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This  is  an ora l  hr is to f |  i ,n terv iew wi th  [ '1r .A le jandro Ruiz  o f  V isa l ia ,
Ca l i fo r .n ta  on June 13, . |976 in  E l  Paso,  Texas.  In terv iewing is  Oscar
J .  Mar t i nez  f rom the  Un ive rs i t y  o f  Texas  a t  E l  Paso .

M:

R:

M:

First ,  Mr.  Ruizo can you telJ me where and when you were born?

I  was  born  in  Lov ing ,  New Mex ico ,  in  1924.

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

Where were they from?

My mother was born in Pecos, Texas,and my father came from Mdxico.

They met r 'n New Mexico and got narr ied,  My grandparents came from

Mdxi co .

M:  What  d id  your  fa ther  do  fo r  a  I  i v inq?

R: He was a fanmworker.

M: Where did he work in the Uni ted States?

R:  In  Lov ing ,  New l , lex ico .  He d ied  there .

M; I , lhen you were a 
' l i t t ' le 

boy, Mf ,  Ruiz,  do

to do when you grew up?

R: I  remember I  wanted to be l ike my fathero

my op in ions .

you remember what you wanted

but as I  gnew up I  changed

M: !,Jhat experi 'ences stand out in your mind from when you were a boy?

R:  I  cer ta jn ly  donr t  remember .  I  guess  I  jus t  wanted  to  be  l i ke  my fa ther ,

l '1:  How was i t  growing up in your town?

R;  I t  was  k ind  o f  du l ' l  because we l i ved  on  a  fa rm,  in  the  count ry .  But

i t  was  nonmal .

Did you go to elementany school  there?

No,  I  had no  schoo l ing .  I  d id  go  to  e lementary  schoo l  up  to  3 rd  g rade,

then my fa ther  d ied  when I  was  e igh t .

Do you remember anything about when you were jn school?

Rr



R:  A  l i t t l e  b i t ,  no t  t oo  much .  The  teachers  gave  me  a  ha rd  t ime .

M: The teachers gave you a hard t ime?

R:  I  was  s i ckn  I  had  some k ind  o f  s j ckness .  The  teacher  sa id  tha t  I

needed some t reatmentn but  we were too poor .  I t  was dur ing the

Depress ion.  I  had no fa ther ,  he had d ied.  They were supposed to

g ive me good food and other  th ings.  But  I  guess i t  was normal  for

those days.

M: Were you veny pool^ when you were a boy?

R:  Peop le  were  poo r ;  i t  was  du r ing  the  Depress ion .

M:  Did you stant  work ing ear ly  when you were a boy?

R:  Yeah .  Peop le  o f  t h i s  t ime  were  poo r  peop le .  They  wou ld  take  you

out  of  school  and put  you to  work.  I t  was a hardship,  j t  was hard

to  make  a  l i v ing .

Whene dr'd you work?

I  worked in  the  f ie lds ,  on  the  fa rms.

What k ind of  work did you do?

Pickr 'ng cot ton and chopping cotton. They were growing New Mexican

cot ton  and a l fa l fa .

M :

a .

RU [z

You started working when you

I was somewhere around 
.|0. 

I

D id  you exper ience any  e thn ic

In school  or  out of  school  ?

I  don ' t  reca l ' l  .  L i ke  I  sa ido

of  l r lex ican  po ' l  i t i c ians .

How did you come to jo in the

I  d idn r t  j o in ,  I  was  d ra f ted .

PAGE 2

were  about  e igh t  years  o1d?

was work ing  i r r iga t ing ;  f ie ld  work .

discr iminat ion when you were a boy?

I tm  f rom New Mex ico  and  we  have  a  l o t

mr'l itary?



RUIZ PAGE 3

M: When was th is?

R:  In  I  943 .

M: How did you feel  about being draf ted?

R:  I  was  a  l i t t le  a f ra id ,  bu t  I  knew I  had to  go ,  I  knew i t  was  a  iob  I

had to  do .  I  d idnr t  fee l  bad about  i t .

M: Do you remember anything that stands out ' l 'n youn mind about basic

tr .a in ing, boot camp?

R:  Yes ,  I  d idn r t  l i ke  i t !  I  was  hard  to  ge t  ad ius ted ,  bu t  I  f i na l l y  d id

and af ter  that  I  made a career of  i t .

M: l , lhat  made you change your mind and make i t  a career?

R:  A t  one por 'n t  I  h i t  i t  lucky ,  I  guess .  I  had a  good grade and I  was

get t ing  good pay ,  I f  I  go t  ou t  I rd  have to  work  in  the  f ie ' lds  aga in ,

so I  had in my mind to stay in the service.

M: l , lhere were you t 'n basic t ra in ing?

R:  Camp Rober tsn  Ca l i fo rn ia .

Ml W'ene there other Mextcan Amenjcans there at  the same t ime?

R: Yes, thene was a bunch of  us.  I r ' l  fact ,  most of  the peop' le that  were

w' i th me went to t ra in ing together over here at  Fort  B' l iss,  Texas. They

put us in school  because we had no school ing.  After three weeks of

schoo l i .ng  they  sent  us  to  Camp Rober tsn  Ca l i fo rn ia  fo r  bas ic  t ra ' in ing ,

then to Fort  Ord where we f in ished our advanced training. From there

we went overseas.

M:  How was For t  B l i ss?

R; The f  r ' rst  t ime?

M: Were you here several  t imes?
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R: I  was stat ioned her"e two t imes. When I  f i rst  came I  was here about

two months. The second time, after I came back from World l, lar II,

I  go t  s ta t i ' oned here  in  For t  B l i ss  and I  was  here  f rom 146 to  r50 .

Then I  got  shipped out to Korea and af ter  Korea in t52 I  came back to

For t  B l i ss  aga in ,  and I  spent  two years  over  here"  I rve  l i ved  in

E l  Paso about  s ix  years .

M; How dr 'd you l ike i t  when you f i rst  came down here?

R:  I  l oved  i t !  I  l i ke  th i s  town.

M:  What  d id  you I  i ke  about  i t?

R l  I  l i ke  the  peop le .  Ac tua l l y  when I  came out  o f  the  serv ice  I  was  coming

toEi paso but my folks had moved to Cal i fornia f rom New Mexico. So

I stopped to see my folks over there,  I  met my wife over there and

sett led down there,  I  never did make i t  to El  Paso. But me and my

wife wer"e ta lk ing about i t  last  n ight and we might move to El  Paso

ye t .

M; When you f i rst  came to El  Paso dur ing the war,  i t  was a t ime when there

were  a  lo t  o f  t roops  here .  For t  B l i ss  rea l l y  g rew dur ing  tha t  t ime

and Judrez was very popular with the troops. Do you remember that

t ime?

Rl  The f i rs t  t ime I  came to  E l  Paso I  d idnr t  ge t  to  see too  much because

i t  was  hard  to  ge t  passes ,  I  d id  go  to  Judnez one t imerand to  E fPaso

about foun t imes with a pass, because they were pret ty str ict .  I t

was  too  hand to  ge t  ou t .  L ike  I  to ld  you,  I  d idnr t  have any  schoo l ing

and I  had to go to the serv ' ice school .  Before you could get a pass

you had to  know the  genera l  o rdersn  and i t  took  me qu i te  a  l i t t le  b i t



M;
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of t ime to memorize i t  before they gave me a pass.

I  remember  a  l r ' t t le  b i t  when I  was  a  k id  in  the  t40so and then read ing

about  i t  in  do ing  my h is to r ica l  research .  In  the  minds  o f  the  so ld ie rs

Judrez was a wi ld place dur ing those days because they were go' ing of f

to  war  and i t  was  the  las t  chance to  have a  good t ime be fore ' leav ing .

I  d id go to Judrez I  th ink once and I  drank over there.  I  was joungr

I  was ' lB .  A lso  in  E l  Pason on  E ' l  Paso St ree t  they  had bars  and I  go t

my pass  and had a  good t ime.  But  l i ke  I  sa id ,  tha t rs  a l l  I  remember ,

Mn.  Ru iz ,  what  was your  job  in  the  mi ' l i ta ry?

In  my 20  years  I rve  had a l l  k inds  o f  Jobs ,  F i rs t ,  I  came in  as  an

infantny man, a r i f le man. Then I  got  assigned to heavy weapons'

I  was  a  sengeant .  I  was  in  a r t i l ]e ry* - tanks ,  a rmor .  My las t

assignment was Quafteimastei .  I  was a First  Sergeant and I  was with

the trar ln ing uni  ts .

l ' l :  h lhen you were' l 'n the service,  d id you ever exper ience or wi tness any

ethn ic  d isc r im ina t ion  aga ins t  l4ex icans?

R:  Wel1 ,  I  had one exper ience a t  For t  Benn ing ,  Georg ia .  I  came in  and th is

Captain interviewed me. I  was assigned to a First  Sergeant that  came

from overseas. He was checking my recondsr i lX report  for  duty to him,

and he  looked a t  me and he  asked me what  I  was ,  i f  I  was  an  Ind ian  or

a  Mex ican ,  I  to ld  h im, ' t I rm a  Mex icano  bu t  I  donr t  see  what  i t  has

to  do  w i th  any th ing ,  I 'm ass igned over  to  Ammo l ' less  and to  fu l f i l l

my assignment.  You ei ther accept me or reiect  me.rr  He said l ]something

about the]  Mexican people.  I  had about two occasions where I  met people

that were I  ike that .

R:

M .
I  l .

R:



M:

R:

l'1:

D .

M:

R:

R:

M .

R:

M:
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Can you remember the others?

Wel l ,  th is  was a  L ieu tenant  and he  ac tua l l y  to ld  me tha t  a f te r  many

years  o f  serv ice  tha t  I  shou ' ld  res ign ,  tha t  I  shou ld  ge t  ou t  because

I  wasnr t  go ing  to  make i t .  I  asked h im why and I  to ld  h im tha t  I  was

do ing  as  good  a  job  as  I  cou ld  do .  I  d idn r t  re -en l i s t  and  the  ba ta l l i on

commander wanted to know why I  wantpd to get out.  He couldnrt  see i t

because I  had too much t ime in the ferv ice.  I  never did say why, but

I  th ink  he  had the  know-how or  somefh ing .  He to ld  me tha t  i f  w i th in

l0  days  I  s t i l l  wanted  to  go  he  wou ld  approve my re lease.  He to ld  me

to come back' in a week. When I  came back he a' l ready knew what the score

was and tha t  me and the  C0 cou ldnr t  ge t  a long too  good.  He promised

he wou ' ld  pu t  in  another  Captar 'n .

l , las thr 's the same Captain that  you ment ioned befone?

No, th is was another one. Those were the only two exper iences that I

had .

D' id you have a hard t r lme with him because of  ethnic di f ferences?

I  th r 'nk  so ,  because i t  was  a t  the  t ime tha t  I  was  a  PJatoon Sergeant ,

and even people that  were under me put in a complaint"  They wanted

to know why their  p latoon was a' lways restr icted, because we had done

the same as everybody else and they kept us down.

Drid you even see any other lu lexicans tneated that way or discr iminated

aga' i  nst?

No,  tha t  happenned to  meo and the  res t  I  donr t  know,

Now, was this af ter  you had won the Congr essional  Medal of  Honor?

0h ,  yes .
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M: And they were aware of  i t?

R:  0h,  yes,  they were aware of  i t .

M :  Cou ld  you  te ' l l  me  a  l i t t l e  b i t  abou t  t he  even ts  tha t ' l ed  to  you r

w inn ing  the  meda l?

R:  I t  happenned  so  fas t  t ha t  ac tua l ' l y  I  don r t  know wha t  happenned .  I

know that  I  was p inned downn I  was cut  o f fn  and I  thought  I  was going

to  ge t  k i l l ed  tha t  day .  I  made  up  my  m ind  tha t  i f  I  was  go ing  to  ge t

k i l l ed ,  I  wasn r t  go ' i ng  to  go  by  myse l fn  I  was  go ing  to  take  as  many  as

I  cou ld  w i th  me .  I  t h rew  a  g renade  in to  a  f i e ld  box ,  and  i t  exp loded ;

i t  happenned  so  fas t  t ha t  I  don r t  remember .

M:  Do you remember being af ra id?

R:  No,  I  donr t  remember  be inE a f ra id ,  bu t

M;  When you had t ime to  th ink  about  i t?

R:  Yes !  L ike  I  sa id ,  i t  happened  so  fas t

was happen ring .

af terward I  was afraid!

tha t  I  d idn t t  rea l i ze  wha t

RI

M:

M: Mr.  Ruiz,  why do you thr"nk that  so many Mexican Americans have won the

Congressional  Medal of  Honor?

I  donr t  know,  I  canr t  answer  tha t .  I  guess  i t  was  jus t  a  du ty  we had

to do. So the heck with,  we had to go through with i t .

Why are  so  many Mex ican Amer icans  more  w i l l i ng  to  expose the i r  l t l ves

that way, more than other groups?

R:  I , {e lJ ,  maybe we saw b loodn I  guess .  I  donr t  know,  Va lor ,  f f idYbe,

l ^ te  a l l  have fear .  There  is  no  person,  Idon l t  care  who,  tha t  te ' l1s  you

that he r 'snrt  afraid,  Everybody had fear,  because i t  is  someth' ing

tha t  happens,  I  guess .



Ml

R I
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Dtld winni .ng the Congressional  Meda' l  of  Honor nake a di f ference in your

career after you had won tt?

Yesr  i l t  d id  make a  d i f fe rence,  I  go ta lo t  o f  bneaks  f rom tha t "  A lso

every ' t ime I  rnade a mistake the commanders would te l l  me that people

were looking at  me al l  the t ime and that I  was supposed to walk a

strat lght  l ine and be an example.  So every t ime I  made a mistake

they told me that,

Where wene you awarded the medal ?

In l^lasht'ngton , D ". C,

And by whom?

Pnes ident  Tnuman.

Do you remember that  ocassion?

0h ,  yes ,

Cou ld  you te l ' l  me a  
' l i t t le  

b i t  about  youn fee l r lng  a t  tha t  t ime?

l . le l l  o I  was feel ing proud, and I  was afraid to see the President.  I

was excr l ted.  I  took my mother,  my grandmother,  and my fami ly over

there .  I  was  happy,  and i t  was  n ice .

M:  How' long d id  i t  take  fo r  the  Pnes ident  to  p resent  you the  meda l?

R:  I t  took  a  year .  The commendat ion  took  p lace  in  1945 and I  d idnr t  repor t

to  Wash ing ton  t r i1 l  I946.

M;  The ac tua l  meet ing  w i th  the  Pres ident ,  how long was tha t?

Rl  About  th ree  hours ,  I  th ink .  t ^ le lJ ,  there  were  f i ve  o f  us  there .

M:  What  e lse  d id  you do  when you were  in  Wash ing ton ,  D.C,?

R:  Theynradeus a  banquet ,  we went  to  dances .  We went  to  look  a l l  over  the

c i ty ,  a  tour .
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Wene the other"  peop' le  who were being awarded the medal '  d id  i t  a lso

tnc]ude other  Mexican Amer icans?

No ,  I  was  the  on l y  on  i n  t ha t  g roup .

How long have you been ret i red f rom the mi f  i tary?

S ince  1964 .

Has wr 'nn ing the Congress ional  Medal  o f  Honor  made a d i f ference in  your

c i v i l  i an  I  i f e  a f te r  1964?

R;

M:

R:

M:

R:  I  th ink  so ,  because  I  d idn r t  know too  much .  L ike  I  sa id ,  I  was

when I  went i [ ,  d l ld I  was in for  20 years.  I  guess r ' t  had made

d i  f ference .

Have  you  he ld  iobs  in  c i v r l l i an  l i f e  s ince  you  le f t  the  m i f i ta ry?

Yes,  I  worked a  l i t t le  wh iJe  a t  the  county ,  bu t  no t  too  much.  Ac tua ' l l y '

when I  r^et i red f rom the service I  was d' isabled, then I  went to the VA.

Do you think mel icalgs were given equal  opportuni ty in the service

when you were in?

R:  14e ' |1 ,  l i ke  I  sa id , I  donr t  know too  much  abou t  tha t .  In  my  own op in ion '

ny educatr lon held me down. I  guess there was equal  opportuni ty in

c iv i l i an  l ' i f e .  I  don ' t  know.  I  d idn ' t  have  too  much  to  do  w i th  c i -

v i l  i an  I  j t e .  In  my  own par t ,  I  t l l i nk  I ' vJOeen l rea t ;d  fo i ; .

Ml Do you have any thoughts on the Chicano movement?

Rl  We11,  I  th ink  the  Ch icano Movement  i s  coming up ,

Mr  Do you th ink  i t  i s  a  good th ing?

R;  0h  yes ,  i t t s  good.  I  know tha t  Ch icanos  are  coming up  pre t ty  good.

Even myse l f ,  ever  s ince  l , lo r ld  War  I I  we Ch icanos  have come upa: lo t .

I  know mysel f  in Texas there wasalot  of  d iscr im' inat ion before l ,Jor ld

l , {ar  I I .  I  th ink we came out pret ty good.

l 8

a

MI

R:

14:
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P .

M:

P .

M:

R:

R:

M:
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l^ lhat do you thtnk about the word l rChicanoi l  yoursel f?

I  donr t  know,  I  donr t  even know what  Ch icano is .  Ch icano I  quess  is

a  na t iona l i t y ,  I  donr t  know.

l '{hen was the first t ime that you heard the word Chicano?

When I  came out  o f  the  senv ice  in  1964,  I  heard  Ch icano.  I  don ' t  know

th ink  Ch icano  i s?

[^ le ' l l ,  i t  has  po l i t i ca ' l  ,  cu l tu ra l  n  and e thn ic  mean ings .  Everybody has

d i f fe ren t  op in ions  about  i t .

I  thought  Chicano meant  a

Yeah ,  To  me  a  Ch icano  i s a person who has or ig ins in Mt ix ' ico and who

l i ves  in  the  Un i ted  S ta tes .

R:  To  me,  th is  i s  the  way I  ge t  i t .

M: l^lhat are your future plans now?

R:  No th ing ,  rea l l y ;  j us t  l i ve  the  res t  o f  my  l i f e  and  take  i t  easy .

M:  One o ther  ques t ion Iuanted to  ask  you re ' la ted  to  th is  LULAC event ,  i s :

Do you have any  thoughts  on  the  B icentenn ia l?

R:  I  donr t  know too  much about  i t .  I  th ink  LULAC is  do ' ing  a  good job ,  bu t

I  ac tua l l y  donr t  know too  much about  i t .

M:  Wel l ,  I  want  to  thank  you fo r  tak ing  the  t ime to  g ran t  us  th ' i s  in te rv iew.

Th js  wr l l l  he lp  s tuden ts ,  espec ia ' l 1y  k ids ,  to  know a  l i t t l e  more  abou t

what  ou ts tand ing  Mex" ican  Amer icans  have done in  our  soc ie ty .  I

apprec ia te  your  tak ing  the  t ime to  make i t .

R :  You ' re  we l  come.

the  mean ing  o f  i t .

When you were a boy dild you hear the word

No.  I  heard  rnex icanos ,  I  th ink  Ch icano

short name for ttnxicano.

Ch icano  used?

is  a new th ing,  l ' lhat  do you
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I  hereby give and,g!an! to the Inst i tute of 0ral History of the University ofTexas at El Paso-([rrp),  at i -donation io" sici  scnolarly and educationa]purposes as the tnst i tute of Oral-History st i i i -uetermini,- [ t .- tupe record-ings and their  contents l is ted O.f  o" l - .  
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Nombre y Direccidn:
Name and Address:
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