .  I  was  fu11y  respons ib le  fo r

a l l  the  t ra in ' ing  o f  o f f i cers  and en l i s ted  men.  My du t ies  were  to  p lan

and organ ize  the  en t i re  t ra in ing  program,  a lso  se t  a l l  inspec t ions  fo r

the Fourth Arrny Commander,  as to when he was to inspect the uni ts.

I  a lso  d i rec ted  a l l  opera t ions  o f  a l l  t ra in ing  exerc ises ,  per fomed

M:

R:
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a l l  m i l i t a r y  du t j es ,  i nc l ud ing  pe rsonne l  f unc t i ons ,  adm in i s t r a t i on

and  supp ly .  I  was  a l so  respons ibJe  fo r  keep ing  pay ing  ca rds  on  a l l

o f f i ce rs  and  en l i s ted  men  in  the  Na t jona l  Guard  i n  o rde r  t o  app rove

al l  payro ' l ls  submit ted and forwarded to the f jnance of f ice for  pay-

men t .  Fo l l ow ing  a re  some o f  t he  admjn i s t ra t i ve  reco rds  I  ma in ta ined

and  superv i sed  the  ma in tenance  o f :  en l i s ted  pe rsonne l  reco rds ,  m i l i -

t a ry  pay  vouchers ,  Texas  Ho ld ing  reco rdsn  we l fa re  fundo  un i t  o rde rs ,

spec ia l  o rde rs ,  c l ass i f i ca t i on  f i l e s ,  mob i l i za t i on  p1ans ,  l e t t e red

p1 ans,  and SOP Proper ty  books.

Qu i t e  a  f ew  du t i es .Ii1:

R :

M:

R:

M:

R:

I  was  in  charge o f  a l l  o f  th ' i s .  I  had

he  and  I  d id  a l l  the  job .

What  was your  rank  in  the  mi l i ta ry?

I  was  Master  Sergeant ,  E  8 .

Would  you l i ke  to  comment  on  the  events

Congress iona l  Meda l  o f  Honor?

on ly  one co lone l  w i th  n re ,  and

tha t  led  you to  w inn ing  the

To w jn  the  Meda l  o f  Honor  i s  someth ing  hard  to  exp la in .  F jna l l y  now

I  know about  i t ;  be fore  I  d idn ' t  know any th ing  about  i t .  See,  we were

in  th is  pos i t ion  and the  who le  ba ta l l ion  a t tacked,  and they  were

mowed down by the enemy" There were two of  us--we had lost  the whole

p ' la toon- -Johnny Ru iz ,  who v ras  an  Ind ian ,  and myse l f .  We were ' in  the

pos i t jon  where  we cou ld  run  back  w i th  the  res t  o f  them.  That  i s  why

when they give you the l4edal  of  Honor,  i t  says j t  is  "beyond the

cal l  o f  duty . "  So that 's  r , lhat  vre d ' ic l .  h le  fouqht  600 Jaos s inq le handed.

When we at tacked the s ta t ion ,  I  was  w i th  340 In fan t ry ,  37 th
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Div i s i on ,  s t a t i oned  i n  Man ' i 1a ,  Ph i l i pp i ne  I s l ands ,  9  Feb rua ry ,
. l 945 .  

0 f  cou rse ,  I  en te red  the  Serv i ce  i n  San  An ton io ,  Texas ,  and

I  was  bo rn  i n  San  Marcos ,  Texas .  The  c i t a t i on  reads :

"He  was  an  au tomat i c  r i f l eman  w i th  a  un i t  t ha t  a t tacked  the

st rongly  defended s ta t ion  dur ing  the  ba t t le  fo r  Man i la ,

Ph i l i pp ine  Is lands .  In lh i l e  mak ing  a  fo rma l  assau l t  ac ross  an

open f fe ld ,  h is  p la toon was hau l ted  a t  100 yards  f rom the  s ta -

t ion .  0n  h is  own in i t i a t i ve ,  he  le f t  the  p la toon  accompan ied

by a comrad and cont inued forward to 60 yards f rom the object ive.

Al though under constant enemy observat ion,  the two men remained

in  th i s  pos i t i on  fo r  an  hour ,  k i l l i ng  more  than  35  hos t i l e  so l -

diers and wounding many more. Mov' ing c lose to the stat ion they

encountered a group of  Japanese replacements,  opened heavy f i re

and k i l led  more  than 40 ,  and s topped a ' |1  subsequent  a t tempts  to

man the emblaiement.  
-  

Enemt: i i ie became more ' intense as they

advanced to wi th in 20 yards of  the stat ' ion.  Then covered by

his compan' ion,  pr ivate Rodrfguez and he both moved up to the

buj ld ing and threw f ive grenades ' through a door,  where they

k i l led  seven Japanese,  wreck ing  a  heavy  mach ine  gun.  Wi th  the in

ammunit ion running low, the two men started to return to the

Amer ican l ine  prov id ing  cover  fo r  each o ther 's  w i thdrawal .

Dur ing  th ' i s  movemen t ,  P r i va te  Rodr iguez ' s  compan ion  was  k i l l ed .

I  n  t r ' lo  and a hal  f  hours of  f  ierce f  i  qht i  nq the enemy,  the turo

k i l l ed  more  than  82  Japanese ,  comp le te l y  d ' i so rgan ized  the i r

defense,  and paved the way for  the subsequent  defeat  o f  the

enemy at  th is  f ront  po ' in t .  Two days la ter ,  Pr ivate Rodr iguez
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aga in  enab led  h1s  company to  advance when he  s ing le  handed ly

k i l led  s ix  Japanese,  and des t royed a  200 mm.  gun.  By  h is

outs tand ing  sk i l1  w i th  h is  weapon,  ga lan t ry  and de terminat ion

to destroy the enemy, herojsm, and courage in the face of  t re-

mendous odds ,  Pr iva te  Rodr ' iguez  on  two ocass jons  mature ly  a ided

the  advancement  o f  our  t roops  in  t t lan i la .  For  the  who le  c i ta t ion ,

Pr ivate Rodr iguez is awarded the Congressional  lv ledal  of  Honor."

A long w i th  the  Congress iona l  l ' {eda1 o f  Honor ,  I  have rec ieved the  S i l -

ver Star,  two Bronze Medals for  valor,  s ix Purple Hearts for  wounds

rece ived in  ac t ion ,  the  Arner ican  Campaign  lv leda l  ,  the  As ' ia t i c  Pac i f i c

Campa ign  Meda1,  the  Ph i l i pp ine  Pres iden t ia l  C i ta t ion ,  Ph i l i pp ine

L jbera t ion  C i ta t ion ,  The D is t ingu ished Un i t  Emblemn The l , . lo r ld  l , ' l a r  I I

Victory l t ledal  ,  the Nat ional  Defense Service l4edal  ( the 0at< Cluster)

the  Good Conduct  l4eda l ,  The Mer i t  Serv ice  Meda l ,  The Army Combinat jon

Meda l ,  and an  Honorab le  D ischarge f rom the  U.S.  Army.  0 f  course  the

l ' ' ler i t  l t ledal  was given to me by Mr.  Nixon. l t l6xico so recognized me

and I  was  g iven the  h ighes t  award  tha t  the  Mex ican government  can

give to anyone of  Mexican descent,  due to the fact  that  my fami ly

came f rom M6x ico .  So tha t  ends  a l l  the  career "

l , le l ]  you  were  cer ta in ly  a  decsra ted  so ld ie r .  I  want  to  ask  you ' i f

you  reca l l  what  you were  th ink ing  as  you were  do ing  a l l  th is  in  the

face of  heavy enemy f j re.  Do you remember what went through your

mind about your own personal  safety?

Yeah,  i t  never  bo thered me;  when i t  comes to  f igh t ing ,  i t  doesn ' t

bo ther  me a t  a l l .  The on ' l y  way  I  looked a t  j t  was  th is :  You never

M .
I  I t
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know whether  you ' re  dead,  Vou don ' t  know whether  you ' re  go ing  to  be

k i l l ed"  Th ink  o f  tha t .  You  don ' t  know when you ' re  go ing  to  be  k i l l ed ;

there is no way in the wor ' ld.  You get wounded and you just  get  the

fee l ing  tha t  you ' re  hur t ,  bu t  then you donr t  know when you ' re  dead.

Because the only t ime that you know anything is when you get back

and  you  sayn  " I  made ' i t .  I  d idn ' t  ge t  k i l l ed" "

What mot ivated you to go beyond the cal l  of  duty?

We1 ' l  ,  I  d idn ' t  know any th ing  about  "beyond the  ca l l  o f  du ty . "  A l l

I  knew u/as there was the enemy in f ront  of  me, that  they were gojng

to  t ry  to  shoot  me,  and we were  go ing  to  k i l l  them or  be  k i l led .

0 f  course ,  now i f  you  pu t  a  BB gun in  f ron t  o f  me,  I  th ink  I  wou ld

run  in  the  o ther  d i rec t ion .  I  know more  about  i t  now.

Do you reca l l  hav ing  any  fear  a t  a l1?

No,  I  never  had fear .  I  have never  known fear .  The on ly  fear  I ' ve

got is for  my wife to catch me with another wornan. Nor^r that 's fear l

(  Laug hter)

How do you exp' la in that? l^ lould you say that 's a part  of  being a

mexi  cano?

No. I  would say,  I  had more fear of  my grandrnother and of  my great-

grandmother.  My great grandmother was a revolut ionary of  Francisco

Vi l la ,  and my grandmother  was w i th  Por f i r io  D iaz .  So the  mother  and

daughter  were  f igh t ing  aga ins t  each o ther .  Every t ime I  went  to  see

my grandmother  she wou ld  say ,  "Wel l ,  I 'm go ing  to  pu t  you  in  the  army

and make a  man out  o f  you .  You ' re  supposed to  be  a  man.  You 've  go t

the  b lood we have,  and you don ' t  l i ke  to  f igh t , .y_o ,  don ' t  wa1!_ !o  be

in  the  Serv ice .  | , r lhy  don ' t  you  jo in  the  Serv ice?"  I  ansrvered ,  . '  1 -60n1

Irl :

R :

M :

R:
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want  to  jo in  the  Serv ice . "  She  says ,  "T iene  miedo?"  I  sa id ,

" I  don ' t  care , "  Maybe tha t ' s  why ;  i t  was  a lways  in  the  b lood,

because a l l  the  fami ly  were  f igh ters ,  f rom revo lu t ion  to  revo ' lu t ion .

I  never thought there were going to be so many revolut ions,  e i ther.

But  you know the  funny  th ing  about  i t  i s  th is :  Every  t ime I  have a

dream i t  a lways comes true. F1y wife and I  were in Laredo in 1950 and

I to ld her,  "You know, I  had a funny dream. I  dreamed I  was a long

ways f rom here ,  f igh t ing ,  and there  was th is  b ig  r i ver ,  and the  r i ver

was so ful l  of  water that  people were drowning; and i  was try ing to

cross i t "  I  had a dream that Junior was there and I  was try ing to

he lp  h im ou t ,  to  ge t  h im ou t ,  to  b r ing  h jm back  home.  I  was  a ' long

ways from home." l4y son was only three years old.  17 years later

I  was in  Korea ,  and  my son  Jun ' io r  was  in  the  f ron t  l i nes  and  I  was

behind. So I  went over there because they werei t ta i t< jng, and-fwent

over  to  see h im,  to  he lp  h im out .  And a t  the  same t ime tha t  I  was

there ,  when  a l l  the  f i gh t ing  was  go ing  on ,  th i s  r i ve r  ( i t ' s  the

b igges t  r i ver in  the  Pac i f i c )  was  fu l l  o f  water  and i t  was  f looded.

I  was  coming back  across  the  r i ver  and i t  was  shak ing .  I  had a l ready

seen Junior and I  was try ing to get him back. Then i t  came to me that

i t  was the same r iver I  had dreamed 17 years before.  Then I  crossed

the r iver three t imes,exact ly the same three t imes that I  had dreamed,

and I  d reamed tha t  I  wou ld  make i t .  I t  was  imposs ib le ,  bu t  I  made i t ,

i n  a  canoe .

How do you exp la in  tha t?

I  don ' t  know.  I  had ta lked  to  my w j fe  about  i t  and  17  years  la te r  i t

M:

R:
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came true.

Tha t ' s  in te res t ing .

So fa r ,  r igh t  now,  I  have no t  d reamed o f  go ing  back  and f igh t ing

another war,  so i  t r  s al  
' l  

r ight  "

I  th ink  you 've  done  your  share .

I  don ' t  know.  In  24  hours ,  I ' ve  go t  two more  years  to  go ,  and a f te r

tha t  they  can ' t  touch me.  I  was  jus t  born  l i ke  tha t .  I  jus t  loved to

go and tang le  w i th  those guys .  Now I ' rn  too  fa t ,  bu t  ' i t  wou ldn ' t  take

me very long to reduce. But I  guess I  have to take care of  mama now.

She doesn' t  have anybody to stay home with her.  Before I  had al l  my

ch i ld ren .

How do you exp la in  the  fac t  tha t  Mex jcan Amer icans ,  in  p ropor t ion  to

other ethnic groups, have won the Congressiona' l  l4edal  of  Honor at  a

h igher  ra te?  In  your  case,  you say  tha t  your  fami ly  was a  f igh t ing

fami ly f rom way back, but i t  seems to be a pattern wi th the Mexican

peop l  e .

We were  born  f jgh ters ,  I  guess .  I f  you  read about  the  A lamo,  o f

course i t  has been brought out that  the batt le of  the Alamo was won

by the  Ang los ,  wh ich  is  a  darn  l ie .  I t  was  no t .  I t  took  100 years

to  p rove tha t  i t  was  won by  l ' l ex icans  aga ins t  Mex icans .  And i f  peop le

don ' t  be l ' i eve  i t ,  go  look  a t  the  Texas  Cu l tu res jn  San  An ton io ,  Texas .

hle fought,  and books can be changed. l ' . le are changing al l  the names

tha t  a re  on  the  monuments  and pu t t ing  Mex ican names,  the  ones  l i ke

Segu in  and Navar ro ;  they  are  the  ones  tha t  s ta r ted  the  revo lu t ' ion .

There  were  thousands o f  Mex icans  f igh t ' ing  aga ins t  Mex icans ,  and on ly

M :

R :

M:

R:

M:

R:
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many peop le  who go  v is i t

never  been there ,  and I 'm

R: I  hope you get to see the

there .

tha t  p lace  as  a  tou r i s t  a t t rac t ion?  I ' ve

M:

R:
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j us t  a  few  Ang los .  So  they  took  a l ' l  t he  b ragg ing  o f  wha t  t hey  d id ,

wh ich  was  a  bunch  o f  l i es .  Now we  p roved  to  them,  and  h i s to ry  i s

chang ing .  Now a l l  t he  books  a re  go ing  to  be  changed ,  and  have  the

real  s tory .  For  100 years they made the people bel ieve that  the Anglos

d id  i t ,  and  i t  was  rea l l y  t he  Mex i cans  t ha t  d i d  i t .  The  f i r s t  gove r -

no r  o f  Texas . . .who  s igned  the  cons t j t u t i on  o f  rexas  i n to  the  un i ted

S ta tes?  Segu in  and  Navar ro .

There  was  ano the r  f amous  mex icano ,  Zava la .

I t  was the three of  them, and i t  took two months to get to washington.

so  there  were  no  Ang los  s ign ing  i t ,  because there  were  none;  jus t  a

few of them. And Davy crockett was there because he was married to

the daughter of  the governor of  Monterrey.  That 's why he got stuck

there .

How do you fee l  about  a  p lace  l i ke  the  A lamo and San Anton io ,  and soM:

hoping to be there next

Texas  Cu l  tu res ,  and you

week.

w i l l  see  my p ic tu re

M: I 'm  look ing  fo rward  to  go ing  the re .  Bu t  I  have  hea rd  f rom neop le  r ^ rho

have  gone  the re  tha t  t hey  have  Ang lo  gu ides  who  take  the  t rad i t i ona l

I  i ne  o f  g lo r i f y i ng  the  Ang lo  de fenders  and  pu t t i ng  down  the  l ' ' l ex i cans .

You ,  who  l i ve  i n  San  An ton jo ,  how do  you  fee l  abou t  t ha t?

They do not  do that  anymore.  They br ing out  Davy Crocket t  and the

res t  o f  t hem,  bu t  we  a re  s t i l l  f i gh t ' i ng  so  tha t  t hey  can  i n teg ra te

the  gu ides  and  te l l  t hem wha t ' i s  done .  l ^ l hen  you  go  j ns ide  and  see

R:
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the  Texas  cu l tu res ,  then you f ind  ou t  tha t  somebody is  1y ing ,  because

a l l  the  p ic tu res  are  there .  Le t  me say  someth ing  e ]se .  They  a lways

brag about the Texas Rangers,  about the sher i f fs departments,  or

they ' re  a lways  bragg ing  about  these peop le  who used to  be  gunf igh ters .

But they never to ld anybody about Gregor io Cortez.  lnJho was Gregor io

Cortez?

I can te1l  you just  very br ief ly that  he was a charnpion among the

Mex ican peop le .

He was the  one tha t  k j l led  more  Texas  Rangers ,  more  sher i f f s ,  than

anybody.  I  th ink  i t  was  38 ,  s ing le -handed.  In  the  Texas  cu l tu res

his name is there,  and they have the amount of  people that  he had

k i l led .  F ina l l y  they  captured  h im.  co lone l  chapa was the  one tha t

saved h is  l i fe .  He was the  on ly  Mex jcan co ' lone l  jn  the  u .s .  Army"

He turned him loose and he went back to l16xico,  and of  course he was

k i l led  in  the  Revo lu t ion .  But  they  never  to ld  the  peop le  tha t  there

was one Mexican that k i ' l led that  many. I t  took 200 of  them to cap-

tu re  h im,  a f te r  he  was caught  s leep ing .  l ^ /e  have go t  our  h is to ry .

I t  hasn ' t  made the  h is to ry  books .

I t  hasn ' t  made the  h is to ry  books ,  bu t  they ' re  chang ing  i t  now.  I t

took  us  100 years .

Do you thjnk Mexican Americans have enjoyed equa' l  opportuni ty in the

Serv ice? You have imp l ied  tha t  they  haven ' t .

Cer ta ' in ly .

After a certain date;  you seem to th ink that  l^Jor ld l^ lar  I I  was the

tu rn ing  po in t .

M:
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I t  was  a  tu rn ' i ngpo jn t ;  de f jn i te l y  j t  was  a  tu rn ing  po in t .  I t  was  a

turning point  for  you and your f r iend here,  and everybody that is in

co l lege r igh t  now-  Because had i t  been back  in  the  o1d days ,  bo th  o f

you would have been cotton pickers or maybe dishwashers.

How was i t  tha t  i t  was  a  tu rn ing  po in t?  Cou ld  you e labora te  on  i t?

I t  was  the  tu rn ing  po in t  because the  Mex ican Amer icans  proved to  the

world that  they were just  as good Americans as any other Arner ican.

Second, when they came back, a lot  of  doors were open. I f  there was

an Ang lo  tha t  ha ted  a  Mex ican,  say  he  went  over  there  and h is  mother

and fa ther  and bro thers  d idn ' t  want  h im to  assoc ' ia te  w i th  you ' cause

you were a Mexjcan. When he went to war,  there was a Mexican r ight

next to him. And when that man was wounded, that  Mexican went for

h is  rescue and fought  the  enemy and k j l led  the  enemy and saved h is

l ' i fe .  Maybe in  sav ing  h is  l i fe ,  he  was k i l led"  When he came back

home,  the  f j rs t  th ing  Mom and Dad sa id  was,  "We ' re  very  happy you

are  here . "  The  so ld ie r  Wou ld  sayn  "We] l ,  l e t  me go  see  Mr .  Herndndez .

I  want  to  go  there  and te l l  them about  the i r  son . "  "The parents  wou ld

asko"What  the  he l l  a re  you go ' ing  to  do  w i th  those Mex icans?"  The

son wou ld  answer ,  "Wai t  a  minu te ,  Dad.  Those Mex icans  are  good.  I

fought wi th them and I 'm here on account of  them. I f  i t  had not been

for  them,  I  wou ld  no t  have been here . "  Then mama comes and says '

" t f  he 's  here  because they  saved h is  1 i fe ,  le t  h jm go. "  So they  went

and ta lked  to  the  fami l ies .  "Wel l ,  I  was  w i th  Herndndez and he  was

k i l l ed  in  the  war ,  and  he  saved  my 1 i fe "  I  wan t  to  thank  you . "

There werethousands upon thousands that did that ,  so that  changed a1' l

M:
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M .

R:

th is  ta lk  about  d isc r im ina t ion"  Then came the  Korean conf l i c t ;

the same thing happened. Then Vietnam, and the same thjng happened.

Noul my daughters marr ied Anglos.  Everyone, their  daughters marr ied

Ang ' los ,  our  sons  mar r ied  Ang lo  g i r l s "  The who le  th ing  has  changed-

Then came something e1se. The government started giv ing us money to

educate ourselves,  and everybody took advantage of  that .  From there

we went up. Back then you never had state representat ives,  Vou

never  had congressmen,  Vou never  had a  ch ie f  o f  po l i ce ,  you  d idn ' t

have any th ing .  Now we 've  go t  every th ing"  So tha t  was  the  tu rn ing

po in t  r igh t  there .

You used the word "prove",  that  the l4exicans went to war and'rproved' l

that  they were Americans. l^ las th is a necessary th ing?

It had to be, You had to prove that you had as much gut as anybody

e lse  and tha t  you  had as  much r igh t  f igh t ing  fo r  the  Amer jcan f lag

as  anybody e lse .  You d idn ' t  care  about  the  Mex ican f lag ,  you  d idn ' t

care  about  the  Japanese or  German f1ags .  You d idn ' t  care  about  those

f lags ,  they  d idn ' t  mean a  th ing  to  you.  But  the  Amer ican f lag  was

your  f1  ag .

I l |hy was i t  necessary to prove to th is country that  Mexican Americans

were from here.

For centur ies they were here before,  but  remember that  dur ing the

war between M6xico and the United States,  they took Ar izona, New Flexi-

co ,  Utah ,  Co lorado,  a l l  those s ta tes .  So you were  no t  a  l {ex ' i can ,  Vou

were an intruder.  You had to change your way of  l i fe.  You were not

speak ing  Span ish  anymore ,  you  had to  learn  the  Amer ican way o f  l i fe '

M:
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Engf  i sh  Ianguage .  So

new genera t ion  doesn ' t

tha t ' s  why  we

have to prove
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had to  p rove.  0 f  course ,

any th i  ng .

the

our
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