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THE CAUSES AND EFFECTS

of the

BOWIE HIGH SCHOOL INCIDEM

History 3309 - The Chicano
Professor - Oscar Mart{nez

Student -  Regino Ortega, Jr.



o: This is an interview with Freddy Morales, a VISTA Volunteer
and part-t ime student at UIEP. This intervier,z is being con-
ducted on Apr i l  18,  1975 in the Of f ice of  Campana Para Pre-
servar  e l  Barr io  de Sur El  Paso,  tocated in  the heart  of
south El  Paso.  The interv iewer is  Regino Ortega,  Jr . ,  a
student  at  UTEP doing an ora l  h is tory repor t  for  History
3309--The Chicano, taught by Oscar l{artinez.

Freddy, you told me you were involved in the Bowie High School
d i s tu rbance  he re  i n  E l  Paso . , .

Would you p lease te l1 me when the d is turbance took pLace and
how long it lasted?

This d is turbance took p lace in  1969,  and i t  roughly lasted
a  coup le  o f  weeks .

Where hrere you during the disturbance?

I  was,  dur ing the d is turbance,  a s tudent  at  Bowie High School
at that t ime.

[,]hat role did you play in the disturbance?

My role during these disturbances were to create an a\^rare-
ness and conscious for  the student  in  regards to Spanish
detention and a form of dress code that was infl icted upon
the student .

Approximately how many students r^rere involved in the distur-
bance?

This disturbance affected every student on that campus because
every student, as far as I knew, spoke Spanish as their mother
tongue. And, also, every student had a dist inct mode of dress
whieh in regards, did not f i t  in the eyes of the administrators.

tr'lhat complaints did chicanos have against the Bowie adrninis-
trat ion?

The complaints that the students had in regards to the Bowie
administrat ion, r^rere the pol ic ies in regards to the student
speaking Spanish on that campus. Another complaint, was the
pol ic ies in regards to r^Tearing certain forms of dress--dress
styl-es. For, example, students who had jackets who had in-
signias in the back of the jackets represent ing certain groups
in South El Paso, r^ras not f i t  in the eyes of the administrators.
To the student, this jacket was the only one that they had in
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t imes of cold weather. They did not have any other jackets,
any other  sweatersr  aay other  types of  dress.

What methods did chicanos use to dernonstrate their grievances
against the administration?

The students on the campus 1et  thei r  vo ice be spoken of  by
representat ives and organizers of  the Mexican Amer ican youth
Associat.ion--MAYA. MAYA spearheaded the movement to bring
about  ta lks wi th the adminis t rators and a lso the facul ty  mem-
bers which were fo l lowing the pol ic ies,  or  enforc ing the pol i -
c i es ,  by  t he  admin i s t ra to rs .

other tactics were the formulation of a Parents cormnittee for
Student Rights which organized in Sacred Heart Church in South
El  Paso.  The Parentsr  Conmri t tee for  Student  Rights met  wi th
the adminis t rators,  the facul ty  members,  and even went  before
school board hearings to voice their demands--and wanted to
know why students were being expel led beeause they spoke thei r
mother tongue. And, they wanted to know why students couldn't
wear their jackets which were the on1_y ones they had.

In what way did the Bowie administration respond to chicano
compla ints ?

In responding to chicano compla intsn the Bowie adminis t rat ion
seerned to p lace the issue of f  to  the s ide.  They would react
in the manner that, when they were approached with the prob-
lerns, they would try and hide the problem ar^ray. They would
impose like a front and say that there exists no problems,
whi le  on the other  hand,  people were being expel led,  people
were being put  af ter  school  for  hours.  Peopl-e were being put
to wr i te  essays that  they wi l l  not  speak Spanish-- they wi l l_
not speak Spanish so many times. Thadsabout it. That's
how they responded.

O: Was there any vioLence during the disturbance against chicanos3

No, there rras no violence of any kind. The students on that
campus felt that violence r^ras not the alternative.

O: lJh ich organizat ions or  people were opposed to chicano act ions
toward the administration?

o:

M .



3 -

M: The only people that  were opposed
dents were the administrators and
School  Board.

to the
the  E l

demand.o of the stu-

Paso IndependenE

o:

M :

Ttre people opposed toward the act ions of  the E1 paso Indepen-
dent  School  Board and the Bowie High School  adminis t rators
and faculty mernbers, rrere people representing the parents of
the students that formed and banded together and formed an
organization called I 'The Parencsr Conunittee for Student
Rightst ' ,  the Mexican Amer ican Youth Associat ion,  people
from various denominations of different religious backgrounds,
and people f rom a housing movement group-- the ' r los Inqui l inos"
who were very much pushing the demands of the students and were
opposed  toward  the  ac t i ons  o f  t he  schoo l  adm in i s t ra to rs . . .

Was there any administration policy change as a result of the
disturbance?

Yes,  a l l  the demands that  were presented by the students were
met.  No v io lence r^ras necessary.

What happened as a result, was the students were demanding
that  Spanish detent ion be abol ished- j toas abol ished.  The prac-
t ices on the school  adminis t rators concerning wear ing d i f ferent
jackets wi th ins ignias represent ing barr io  groups was abol ished.
The students could wear what they felt, or what they only had
to wear.  The b igots-- the pr inc ipal  and the assis tant  pr ineipals--
Mr .  F rank  C .  Po l i t  t he  p r i nc ipa l ,  h i s  ass i s tan ts ,  Mr .  K i se t
and Mr.  Carpenter ,  were moved or  p laced in other  schools and
chicano adminis t rators were put  in .  Also,  several  anglo facu3. ty
mernbers that were racist toward the demands of the students
were also moved to put in other schools and chicano faculty
members implemented.  As a resul t  o f  th is ,  th is  led to the

future, to a creat ion of  a chicano l ibrary,  the creat ion of  a chicano
c1ub,  the creat ion of  more act . iv i t ies,more s)rmpathet ic  towards
the needs of  the cul ture of  the cul tura l  background,  the socia l
and economic and re l ig ious background,  of  the students.  I t
lead overa11,  to a d i f ferent  envi ronment  where the student  d id
not  feel  he r ras being persecuted for  speaking h is  mother  tongue
and an atmosphere rnras also created where the student could en-
joy the benefits that he deserved i-n the beginning.

O: I^Ie talked about the complaints of chicanos against the Bowie
adminis t rat ion and the response that  the Bowie adminis t rat ion
gave to the chicano conpla ints .  And,  you ment ioned that  there
r4ras no violence and that several chicano organizations got to-
gether  to support  the chicanos.  Could you te l1 me which or-
ganizat ions d id not  support  ch icanos?

M: Yes, organizations which did not support. ehieanos were for
example, the PTA, the school board, (but who in the end con-
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ceded to demands) ,  the group af  f i l ia ted wl i . th  other  act iv i t ies
outside the barrio did not corne in and support. Over all
t h e s e  w e r e  o n l y . , .

T'he consensug of the groups that could be found in that general
area, did voice out their support and only a minority of groups
did not .  For  example,  the FIA and the school  board.

How did the. . . these organizat ions,  the PIA and school  board. . .
could you give specific examples of how they showed their op-
pos  i t i on?

By showing thei r  opposi t ion,  i t  could be demonstrated that  they
did not  par t ic ipate in  the process of  going before or  j .n  behal f
of  the students at tending that  school .  They were apathet ic ;
they would hide the proilem; they would shove it underneath
thei r  throats and not  expose the s i tuat ion.  The E1 Paso Inde-
pendent  school  board t r ied to 1et  the problem remain as i t
was, and it was unti l undue pressure [rom above tho] cane
dornrn upon them, that the policy started changing. The HIA,
the adminis t rators,  and facul ty- -aL1 the people involved in
the school ing process just  wanted to 1et  the problem renein,
bu t  i t  d i d  no t .

Was any civil action taken against the administration at any
t ime dur : i r ,g  the d is turbance?

Wel1,  due to these d is turbances concerning Spanish detent ion
and the dress code, it came about in the future by too mr.rch
pub l i c i t y . . .we l l  bad  pub l i c i t y  on  the i r  pa r t ,  t ha t  an  i nqu - i r y
was performed by the civil r ights cormnission in San Antonio,
Texas.  Mr.  Frank C.  Pol i t ,  the pr inc ipal  of  th is  h igh school ,
was informed that he had to appear and testify in the civil
r ights hear ing.  Due to these hear ings and the test imony,  i t
was the consensus of the civil r ights cqmnission that there
wai a Erernendous dil@ in this high school, and that they
felt that this had to change or the Federal grvernment in
Washington would impose st r ic t  pol ic ies on the adminis t rators
to change the sitrration as it was. As a result, Mr. Frank
C. Pol i t  was removed f rom the h igh school  a long wi th other
ass i s tan t  p r i nc ipa l s .

O: Could you te1l- me what specific action you took in organizing
any opposi - t ion against  the adminis t rat ion dur ing the d is tur-
bance?

M: Wel l - ,  an exampl-e of  my oppcsi t ion Eo the a,dminis t rat ive tact ics.
For example, was in writ ing for a newspaper that was distriLuted
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to students on the campus of Bowie High School outside on the
campus. And rrRelarnpagort rdas the name of the nevrspaper. And,
t tRe l /mpagor r  s t ressed the  d .emands o f  the  s tudents .  : . t  pu t  ou t
in  the  l igh t ,  Span ish  de ten t ion  and the  dress  codes .

t rdhat happened, an assistant pr incipal,  went before another
fr iend--another student of mine, who was passing out this
newspaper outside tire campus, and he took the newspapers out
of his possession. And, we fel t  he had no r ight to do that.
We fel t  that we had the r ight to wri te off  what we fel t ;  we
had the right for freedom of assernbly, and that he wasnrt
obeying the law of the land. As a result ,  this case was
taken to court . . .And, the resul- ts were that he was found
acquit ted. This ! /as a bad blow for the students. But,  st i l l
we didn't stop there. trrle came out wiLh another newspaper to
publ ic ize our dernands with a di f ferent name--cal l ing i t ,  the
newspaper,  "EI Segundolr .  St i lL,  portraying the sarne picture
as i t  was on that campus. But,  this t ime, we did"meet any
suppression or repression on the part  of  the administrators.

How are conditions nor^r at Bowiel Do you stil l hear talk about
peop le . . .o r  s tudents  be ing  pun ished fo r  speak ing  Span ish . . .o r
wearing a certain dress, or wearing long hair ,  or whatever?

trr lel1,  i t ts a di f ferent si tuat ion now. . . these disturbances oc-
curred in 1968; and we're now in the year L975.

I f  you go to Bowie High School,  you can f ind a total t f i f ferent
atmosphere. You can find students not being afraid tb speak
their  nat ive language, not being _to1d by faculty mernbers that
speaking Spanish is deplorable*wit will not make you advance
in the society.  I t  is not something that can be !4be11ed in-
ferior. It is something that can be labelled on equal
tenns as any other language in this world,  I f  you go to Bowie,
yourl l  f ind an extensive l ibrary on chicano mater ials;  yout1l
f ind chicano facult ies who are more sensit ive; yout l l  f ind
chicano cultures; yourl l  f ind chicano l ibrar ies; you'11 f ind
chicano pr incipals and assistant pr incipals and counselors.
You can find a chicano club thatrs very aetive; you can find
more part ic ipat ion by parents from the barr io in the school
more than ever, as it rrasntt in the past; you can find people
wearing what they feel they want to in the school; you can
find them wearing their clothes just like they wanL to and
not what other people want thern to wear.

In the beginning, didntt  you say that the disturbance took
p l a c e  i n  L 9 6 9 ?

Right .
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Jus t  a  wh i l e ,  you  sa i t l  i n  168 .  D id  i t  t ake  p lace  i n . . . ?

Well, in 1968 all the organizing and pl-anning t,ook place.
was unt i l  1969 that  the d is turbance came about .

So i t  was actual ly  not  unt i l  1969 that  a l l  o f  th is  happened?

R igh t .

O:  How do you feel  about  the par t  you p layed in the d is turbance?
Do you feel chicanos got what they wanted--what they deserved?

M: Wel l ,  I  fe l t  that  in  the year  L969,  Bowie High School  was
real ly  a bad school  for  a chicano to at tend especia l ly  in
that High School everyone being poor, and not being able to
have the same educational pdvgp.cement as any other student
here in  El  Paso or  in  the:c i t !  o f  Texas,  or  in  the nat ion.

As a resul t  o f  my par t  and the par t  of  the students,  d i f ferent
actions came about to remedy the problem. No violence was en-
countered,  a l l  o f  our  demands hrere met ,  and the s i tuat ion in
Bowie High School  was something that  the students in  general ,

\ad wanted to have as it came about. And, as it is right now,
aJ lo t  o f  s tuden ts  a re  sa t i s f i ed  w i t h  wha t  i t  i s .  You  won ! t
f ind anyone voic ing much d isapproval  as i t  was in  the past .

O:  I  donr t  have any more quest ions.  Is  there anyth ing you want
to say before I  complete th is  in terv iew?

M: Wel l ,  overa l l  what  I  have to say in  conclus ion is  that ,  the
d i s tu rbances  came ou t . , . ou t  o f  t he  p rob lems  w i th  Span i sh  de ten -
t ion and the dress code,  and i t  is  through the banning of  the
studentsr. in forming coalit ions and unity, that demands can
be met wi thout  anv form of  v io lence.  That ts  a l l .

I tve been talking to Freddy Morales about the disturbance at
Bowie High School dur ing 1968 and L969. I 'd l ike to thank you
for your tirne and your effort.

Thank you.
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