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BENCOMO

B ICENTENN IAL

Mr. Bencomo, where were You born,  s i r?

Here  in  E l  Paso.

In  what  yearo  s i r?

1929 ,  Ju ly  2 ls t .

Could you tel l  me something about your

backqround ?

parentso  about  the i r

Both of  m.y parents came from M{xico around 1912, l913 I  bel ieve.

What d ' id your father do?

At that  t jme my uncle,  the oldest,  had a qrocery store on South

Stanton Street.  My dad and some of his brothers came over and

started working at  the store.

Do you remember what part of Mdxico .your dad came from?

Yes, my dad came from l4atachic and my mother came from Parral.

E :  Matach ic  i s  in  Ch ihuahua?

B:  Yes ,  in  Ch ihuahua ,  r jqh t .  I t ' s  a  sma l l  ranch  town.

E:  What  was the  reason fo r  the i r  leav inq  Mdx ico?

B:  We l l ,  a t  tha t  t ime ' i t  was  dur ing  the  Pancho  V i l l a  days  and  somehow

a lot  of  Mexican people f rom Mdxico came over to the States.  My

parents were some of the ones who came over f rom Mdxico at  that  t ime.

E: Did many of  your parents '  re lat jves emigrate f rom Mdxico at  that  t ime?

B:  Yes ,  I  wou ld  say  tha t  some a t  tha t  t ime,  and some a  l i t t le  be fore

then.  I  quess  the  f i rs t  ones  came over  r igh t  a f te r  1906.

E: After 
'1906?

B: Yes, when they f i rst  started com' ing to the States.



BENCOMO

E: Do you recal l  how many chi ldren there were in your father 's

fami 1y?

B:  Yes ,  there  were  17  in  my fa ther 's  fami ly .

E :  Seventeen ch i ld ren?

B :  Yes .

E :  Do  you  have  any  re la t i ves - -any  unc les  o r  aun ts - -s t i l l  l i v ing  in

the El Paso area todaY?

In the El  Paso area?

Yes ,  s j r .

0h  yes ,  VeS.  Le t ' s  see .  We have about  f i ve  unc les  and about

th ree  aunts  l i v ing  here  in  E l  Paso.  There  are  s t i l l  some l i v ing

i  n Mdxi  co,  some 
' l  
i  v i  ng i  n Cal  j  forni  a.

How large was your fam' i1y?

fThere were] four boys and one gir1.

Could you tel l  me someth' ing about your brothers and sister?

We11,  yes .  My s is te r  has  been teach ing  now fo r  about  25 ,27  years

in El  Paso. Two of  my brothers are in the grocery bus' iness together

with my father and mysel f ,  and another brother has a produce

B:

E :

B :

E :

B :

E :

B :

E :

B :

house here  in  E l  Paso, Company. So we have al l  decided

to  s tay  here  in  E l  Paso.  We l i ke  E l  Paso.

Could you te11 me why you want to stay here in El  Paso? Have you

ever had any jnterest  in going somewhere else?

Wel l ,  the  on ly  t ime tha t  I  rea l l y  had an  in te res t  was  a f te r  I

le f t  the  Serv ice .  I  fe l t  tha t  I  s t i l l  wanted  to  t rave l .  I  s t ' i l l

wanted excitement and I wanted to even maybe get a iob out of the

count ry  to  keep on  t rave l ing .  But ,  oh ,  a f te r  about  a  year  o r

so I  got  mamied. After awhi le we iust  go ahead; we do take



BENCOMO

F .

B:

tr ips,  we travel  maybe once or twice a year.  But i t 's  a lways

n ice  to  ge t  back  to  E l  Paso,  [ to ]  our  f r iends ,  our  re la t i ves .

Somehow this is where we real ly enjoy l i fe-- in El  Paso'

Could you tel l  me sornething about your format ive years--your

elementary school ing and so forth?

Wel l ,  the  f i rs t  schoo l  tha t  I  a t tended was a  Catho l i c  schoo l - -

San Ignat ius  Schoo l .  Then a f te r  tha t ,  I  th ink ,  the  th i rd  g rade

we moved up  a  l i t t le  b i t  fu r ther  nor th ,  up  to  R jver  S t ree t .  Then

I went to Bai ley School  [and] I  went to Morehead Grammar School .

After that  we went to El  Paso High, one year at  Cathedral  and

f ina l l y  a f te r  the  Serv ice  I  g raduated  f rom a  techn jca l  h igh  schoo ' | .

Whi le you were going to elementary school  do you remember

precise' ly where you I  ived?

Yes.  A t  tha t  t ime we l i ved  r igh t  a t  the  500 b lock- -505 o f

Eas t  R iver  S t ree t .

Was th is  cons idered an  area  in  wh ich  Mex ican Amer icans  I  i ved

general  1y?

No, not at  that  t ime. ln le were one of  the few Mexican American

fami l ies  jn  tha t  a rea .  And j t  was  a  p rob lem area.  A t  tha t  t ime

we were not real ly we' lcome jn that  neighborhood and I  remember

fee l ing  k ind  o f  ou t  o f  p ldc€ ,  QUi te  a  few a rguments ;  and  I ' l l

go as far  as to say qui te a few f ights we'd get into over the fact

that  we were Mexican Americans and ca l l ed  Mex icans  a

E:

B:

c , .

B:

few t ' imes.

I , las the fact  that  you l ived in that  area of  town

to the fact  that  your dad was a grocer and had a

afford that  k ind of  house? 0r what do you think

fo r  your  l i v ing  there?

at t r ibu tab l  e

bus iness  and cou ld

was the reason



E:

B:

E :
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B:  I l |e l l ,  I  th ink  tha t  i s  most ly  t rue .  S ince  my dad had and has  been

in  bus iness  a l l  h i s  l i f e  we  cou ld  a f fo rd  to  move  to  a  l i t t l e

better neighborhood. At that  t ime j t  was more or less a mjddle-

c lass  ne ighborhood and ' i t  seemed tha t  the  popu lar  th ing  to  do  in

those days was to move out of  the poor neighborhood into a l i t t le

better neighborhood.

As  i t  i s  today .

I t ' s  s t i l l  t he  same th ing  I  wou ld  th ink ,  yes .

Dur ing  your  years  in  e lementary  schoo l ,  do  you reca l l  any  par t i -

cu la r  au thor i ty  f igures  who may have had a  par t i cu la r  pos i t i ve

or  negat ive  in f luence on  you?

You mean Mexican American?

I t  doesn ' t  mat te r .  Any  teacher ,  fo r  example .

I , {e l l ,  I ' l l  f i r s t  te l1  you about  the  negat ive  s ide .  In  those days

the fact  that  we did not speak good Engl ish,  the fact  that  we did

not  know any  Eng l ish  when we f i rs t  s ta r ted  go ing  to ,  1e t ' s  say ,

Morehead and Bai ' ley School  there was a lot  of  resentment on the

part  of  the teachers.  I  remember one t ime gett ing s lapped because

I was told something and I  d idn' t  understand and the teacher got

angry .  Somehow I  s ta r ted  smi l ing- - I  d idn ' t  know what  e lse  to  do- -

and she slapped me a couple t ' imes. I  went home and to ' ld my parents.

In those days i t  seemed to me l ike people,  my people,  Mexican

American people were afraid to speak out and I  was told that  she

was the teacher and I  must have been doing something bad. So, that 's

k fnd  o f  the  s to ry  o f  my l i fe  r igh t  there .  And on  the  pos i t i ve

side we did have some good teachers that  were very understanding

and in some cases did more than they should have as teachers to

B :

E :

B :
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E:

B:

try to help us understand. I 'd say the f i rst  maybe four years of

my grammar school  l i fe wefe preTt i  htrd.  Once I  p icked up the Engl ish

language  i t  wasn ' t  qu i te  as  bad ;  i t  wasn ' t  as  obv ious ,  bu t  I  th ink

there was a lot  of  resentment towards the Mexican American chi ldren

at that  t ime in that  neighborhood anyway, the schools that  I  went

to .

This exper ience that you ment joned about be' ing s lapped--was i t

commonplace? D' id you see other students exper ience the same

th ing? 0 ther  Mex ican Amer ican s tudents?

Wel l ,  Mex ican Amer ican most ly  and a lso  Ang1o.  P lus  o ther

incidents that  I  would hear about--maybe relat ives or maybe fr iends--

where  f t  happened in  o ther  schoo ls .  I t  seemed to  me l i ke  i t  was

a pret ty comrnon thing to ei ther get s lapped or get hi t  over the

head or maybe paddled in high school .  I  remember that  even though

I  don ' t  reca l l  ever  hav ing  been  padd led  in  h igh  schoo l ,  i t

was a common pract ice at  that  t ime.

You wou ld  say  genera l l y  speak ing  tha t  the  teachers  in  the  schoo ls

d id  no t  l i ke  fo r  the i r  s tudents  to  speak  Span ish?

0h,  tha t  was  one th ing ,  yeS.  I 'm g lad  you ment ioned tha t .  I

remember that  that  had qui te a mark on me. I t  wi l l  probably be

there for  the rest  of  my l i fe-- the fact  that  I  could not speak

the  language tha t  we spoke a t  home,  I  cou ld  no t  speak ' i t  a t  schoo l .

I  jus t  cou ldn ' t  unders tand why j t  was  wrong to  speak  Span ish  in

school .  And to me i t  was kind of  dumb. I t  was such a pret ty

language, the fact  that  af ter  school  most of  our f r iends would

speak Span ish ,  a t  home we 'd  speak  Span ish  and then we weren ' t

a l lowed to  speak  i t  in  schoo l .  I t  ius t  d idn ' t  make any  sense to

t r .

B:
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me.  And I  th ink  tha t  i t  p robab ' l y  hur ts  the  s tudent .  I t  g ives

you a  complex .  You k ind  o f  g row up th ink ing  tha t  speak ing  Span ish

is  rea l l y  a  bad th ing  ins tead o f  someth ing  to  be  proud o f .  The

fac t  tha t  you  spoke Span ish  was k ind  o f  l j ke  a  s in  o r  someth ing .

I t  leaves  qu i te  a  deep scar .

Where djd you go to high schoo' l  once again?

Wel l ,  the  f i rs t  h igh  schoo l  tha t  I  went  to  was Cathedra l  H igh

School  one J/ear,  and then I  went to El  Paso Hlgh. And from El

Paso High I  went into the Service and then came back and graduated

f rom a  techn ica l  h igh  schoo l .

Whi le  you were  go ing  to  Cathedra l  d id  you ever  have any  s imi la r

exper iences with regard to the language problem?

No.  By  then I  cou ld  speak  fa i r ' l y  good Eng l ish .  I  cou ld  cer ta in ' l y

understand and I  never had any trouble.  I  remember the brothers

were real  n ice-- they were very str ict .  And one thing, one reason

that I  d idn' t  feel  at  home was the fact  that  we had a lot  of

students,  most of  the students were f rom some part  of  M6xico and

there  was  a  lo t  o f  m isunders tand ing .  h le  ius t  d idn ' t  th ink  a l i ke .

I t  was most ly r ich people f rom l46x' ico,  I  guess most ly f rom Ju(rez

and I  jus t  d idn ' t  fee l  r igh t .  So  tha t ' s  when I  s ta r ted  go ing  to

E l  Paso  H igh .

What  t ime per iod  are  we ta lk ing  about?

That  must  have been around 1943,  ear ' l y '43  I  imag ' ine .  I  d id  go

to summer school  every year and i f  I  had not gone into the Service

I  wou ld  have graduated  I  be l ieve  in  January ,1946.  I  wou ld  have

been I  6 years o1 d.

E: What was there about El  Paso Hfgh School  that  at t racted you in

comparison, rather than going to Cathedral?

t r .

B:
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B:  Wel l ,  the  fac t  tha t  most  o f  my f r iends  were  go ' ing  there .  I  th ink

tha t  had more  to  do  w i th  i t .  Cer ta in ly  a ' l l  o f  our  ne ighbors  and

people that  we knew in that  area were going to El  Paso High; and l ike

I  say,  I  just  d idn' t  seem to f i t  at  Cathedral-- the fact  they most ly

were Mexicans from Mdxico. There was a lot  of  d i f ference in our

th ink ing .

E:  I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you some ques t ions  about  the  soc ia l  mores  o f  the

t ime--sayo El  Paso dur ing the ear ly '40s.  Do you recal l  ever

w i tness ing  any  use  o f  mar i juana dur ing  tha t  t ime?

l lo,  at  that  t ime we would hear about i t  and we would hear that

mari juana was most ly used by the Mexjcan Americans, by the

Chicanos .  But  i t  was  most ly  in  the  poor  ne ighborhoods,  a round

the east s ide of  El  Paso and around South E' l  Paso. They were

referred to as "mari juanos" and everybody would k ind of  look

down. I t  was something that you d' idn' t  pay too much at tent ion to.

I t  was certainly not common' ly used.

What  abou t  d rugso  d id  you  ever  hear . . .?

No.  No,  no t  a t  a l l .  I  th ink  my f i rs t  exper ience was probab ly

wh i le  in  the  Serv ice .  l {e l l ,  th ink ing  back ,  one  t ime I  th ink

we were coming from China when we heard that one of the men

aboard had been put in the br ig for  br inging back drugs. And

to me, I  just  couldn' t  understand what reason he would have to

br ing  back  drugs .  And then whenever  we 'd  be  t ied  up ' in  a  b ig

ci ty l ike around the Los Angeles area I  remember hear ing some

of  the  guys  ment ion  the  dances  and th ings  l i ke  tha t .  Bu t  tha t ' s

abou t  i t .

E:  Do you think your t ime in Los Angeles was long enough to warrant

a comparison between Los Angeles and El  Paso with regard to th is

F .

B:
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E:

B:

E :

B :

B :

E :

E :

subj  ect?

Yes, I  bel ieve so. Even before I  io ined the Navy we had rela-

t ives in Los Angeles and I  would go up there qui te a few t fmes.

Then dur ing my t ime in the Service that was my home port-- in

San Pedro and in Long Beach and San Diego. And since I  had

re la t i ves ,  any  t ' ime-o f f  tha t  I 'd  have I 'd  s tay  w i th  them in  Los

Ange les .  S ince  then we s t i l l  go  up  there  a t  leas t  once or  tw ice

a year .  I  know Los  Ange les  pre t ty  we l l - -most  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia  I

know pretty we1 1 .

Back  in  the '40s  wou ld  you say  there  was more  drug  use in  the

Los Angeles area than there was in El  Paso?

Yes.  But  s t i l l  I  th ink  i t  was  the  same c lass  o f  peop le  more  or

I  ess .

Lower  c lass?

Yes. Mari juana was about the only th ing that I  would hear about

then. I  don' t  even remember anybody ment ioning other drugs.

Mar i juana,  I '11  say ,  was  a  l i t t le  b i t  more  common in  Los  Ange les ;

and maybe even among the  midd le -c lass  Ch icanos  i t  was  used a  l i t t le

bi t  more than here in El  Paso, at  least  to my knowledge.

Do you think that  i t  would be fair  to say that s ince the '40s

the use of  mari juana and other drugs has tended to be a fact

jn  o ther  soc ia l  c lasses ,  in  h igher  c lasses?

0h, I  know so. Yes, very much so.

0K.  I rd  l i ke  to  ask  you some ques t ions  w i th  regard  to  da t ing

that went on dur ing those years.  In El  Paso do you recal l  much

dat ing  be tween ind iv idua ls  o f  d i f fe ren t  e thn ic  backgrounds,

spec i f i ca l l y  Ang lo  and Mex ican?
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No.  Hard ly  any  jn  the  '40s .  I  th ink  when th ings  s ta r ted  chang ing

were, in my opinion, when I  f i rst  started seeing more of  the dat ing

between the  Ang lo  and the  Mex ican Amer icans- - I 'd  say  was the  ear ly

' 60s  or  midd le  '60s ,  more  or  less .  And now i t ' s  a  very  comrnon

th ing  wh ich ' i s  good tha t  ch i ld ren  are  now ab le  to  see each o ther ,

you know, as equals and not lower or any better than anybody e1se.

Can you ref lect  on your t ime in Los Angeles and make a comparison

with regard to dating patterns over there?

l . le l l ,  s ince you ment ion Los Angeles,  yesn ' i t  was a lot  more common

to see a Mexican American with an Anglo.  In fact ,  that  was the

first t ime that I dated, and I can remember maybe two or three

Anglo gir1s.  There i t  was just  a lot  more common and nobody was

made fun  o f  o r  any th ing  l i ke  tha t .  I ' remember  now,  th ink ing  about

i t ,  someth' ing that I  real ly enjoyed was that there didn' t  seem to

be any discr imjnat ion--not as much, anyway. Like I  say,  ' i t  was

very common. And then afterwards it was cornmon to see Blacks and

whites also down the street.  Real ly,  nobody would th ink anything

abou t  i t .

E :  B lacks  and wh i tes  dur ing  the  '40s?

B:  No,  I  wou ld  say  tha t  was  in  the  '50s .

E: Is there anything about Los Ange' les,  any part icular reason that

this was more prevalent than in El  Paso? Do you have any thoughts

on that?

B:  l . le l l ,  I  guess  jus t  the  fac t  tha t  i t ' s  a  much b igger  c i ty  and peop le

probably don' t  care what somebody else th inks;  where here in El  Paso

in  those days ,  in  the '40s ,  I  remember  i t  seems l i ke  everybody knew

everybody. You'd ment ion a last  name and you'd al l  know who they

E:

B :
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were ta ' lk ing about in most cases. Now we also have that problem

here in El  Paso that i t 's  not  l ike i t  used to be'  that  everybody

would know everybody. And I  would th ink that  that  was the reason

why in Los Angeles th ings happened a lot  sooner than they happened

in  a  smal l  c i t y  l i ke  E l  Paso.  I t  seems l i ke  every th ing  f i rs t  s ta r ts

in  the  b igger  c i t ies  and then ge ts  to  the  smal le r  c i t ies .

Mr.  Bencomo, what do you recal l  about the Pachucos in the '40s?

Ide l l ,  a t  tha t  t ime,  oh ,  I  imag ine  I  was  about  13  years  o ld  I  guess

when I  f i rst  started hear ing about the Pachucos. I  personal ly l ike

the long hair  and I  thought i t  was very neat.  The trousers I  used

to admire.  I  used to l ike the way that they dressed. When I  was

abouto oh, I  th ink I  was about 15 years old,  there were about four

of  us that  went up to Los Angeles.  The f i rst  th ing that we did

when we got to Los Angeles, we bought what they refemed to as a

zoot  su i t .  I  th ink  i t  was  a  15  inch  bo t tom or  14  inch  or  someth ing

l ike that .  And we did i t ,  I  guess more to show that we wanted to

ident i fy wi th the Pachuco. My hair  was not too long but I  wanted

to dress the part anyway. At that t ime they had just barely gotten

over the zoot sui t  wars in Los Angeles.  I  fe l t  a lot  of  resent-

ment when I  would hear peop' le ta lk about the way that they had beat

up Pachucos so we kind of  would go into some neighborhoods dressed

as Pachucos to see i f  anybody would make fun of  us or want to f ight

or something. To me i t  was just  real ' ly  a war between Anglo and

Chicano, Mexican Americans. And I  th ink that  the Mexican American

wanted to ident i fy wi th a certain way of  dressing and wearjng their

ha i r  a  cer ta in  length .

E: Would i t  be excessive to say that th is may have been a form of

rebe l l ion  on  the  par t  o f  the  Ch icano aga ins t  the  Ang lo?

a

I
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0h yesr sul^€'  very much so. Speaking for mysel f ,  I 'd say that

we knew that thi ngs were not the same for us as they were for the

Anglo and I  certainly fe l t  proud of  being a Mexican American, of

being a Chicano. And that lvas my way of showing that I wanted to

show everybody that I was a Mexican American, a Chicano. The word

"Pachuco" to me was just  something that I  was proud of  a lso because

I could associate wi th El  Paso and I  was proud of  being from El Paso.

0f  course, El  Paso since the ear ly 
. |900s 

was the pr inc ' ipa]  popula-

t ion dispersion point  of  Mexican i rnmigrants into the United States.

When you vis i ted Los Angeles or any area of  Cal i fornia and you

spoke of  being from El Paso, what did people th ink about El  Paso?

What were their reactr'ons? Do you remember any comments about

E l  Paso back .  then?

Yes. From al l  the Anglos,  they would quest ion whether there were

any  Ang los  l i v ing  in  E l  Paso.  Most  o f  them used to  th ink  tha t

El  Paso was a home of just  Mexican people.

Noth ing  bu t  Mex icans?

No Ang los ,  yes .  And when you wou ld  ta lk  to  Mex ican peop le ,  most

of  the t ' ime they'd start  te l l ing yor i ,  " I , . le l l ,  mV relat ives or we

came from El Paso."  A lot  of  the people f rom the Cal j fornia area

come from El Paso. So, that would make me feel real good at that

t ime,  very  happy.  I t  was  jus t  l i ke  runn ing  in to  re la t i ves  when

we'd meet somebody from El Paso. The same thing when you'd meet

somebody in the Service.  The fact  that  you'd f ind out that  they

were Mexican Americans would give me a very happy feel ing,  and

then [ I 'd]  ask them where they were f rom. And certainly i f  they

were from El Paso or f rom Los Angeles I 'd feel  very,  very c lose

to  them;  a lmost  l i ke  b ro thers .
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was  a  l o t  o fDuring those years do you recal l  whether or not there

s lang in  Span ish  among Ch icanos  in  E l  Paso?

Wel l ,  I  guess since we were kids I  remember there has

s ' lang ,and  there  s t i l l  i s .

Was i t  more prevalent then?

Yes, I  wou. ld th ink so.  Among the Chicanos, yes.

Is  tha t  because,  perhaps ,  they  d idn ' t  master  Eng l ish

do now?

always been

as wel I  as they

Wel l ,  tha t  p lus  the  fac t  tha t  we had a  sense o f  humor  s jnce  th ings

were not too wel l  as far  as jobs.  Things were not too wel l  as far

as the educat ion system, the schools.  This is the way that we

could k ind of  be ourselves.  We would have a certain way of  dress-

ingo we would have a certain way of  speaking that nobody else would

have and, I  guess there again,  we wanted to be ident i f ied wi th our

own. And slang was just  a very,  very di f ferent language. I  know

my parents didn' t  speak [ t f rat  way] and they probably couldn' t

understand us i f  they would hear us speak [ t t rat  way],  but  to us i t

was very common and a very happy feeling to be able to speak fthat

way] to someone.

0f  courser )ou were a chi ld dur ing the Depression, but perhaps

you may have heard your uncles or your parents ta lk about i t .

Is there anything that st icks out prominent ly in your mind that

you 've  heard  or  tha t  you 've  perhaps  w i tnessed dur ing  the  Depress ion

with regard to Mexican Americans l iv ing here at  that  t ime?

No, not that  I  exper ienced, that  I  remember.  Things were a l i t t le

tight at home. I remember we always had something to eat but maybe

we used to eat more beans and hard' ly ever eat any meat,  th ings l ike

that. Flour and beans was a very common thing; they were very
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cheap.  I  used to  hear  peop le  ta lk  about  b read l ines-  I  th ink  there

was WPA. I  wouid also hear people ta lk about some of the banks taking

advantage of  people dur ing the Depression-- insurance comPanies going

broke and peop le  los ing  the i r  inves tments ,  the i r  po l i c ies ;  the  same

way w i th  the  banks- - los ing  the i r  sav ings .  A  lo t  o f  bus inesses  [went ]

broke, including ny uncle that  had that grocery store.

Where was that located?

0n Third and Stanton. I t  was a good sized grocery store for  those

t jmes. They used to del iver f i rst  in a horse and buggy, and then

the smal l  t ruck.  They would del jver al l  the way up to Sierra Blanca

and Van Horn  wh ich  I  be l ieve  is  about  120 mi les  f rom E l  Paso.  S ince

.they did a lot  of  business with the farmers,  when the Depression hi t

they  had a  lo t  o f  c red i t  and the  peop le  cou ldn ' t  pay ,  so  my unc le

paid his debts of f  and closed up and moved to Los Angeles.

Were things better for  h im in Los Angeles?

Wel l ,  at  least  they were able to work.  They f i rst  went to Fresno

and d id  some f ru i t  p ' i ck ing  as  a  fami ' l y .

This ' is  af ter  having owned a store in El  Paso?

Yes, r ight .  And then I  bel ieve af ter  about l0 or 15 years he was

able to open up a grocery store,  a smal l  one, in East Los Ange' les

wh ich  is  s t i l l  a  Mex ican Amer ican area .  And tha t ' s  where  he  has

been; the fami ly has stayed there in Los Angeles.

Is  the  bus iness  s t i l l  there?

No. My uncle passed away about 3 or 4 years ago, 2 years ago at

the  age o f . . . I  th ink  he  was about  86 .  And a t  tha t  t ime he  was

already ret i red.  He had passed the business on to one of  my

cous ins  and my cous in  d idn ' t  l i ke  the  grocery  bus iness  so  he

c losed up  and jus t  went  to  work .
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Your  cous ins  s t i l l  l i ve  in  Los  Ange les?

Yes, gui te a few of  them.

General ly speaking, what k inds of  occupat ions do they have today?

0h,  I  th ink  most  o f  them l i ve  in  e i ther  midd le -c lass  ne ighborhoods

or  a  l i t t le  b i t  lower  than midd le -c lass"  They  have regu ' la r  jobs ,

nothing outstanding. There may be a few except ions of  one or two

cousins--one in Fresno that works for  a federal  proiect  and another

one in San Francisco that is teaching. Aside from that most of

them jus t  work  regu la r  jobs .

What k ind of  requlaJ'  iobs?

0h, ofl€ of them works for Goodyear Tire Company in the shipping

department. Another one works for American Can Company. Another

one works for  some decal  factory ' - th ings of  that  nature.

When you were growing up in El  Paso, what k inds of  employnent did

you have?

We]l ,  we were taught to work s ince I  can remember.  I  guess even

[when I  was] 6 or 7 years o]d my dad would take me--he then had just

a meat market--and he would take me to the meat market and I  would

sweep and wait  for  h im unt i l  c losing t ime then go home with him.

That was a dai ly th ing plus on Saturdays, al l  day Saturdays, and

half-days Sunday. The first job that I remember was when I was about

l2 years o ' ld.  I  started working for Safeway as a sacker and

camy-out boy, and then at  age 14 they gave me a job in the meat

market.  And then when I  was about 15 years old I  started working

as a meat cut ter  for  Hot Spot stores.  I  jo ined the Servjce when

I was 
. |6.  

Then when I  came back I  started helping my father again

in the grocery business.

Did your brothers have more or less the same kinds of  exper iences?
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Yes, al l  of  them. Right.  h lork af ter  school  and then those Satur-

days and Sundays--if not for my father, wel1, I can remember two

of my brothers worked for Safeway and I bel ieve one of them worked

for another chain,  Food Marto I  bel ieve. But our t ra in ing was there

at my dad's meat market or af tenvards in my dad's grocery store that

we opened together when I got back from the Service.

Dur ing  the '40s  can you reca l ' l  sa la rywise  what  peop le  were  be ing

paid in jobs of  that  nature?

l,. lell, I remember as a meat cutter my pay was $39 a week, which I

consider that  very good at  that  t ime. But there were other people

not as for tunate.  Meat cut t ing was one of  the best-paying jobs

at that  t ime and people were earning in the neighborhood of  $. |5,

$18 a week; ver") :  very common, especial ]y among our people,  among

the Chicano community.

E: t^ lhat  year did you go into the Service?

B:  In  1945 .

E: What branch of  the Service?

B: Navy.

E: Could you tel l  me something about your exper iences dur ing your

Service years?

B:  [ ,1e1] ,  I 'm very  thank fu l  because I  th ink  th is  i s  where  I  rea l l y

started to awaken to the fact that I was as good or better than

other  ind iv idua ls - -someth ing  tha t  I  d id  no t  rea l i ze  wh i le  I  was

at tend ing  schoo l .  I  found ou t  tha t  I  cou ld  compete ' in  spor ts  o r

just  about anything that I  made up my mind to i f  I  was given the

opportuni ty.  And this is where I  f i rst  started to get an oppor-

tuni ty to show what I  could do. So, real ly,  they were four hard

years but they were very happy years most ly.  0h,  I 'd say a
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l i t t l e  d isc r im ina t ion ,  because i t  wou ldn ' t  be  very  uncommon

for me to go to a certain part  of  the ship where they were talk ing

about Mexicans and I  would ask them what was going on and they

wou ld  k ind  o f  apo log ize  and sayn " [ . le l I ,  . you ' re  d i f fe ren t .  You ' re

not  l i ke  the  typ ica l  Mex ican.  You look  more  l i ke  a  Syr ian  or  an

I ta l ian . "  o r  "You  speak  Eng l i sh  and  they  don ' t , "  I  don ' t  know i f

they rea' l ly  bel ieved i t  or  not ,  but  aside from that the t reatment

was good. I  th ink i t  was a lot  of  misunderstanding from other parts

of  the country that  they were not fami l iar  wi th the Mexican people

and they were surprised to see or maybe to hear a Mexican speak

Eng ' l i sh .  They  f igured  tha t  a l l  Mex icans  were  dark ,  a l l  Mex icans

had a moustache, al l  Mexicans were short ,  a l l  Mexicans were fat

and none o f them cou ld  speak  Eng l ish .  So,  th is  k ind  o f  jus t  opened

the i r  eyes ,  I  guess .

D id  you ever  exper ience any  over t  d isc r im ina t ion  wh i le  you

were in the Service?

No. A few t imes an argument would end up with somebody cal l ing

me a "dir ty Mexican."  [There were] few Mexicans aboard the ship.

I 'd say we were about maybe four at  one t ime out of  about 
' |500 

men.

So we'd have to end up teaming with the Blacks in order to defend

oursel .ves,  maybe, when we would be leaving the ship af ter  an argu-

ment.  This is where the hate would come out--dur ing an argumentn

be ing  ca l led  a  "d i r ty  Mex ican"  and some o f  my f r iends  ge t t ing  ca l led

"dir ty niggers."  h le found a very common t ie as far  as when i t  came

to defending ourselves.  We were so few that we would k jnd of  have

to team up.
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E: t , ' las there ever any expression of  that  k ind of  ethnic or racial

prejudice against  any other minor i ty groups that might have been

on  sh ip?  Po les  o r  I ta l i ans?

0h yes. I  remember I  had a couple of  I ta l ian f r iends and they were

not  we l l  l i ked .  I  wou ld  be  among Ang ' los  and they 'd  be  ta : l k ing  about

the Italians, maybe one or two of them. I remember one guy that

was from Louis iana and he was French and they'd ta lk about him

ca l l ing  h im- - I  don ' t  know what  they  ca l led  h im- - I  th ink  Wop or

something. Yes, i t  was a very common thing. I  th ink most ly against ,

le t ' s  SaV,  the  French,  the  Ch icanoo the  B lack  and the  I ta l ian  was

where these things would come up to the surface.

l , lhat  parts of  the wor ld did you vis i t  whi le you were in the Navy?

l , {e l l ,  i t  was  en t i re ly  the  Pac i f i c  Ocean,  some is lands- -Hawai i .

I  guess the furthest I  went was China r ight  before the Conmunists

took i t  over.  That was around 1946 that I  was in China for about

a  year  and a  ha l f .  So  i t  was  a l l  a round the  Pac i f i c  and our  home

ports.  The ports that  we would v is i t  would al l  be on the West

Coast which was sornething I  rea11y enjoyed, because I  bel ieve at

that t ime that we recejved better and sometimes even equal treat-

ment. Even though we were Chicanos we received better treatment

on the West Coast than-we did here in El  Paso at  that  t ime.

When you went on shore in the Far East,  how did Orientals or

Malaysians or whatever perceive a Mexican American? Did you

ever ref lect  on th is?

Yes, qui te a few t imes. I  th ink we were welcomed a lot  bet ter  than

the  Ang lo .  They  fe l t  a  lo t  c loser  to  us  than they  fe l t  to  the  Ang lo .

There seemed to be some t;rpe of a mutual tie of some type.

Do you think maybe i t  was skin color?
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I t  could have been, yeah, that  we were di f ferent color of  skin.

In Hawai i ,  of  course, everybody reminded me of  the people here at

home in El Paso--the fact that they were also brown, very tanned.

And in China they were real  f r iendly people.  I  th ink they were a

lot  more fr iendly wi th people of  b lack hair  or  wi th brown color.

I f  there was a Syr ian or l ta l ian,  I  th ink,  or  a Mexican American they

wou ld  f ind  i t  a  lo t  eas ie r  to  do  bus iness  w i th  us  or  jus t  soc ia l i ze

with us than they would wi th an Ang1o. I  remember also that I  used

to  f ind  i t  a  lo t  eas ie r  aboard  sh ip .  Wi th  a  few except ions  most

of  my fr iends were ei ther I ta l ian or Syr ian or that  one French

guy, and then one French-Spanish also f rom Louis iana, plus the

Chicanos .  A l l  the  Ch icanos ,  a l l  o f  us  were  f r iends  a t  tha t  t ime.

I t  was  jus t  an  au tomat ic  th ing .

D id  you ever  s top  in  the  Ph i l ipp ines?

No,  never  in  the  Ph i l i pp ines .

What did you do when you got out of the Navy? And when did you get

out of the Navy?

I got out of  the Navy in 1949 and I  went ahead and jo ined the Naval

Reserve for four years. I went back to my dad's meat market. About

a year later we bought a bigger bui ld ing just  a few doors down, the

same block.  Then instead of  a meat market we went ahead and made

it  a $rocerystore and meat market,  so real ly we have been in that

same block on South Stanton Street,  the 500 block;  or  my dad has

been there for  around 50 years or so.  This is one thing that I 'm

very happy about and very proud of, the fact that even though we

moved away from the neighborhood our place of business has always

been in that  part  of  town. I  have always associated, I  have always

known the people down there. They have known us and this is a very
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good feel ing because I  have never lost  touch with that  part  of

the community.  I  have not forgotten what i t 's  l ike to l ive down

there because I 'm always reminded of  i t  s ince we're down there every

day. A lot  of  our f r iends come from that area and this showed dur ing

my pol i t ica ' l  l i fe,  that  these people are very f r iendly towards me.

I 'm very popular now in the Mexican American community.

Could you tel l  me about what year your father 's business took

i t s  f i r s t  s ign i f i can t  up-sw ing?

hlel l ,  at  that  t ime I  was working for Hot Spot stores and I  real ized

that the war was the one that made the difference for most of the

bus inesses ,  here  in  E l  Paso anyway.  A  lo t  o f  the  l i t t le  meat

markets,  d lot  of  the smal l  grocery stores,  you couldn' t  help but

make money for the fact that merchandise was so scaree and people

were hoarding merchandise. They would buy an.vthing that was for

sale,  so al l  of  the people that  I  remember,  even people in South

E l  Paso,  bus iness  wou ld  s ta r t  ge t t ing  b igger  and be t te r .

So you wou ld  say  dur ing  the  ear ly  and mid  '40s?

0h yes.

Any part icular year?

During the war years.

Is there any part icular year better than the others?

I 'd say around 
. |943. 

Things just  seemed to be start ing to get

better for everybody. People had more money. It seemed 
'l ike 

every-

body was working. And this is when everybody just seemed to grow,

devel  op.

I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you a  ques t ion  w i th  regard  to  the  compet i t ion  f rom

Ciudad Juf,rez in the meat business. What is the nature of  that

compet i t ion?  Does i t  ex is t?
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B:  Wel l ,  I ' d  have to  be  honest  and say  i t  does  ex is t ,  bu t  then a t

the same t ime I  don' t  th ink i t  af fects business down where we're

ato down in South El  Paso. In South El  Paso you f ind that you have

to be compet i t ive because you're in a neighborhood where i t 's  most ly

poor  peop le ,  and in  a  lo t  o f  cases  peop le  w i thout  jobs .  So you have

to be compet i t ive.  We cannot get the pr ices that they get up on

the north s ide of  town. We can certainly go up on the pr ice,  but

then we s top  se l l ing  merchand ise .  So I  rea l l y  had never  looked a t

Judrez as being a compet i t ive force. I  th ink i t 's  a two-way street.

We get a lot  of  customers f rom Judrez and I 'm sure a lot  of  our

customenbuy some things in Judrez.  So i t 's  a two-way street.  I

th ink  we ' re  very  lucky  to  have the  two c i t ies .  Rea l ly ,  we shou ldn ' t

be sel f ish because the Mexican people spend a lot  of  money here and

we spend a lot of money over there. They need us and we need them.

I  don ' t  th ink  tha t  one cou ld  do  w i thout  the  o ther  rea l l y .

I ' ve  in te rv iewed o ther  peop le  who have l i ved  here  in  E l  Paso s ince

the teens and the '20s and they have more or less said the same

th ing .  I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you,  fu r thermore ,  what  a re  your  impress ions

about the recent controversies over the internat ional  t ransportat ion

here on this area of  the border?

Wel l ,  at  that  t ime I  had just  lef t  my ci ty of f ice as Alderman

and I  ran for Mayor and got defeated by a very r ich indiv idual ,  a

mi l l iona i re .  And I 'm a  grea t  be l iever  tha t  i f  there  was any

unders tand ing  on  the  s ide  o f  the  c i ty  o f f i c ia ls  here  in  E l  Paso

that the t ransportat ion problem could be solved. I  honest ly

be l ieve  tha t . . . I  remember  read inganar t i c le ,  th is  was r igh t  a f te r

I  lef t  of f ice I  guess in ' i3.  Tnere was a newspaper art ic le where

the mayor lat that t ime] made a comment about the Mexican government.
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And at  that  t ime they were talk ing about the streetcar and the buses;

and then there was an art ic le in the Mexican newspaper where they

were at tacking the mayor of  El  Paso for ta lk ing about the Mexican

government,  about the Mexican President.  And I  had to agree with

the Mexican people that  i t  was not his place to comment-- the mayor

of a city next to a Mexican city to comment about the Mexican govern-

ment .  I  don ' t  th ink  he  rea l l y  shou ld  have,  no t  pub ' l i ca11y  anyway.

What was the exact nature of that comment?

Wel1,  about the Mexican government taking advantage and want ing the

best of  th ings and always want ing th ings their  way. I  have heard

th is  severa l  t imes here  in  E l  Paso by  po l i t i c ians  and I  th ink  tha t

i t 's  just  the fact  that  they do not know the Mexican mental i ty--

that  they are good, k ind-hearted people,  but  they don' t  l ike to be

taken advantage of .  And I  th ink th is is where everything gets

fouled up when you have two governments,  whether they're c i ty or

federal ,  that  do not understand each other,  do not have that t rust

and respect for  each other.  Then M6xico,  or any other country,  or

any  o ther  c i ty ' s  go ing  to  f igh t  back .  I  th ink  the  two count r ies ,

the two ci t ies,  the way that two peop' le can si t  down and talk about

di f ferences and come up with an understanding-- th is is the way i t

could have been worked out as far  as the t ransportat ion system.

I t  hur ts  bo th  c i t ies  and i t ' s  a  shame because i t  does  hur t  most ly

the poor people,  the ones that do not have cars to t ravel  back and

forth.  These are the ones i t  real ly hurt .

E:  One of  my other interviewees has at t r ibuted a good deal  of  the

problem to arrogance on the part  of  c i ty of f ic ia ls in El  Paso.

Do you tend to disagree or agree wjth that?
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B: I  agree  w i th  tha t .  I  agree  w i th  tha t  comp ' le te ly .  Th is  j s  why

I fe l t  the great urgency to run for mayor of  the c i ty of  El  Paso.

I  knew that i f  I  would be elected mayor that  I  could certainly

be able to s i t  down with c j ty of f ic ia ls f rom Jut ' rez and the communica-

t ion would be there.  I  th ink that  I  showed what could be done when

I  was the  c i ty  A lderman.  The communica t ions  be tween our  Po l j ce

Departments and our Fire Departments that  I  was in charge of  was

beaut i fu l  wi th the same departmenB in Ju{rez.  We had vis i ts pret ty

often from the departments over there in Ju{rez cominq here to El

Paso;  and then we wou ld  re tu rn  the  v is i t  by  go ing  up  there  represent -

ing the Pol jce Department or the Fire Department or both.  t rJe would

a t tend a l l  o f  the  parades ,  a l l  o f  the  func t ions  tha t  we were  inv i ted

to in Ju{rez.  For me i t  was a pleasure to be able to speak with

peop le  tha t  spoke the  lanquage tha t  I  was  born  speak ing .  So I  rea ' l1y

had qreat hopes of  hav' ing one b' ig,  beaut i fu l  c i ty out of  the two

c i  t ' i es .

Are there any Americans in El  Paso pol i t ics today that have

s imi la r  v iews to  yours  on  th is  par t i cu la r  i ssue?

None that I  can th ' ink of  .  Here in El  Paso?

Yes ,  s i r .

Peop le  in  o f f i ce  r igh t  now?

Yes ,  s i r .

I  th ink  one Ang lo  Amer ican wou ld  beo I  th ink ,  Representa t ive  Lu ther

Jones.  lHe]  migh t  have the  same ph i losophy,  o r  seem to  have.  I

have no t  been w i th  h im fo r  the  las t  f i ve ,  s ix  months  or  more .  But

tha t ' s  the  type  o f  ind jv idua l  tha t  he  s t ruck  me [as ] - - fa j r .  I  wou ld

say  he  wou ld  be  one and r igh t  now I  rea l l y  can ' t  th ' ink  o f  another

one .  I  wou ld  have  to  see  the  l i s t ,  bu t  r i gh t  now I  can ' t  th ink  o f

F .
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anybody else.

While you were running for the office of Mayor of El Paso, were you

ever given any reason to bel ieve that people of  inf luence in Cfudad

Ju{rez preferred your candidacy to that of your opponent?

No, none whatsoever.  I  guess we were so busy campaigning over

on th is  s ide  tha t  I  d id  no t  rece ive  any  cont r ibu t ions .  I  wou ld  l i ke

to th ink that  the people of  Judrez would have preferred to have had

a Mexican American as mayor,  somebody that could be able to s i t

wi th them and work out the problems as brothers should,  as people

shou ld .  But  I  have no  ind ica t ion .  The Mex ican papers  d id  in te r -

v iew me qqi te a few t imes and I  appreciated that a lot .  I  fe l t ,

and I  s t i l l  do ,  tha t  the  news med ia  cer ta in ly  d idn ' t  do  me any  favors ,

the news media here f rom El Paso; and that ' is  a shame because the

fac t  tha t  I  am a  Mex ican-Amer ican shou ld  have no  bear ing  rea l l y ,

and i t  d id .  I  th ink  they  shou ld  have looked a t  my qua l i f i ca t jons .

Whenever I ran on somebody's ticket, whenever they wanted me to serve

on a certain board,  then I  was a good Mexi .can. Whenever I  decided

to run for the highest of f ice in the c i ty of  E' l  Paso, then I  was

ca l led  a l l  k inds  o f  names.  I  was  no t  qua l i f ied ,  they  fo rgo t  the

many boards that l .served on that the same people that  went against

me asked me to serve on just a few years before. To me this has

cerfainly proved that man doesn' f ,  cnangrc;- i r  ne cnanges, I  t i r i r ik  i l 's  for  the

bes t .  I  cer ta ' in ly  fee ]  tha t  I  changed fo r  the  bes t .  I  knew the  c i ty  we l l ;  I

knew the departments;  !  worked hard.  As a c i ty_Alderman, i  put  in more t ime than any

other Alderman that I 've known of .  I  made i t  my total  job day

and n igh t .  They  cou ldn ' t  c r i t i c i ze  tha t  bu t  they  found o ther

things'  l ike the fact  that  I  was very f r iendly towards the young

ch icanos .  [That ]  was  someth ing  tha t  I 'm no t  ashamed o f  and I ,d  [do ]
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the same th ing  a l l  over  aga in .  To  men they ' re  en t i t led  to  the

same treatment as anybody e1se. They tr ied to play th is as being

ant i -Amer ican,  wh ich  is  no t  t rue .  I ' ve  come to  the  conc lus ion

tha t  any  t ime a  Ch icano speaks  ou t  fo r  h is  peop ' le  he  w i l l  be  c ruc i f ied ,

especial ly by the people wi th money that want the power.  When a

Chicano tel ls them, "No, I  want to be mysel f ,  I  want to do the job

for the people,"  then they have no more use for you.

You made a reference to your f r iendship wi th young Chicanos in

El  Paso. There was a much celebrated incident at  one of  the high

schoo ls  tha t  go t  b ig  p lay  in  the  E l  Paso med ia .  Do you reca l l

what  I 'm ta lk ing  about?

During my campaign?

Yes.

0h  yeah,  yeah.  The inc ident .

Cou ld  you e labora te  on  i t ,  te l l  us  about  i t?

Yes,  cer ta in ly .  I ' l l  te1 ' l  you  as  much as  I  can  remember .  That

morning I  received a cal l  f rom the Pol ice Department te l l ing me

that  there  was a  d is tu rbance up  a t  Ys le ta  H igh  Schoo l ;  tha t  there

was a demonstrat ion,  there t^tas a s i t -down demonstrat ion by students

a t  Ys le ta  H igh  Schoo l ,  and tha t  the  po l i ce  were  a l ready  there .  The

reason tha t  I  go t  th is  ca l l  was  tha t  I  had ins t ruc t ions  w i th  cer ta in

po' l icemen that I  t rusted that any t ime anything was to happen in

any of  the schools here in El  Paso, I  wanted to know about i t .  Any

t ime that there was a disturbance at  any of  the factor ies here in

El  Paso, I  wanted to hear about i t  because I  wanted to look into

i t .  I  wanted to be there,  to wi tness everything. In my mind this

was for wi tnessing the behavior of  the students and the behavior

o f  the  po l i cemen.  I  have a  lo t  o f  c lose  f r iends  in  the  s tudent
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[popu la t ion ]  and a lso  in  the  po l i ce  fo rce .  I  wanted  to  be  a  w i tness

and I  d idn' t  want to have to bel ieve what I  would read in the news-

paper,  or  have to bel ieve what I  would be told by the super iors of

my departments that I was responsible for. The Fire Department,

the Fire Chief ,  knew that any t ime that there was a major f i re,

regardless of  what t ime i t  would happen, I  was to be cal led at  home;

and he did.  I  thought that  was part  of  my iob,  part  of  my responsibi ' l i ty

o f  rea l l y  be ing  there .  Not  tha t  I  cou ld  do  any th ing ,  bu t  ius t  to

be there to see how my departments were operating. When I got

there  to  Ys le ta  H igh  Schoo l r there  was about  5  o r  6  po l i ce  cars  r igh t

in f ront  of  the bui ld lng.  There r / {as approximately 300 to 400 students.

I f  I  remember correct ly,  i t  seemed l ike most of  them were Chicanos.

They a1l  looked between 14 and 16 years old.  They were ho1' ler ing

and making a lot  of  noise,  chant ing.  When I  got  there somebody

hol lered my name, they recognized me. I  asked them to please be

quiet ,  that  I  wanted to ta lk to them. They did;  r ight  away we

heard  a  s i lence.  I  asked them what  the  prob lem was.  I  sa id ,  "Do

you have any leaders, anybody that could talk for everybody? Every-

body can' t  ta lk at  once."  So I  remember ta lk ing to two boys. They

were  about  17 ,16  years  o ' ld .  They  sa id  tha t  they  wanted  to  ta lk

to  the  pr inc ipa ' l  o f  the  h igh  schoo l  and tha t  he  wou ldn ' t  ta lk  to

them.  I  asked them i f  they 'd  wa i t  un t i l  I  [ cou ld ]  go  in  and check

wi th  the  pr inc ipa l .  I  then  went  over  to . the  sergeant  ih  charge,  I

bel ieve he was a sergeant in charge, and I  asked him to be sure and

tel l  the men that they were deal ing wi th students;  they were young

people and to t ry to be pat ient  and to be cool  regardless of  what

was happening. Just  then a 
' lady 

by the name of Al ic ia Chac5n, who

was on the school  board of  the Ysleta School  Distr ict  at  that  t ime,
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showed up, Together we walked in and asked for the pr incipal .

l^ le were to ld that  the pr incipal  wasn' t  there,  that  the assistant

pr incipal  was there.  We asked to ta lk to him and we asked him what

the  prob lem was,  and where  was the  pr inc ipa l .  And he  sa id ,  "Wel l ,

the  pr inc ipa l ' s  no t  here ,  he 's  ou t  o f  town, "  and " I  don ' t  know what

a l l  th is  i s  about . "  So then I  to ld  A l i c ia  tha t  I  thought  i t  was  t ime

for me to probably go and cal l  the Super intendent of  the Schools.

I  had met the man before,  so I  went and had one of  the pol ice cars

take me over to the Super intendent 's of f ice.  He was out for  lunch

and the Assistant Super intendent asked me i f  I  wanted to wai t .  So

he placed a cal l  and I  wai ted.  I  asked the Assistant Super intef ident,

one thing I  remember I  asked him i f  he knew what was happening at

Ys le ta  and he  sa id ,  "No,  I  don ' t . "  I  to ld  h im what  was happen ing .

By then the Super intendent arr ived and I  to ld him. He didn' t  know

anyth ing  about  what  was go ing  on .  I  to ld  h im tha t  I  d idn ' t  have

the r ight  to te1' l  them that they should go down there;  but I  thought

that i t  was a good idea j f  they were to show up and maybe this would

quiet  down the students.  I  to ld them that I  was going to return,

I 'd  be  more  than g lad  to  g ive  them a  r ide  in  the  po l i ce  car  and there

was nothing to be afraid of .  I  bel ieve both of  them went back with

me" hle then met inside the school :  two or three of  the students,

the Super intendent,  the AsSistant Super intendent,  the ,4ssistant

Pr inc iap l ,  Mrs .  Chacdnr  d rd  myse l f .  I  don ' t  reca l ' l  anybody e lse .

The students agreed to have a meet ing wi th the school  board and with

the Super intendent being present,  and they agreed to cal l  of f  the

problem that they had outside. Al l  of  the students were supposed

to disperse and everything. I  was rea1ly proud of  the fact  that
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nobody had gotten hurt .  Al t  the t ime that I  was there I  not iced

tha t  the  news med ia  were  tak ing  p ic tu res .  Th is  d idn ' t  bo ther  me

any. I  was kind of  used to that ,  but  I  bel ieve i t  was that same

night that  I  was watching TV--I  couldn' t  bel ieve what I  saw. They

would show my face and then pan the camera over to I beljeve about

two young guys wearing brown berets. Then they would switch the

camera over to the str ikers '  f1ag, the symbol.  Apparent ly some

of the students had raised [ i t ]  r ight  next to the state f lag or

the U.S. f lag and then they would pan the camera back to me and back

to the two or three students wearing brown berets. It made it seem

like the whole af fa i r  was a Brown Beret  th ing and not something

that the students had done or were doing. I  don' t  remember the

exact words of  the announcer at  that  t ime, the man taking the f i lm,

but i t  seemed to imply that  there was some connect ion as far  as

qy being there and the fact  that  the Brown Berets were. there.  I

d jdn ' t  l i ke  what  I  saw but  I  rea l i zed  tha t  there  was very  l i t t le

that I  could do i f  anything. Afterwards my campa' ign manager and

mysel f  went and talked to the president of  stat ion KR0D. He agreed

to  take  a  look  a t  the  f i lm and le t  us  take  a  look  a t  the  f i lm

aga in ,  wh ich  we d id ,  together  w i th  the  man tha t  took  the  f i lm.

He agreed tha t  i t  wasn ' t  the  bes t  o f  pub l i c i t y  fo r  a  cand ida te

and we told him we real ly fe l t  l ike we had a r ight ,  and maybe

should,  sue the stat ion.  He apologized and the man that had taken

the  f i lm apo log ized and sa id  tha t  i t  was  no t  in ten t iona l ,  tha t  th is

is the way that he saw the whole af fa i r  there at  Ysleta High School .

We then told him that we thought i t  would be fair  for  the stat ion

to t ry to make up for what had been done with that  f i lmn what hurt

?7
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fhad been done]. I  started to get phone ca' l ls  f rom fr iends and rela-

t i ves  and peop le  te l l ing  me what  a  bad th ing  [ i t  was ]  and how bad

i t  looked on TV for me, and that a lot  of  the Anglo community around

Ysleta were ta lk ing about what a mistake i t  was for me to go

in and take the side of  the students.  Also some fr iends of  mine

on the Pol ice Department to ld me that i t  was very bad publ ic i ty and

i t  looked l i ke  I  was  tak ing  the  s ide  o f  the  s tudents  aga ins t  the

Pol ice Department.  For that  reason we asked him that i f  possible

we would l ike for  me to get on TV and debate wi th the other candidate,

Mr.  Fred Hervey. I  to ld him that I  d idn' t  have the money to buy

the t ime, but i f  the stat ion could do i t  for  the people of  El  Paso

I 'd be more than glad to be on TV with Mr.  Fred Hervey. The presi-

dent thought that  that  would be a good idea for El  Paso. He asked

somebody there i f  t ime was avai lable wi th in the next few days and

they told him that there was t ime. He said that  he didn' t  see any

reason why i t  cou ldn ' t  be  done,  tha t  he  was go ing  to  ta lk  to  Mr .

Fred Hervey and would let  me know within the next two days i f  i t

was going to be possible to be on TV. He asked me what k ind of  a

program we wanted, i f  I  would want quest ion and answer.  And I  to ld

h im,  no ,  tha t  I  thought  tha t  we shou ld  jus t  go  on  TV and jus t  be

ourselves and ask each other quest ions and keep i t  sort  of  in a

gent leman way. A day or two later the president cal led me and told

me that i t  would not be possible to have that program. I  was very

d isappo in ted  because I  rea l l y  fe l t  tha t  i f  I ,was  g iven. the

opportuni ty to face my opponent on TV for about an hour and be given

a chance to quest ion [h im] and for him to quest ion me, that  there

was no doubt in my mind that I  was a better candidate,  bet ter
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qual i f ied  as  fa r  as  knowledge o f  how to  run  the  c i ty  o f  E1 Paso,

the needs of  the people and the wa.ys to provide for the needs of

the  peop le .  So i t  was  a  very  d ' i sappo in t ing  th ing  to  me to  be

turned down,  bu t  rea l l y  I  k ind  o f  expec ted  i t .  I  was  surpr ised

that they had agreed to let  us come on TV together.

l ^Jou ld  you say  tha t  the  par t i cu la r  inc ident  a t  Ys le ta  H iqh  Schoo l

cos t  you  a  s ign i f i can t  amount  o f  vo tes  dur inq  the  e lec t ion?

There 's  no  ques t ion  in  my mind f rom the  peop le  tha t  I  ta lked  to .

Ide had campaigned pret ty heavy in Ysleta.  l , . le had talked to a

lo t  o f  the  key  peop le ,  bo th  Ang lo  and Mex ican Amer ican v iews.

l l le made every meet inq that we possibly could make--homes, teas,

co f fees .  And there  was no  doubt  in  our  mind  tha t  we were  ga in ing

as  fa r  as  the  Lower  Va11ey,  tha t  the  peop le  rea l i zed  tha t  I  was

honest  and s incere  about  s ta t inq  tha t  tha t  a rea  o f  the  c i ty  had

been neglected the same as South El  Paso had for many, many years.

I t  was  about  t ime tha t  th ings  had to  be  done.  L ike  the  s t ree ts - -

the  f lood ing  o f  s t ree ts ,  the  lack  o f  pavement  on  s t ree ts ;  a reas

tha t  had been ignored as  fa r  as  s idewalks ;  the  hea l th  p rob lem--

the  need fo r  a  hea l th  fac i l i t y ,  an  emergency  hosp i ta l  even i f  i t

was  to  be  a  smal l  one.  The peop ' le  were  rea l l y  be l iev ing  tha t  I

was  a  cand jda te  tha t  wou ld  he lp  tha t  a rea ,  and a f te r  th is  inc ' iden t

word  s ta r ted  ge t t ing  around tha t  we were  
' los inq  qround.  Espec ia l l y

among the  Ang lo  communi ty  [ i t  was  sa id ]  tha t  I  fe l t  tha t  I  was

too  pro- l4ex ican,  and tha t  I  wou ldn ' t  do  any th ing  fo r  anybody

except  the  Mex ican Amer ican peop le  o f  E l  Paso.  I  th ink  th is  cos t

us  qu i te  a  few vo tes .  I t  tu rned qu i te  a  few peop le ,  espec ia l l y  the

midd le -c lass  Ang lo ,  aqa jns t  me,  and  I 'm  sure  some o f  the  m idd le -

cl  ass l4ex' ican Ameri  cans .
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E:  Mr .  Bencomo,  in  your  mind ,  what  were  the  pr inc ipa l  in te res t

groups  tha t  suppor ted  you dur ing  your  campaign ,  e i ther  fo rmal ly

or informal 1y?

I 'd say that most of  the youth were ' interested because they knew

that  I  was  fa i r  and had a lso  taken an  in te res t  in  the i r  ac t i v i t ies .

I  was promot ing the idea of  having parks open more hours to youth

and fo r  the i r  ac t i v i t ies .  They  l i ked  a  cer ta in  type  o f  mus ic

and some o f  us  o lder  peop le  d idn ' t  necessar i l y  en ioy  [ i t ]  bu t

they  cer ta in ly  shou ld  be  a l lowed to  use  the  parks  to  hear  the

type of  music that  they l ' ike to hear,  and not have to qo by the

r i ve r  to  be  ab le  to  l i s ten  to  the ' i r  mus ic ,  the i r  rock  mus ic .

Another group of  people were cert ianly the Mexican Arner ican

communi ty ,  most ly  a round the  Hac ienda He igh ts  a rea ,  South  E l  Paso;

and a t  one t ime be fore  the  Ys le ta  inc ident  I  th ink  we wou ld  have

car r ied  most  o f  the  fo lks  in  Ys le ta .  As ide  f rom tha t ,  bus iness  as

a  who le ;  p robab ly  the  smal l  bus inessman s ince  I ' ve  a lways  been a

businessman mysel f  and had an interest  of  somebody that would be

fa i r  to  the  bus ' iness  communi ty .  I  th ink  the  b ig  bus iness  was

scared of  me and I  have never been able to f iqure why they were.

Word  qo t  a round tha t  I  was  s t r i c t l y  p ro-Ch icano and aga ins t  b ig

bus iness ,  tha t  I  was  pro-1abor  and a t  any  cos t  wou ld  he lp  the  labor

fo rce  reqard less  o f  who I  wou ld  hur t  as  fa r  as  b ig  bus ' iness .

What k ind of  support  d id you have frorn labor?

The labor people gathered the day of  the elect lon and maybe two

days before,  and they went door- to-door elect ion day and they

handed ou t  lea f le ts  rem' ind ing  peop le  to  ge t  ou t  and vo te .  I t  was

a door- to-door campa' ign and I  bel ieve the increase of  votes that

I  go t  on  the  run-o f f  e lec t ion  was due to  the  work  o f  a  lo t  o f
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youth ,  a  lo t  o f  vo lun teer  he lp ;  and the  he lp  tha t  we go t  f rom

the labor  peop le ,  f rom,  fo r  ins tance,  Mr .  A l f red  Montoya,  who 's

a  good f r iend  o f  mine .  There  was such a  b ig  tu rn  ou t  because I

made al l  of  the precincts that  day and we were very pleased with

the  vo ter  tu rn-ou t ,  espec ia l l y  in  the  areas  where  I  knew tha t  I

was  popu lar - - ' in  Thomas Manor ,  South  E l  Paso.  The on ly  th ing  tha t

was very displeasing to me was the fact  that  there was a lot  of

gr ipes about the t reatment that  people were gett ing there at  the

vot ' ing  p laces- -mach ines  break ing  down;  peop le  no t  be ing  ab le  to

f ind the place where they were supposed to vote;  f inding out that

they  were  supposed to  be  reg is te red  in  a  cer ta in  p rec inc t ;  the i r

name was no t  on  the  l i s t ;  they  were  tu rned away- - th ings  l i ke  tha t

bothered me that day, but there was hardly anything that I  could

do. The people wi th me at  that  t ime--my campaign manager and

other  c lose  f r iends  tha t  were  qo ing  w i th  me to  the  d i f fe ren t

vot ing precincts--were very p ' leased. They thought that  we

actua l l y  wgre  w inn ing  the  e lec t ion  on  account  o f  the  heavy

turn-ou t .  Bu t  somehow,  deep ins ide  o f  me,  I  rea l i zed  tha t  the

big voter turn-out that  we were having in the prec' incts where I

was pret ty popular [was] the same in the conservat ive precincts,

fo r  ins tance,  where  I  was  l i v inq  a t  tha t  t ime- -around Coronado.

I ' ve  l i ved  in  the  Coronado area  I  guess  fo r  about  c lose  to  
. l5 ,

17  years .  In  a l l  tha t  t ime ' in  the  th ree  e lec t ions  tha t  I  have

been in,  I  have never gotten over l /3 of  the vote.  So these are

the places where I  was afraid that  a l l  of  the hate that  had been

projected by the news rnedia was going to hurt--by these people

tu rn ing  ou t  to  vo te  aga ins t  me,  maybe no t  fo r  the  o ther  cand ida te .
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E:  Wi th  regard  to  the  vo t ing  imegu lar i t ies  tha t  you  ment ionedn such

as machines break' ing down and people being turned away and so forth,

have you ever had any reason to bel ieve that any of  th is was

in ten t iona l  ?

Yes ,  the re 's  no  doub t  in  my  mind .  I t  i s  my  op in ion  tha t  e lec t ions

can be  r igged.  I  don ' t  know too  much about  the  mach ines ,  bu t  I  know

that every t ime the machines break down i t  causes a delay and people

get  t i red  and wa lk  away.  A t  A lamo Schoo l  the  po l l s  c losed about

l5  m inu tes  ear l i e r .  I  th ink  the  cu t -o f f  t ime  was  7  o ' c lock  and

they closed at  a quarter to 7.  S0mebody was in I  ine that  was smart

enough to  ca l l  the  Po l ice  Depar tment .  By  the  t ime the  po l i ce  go t

there ,  what  peop le  had been in  l ine  had a l ready  le f t  A lamo Schoo l .

How many votes that cost  me, I  don' t  know; but i f  I  remember the

law cor rec t ly ,  i f  you  are  in  l ine  by  7  o 'c lock  you w i l l  ge t  to  vo te

regard less  o f  what  t ime i t  i s .  I  don ' t  know who is  respons ib le  fo r

th is .  I  unders tand tha t  i t  has  happened in  o ther  e lec t ions  where

Mex ican Amer icans  have been runn ing  fo r  o f f j ce .  I  don ' t  know what

can  be  done .  I  fe l t  l i ke  f i l i ng  su ' i t  and  then  I  though t  abou t

i t  and thought  tha t  maybe the  peop le  wou ld  take  i t  as  [my]  be ing

a sore- loser ,  wh ich  is  someth ing  I  never  want  to  be .  I  was  sor ry

tha t  I  los t  the  e lec t ion .  I  don ' t  know whether  a  re -count  wou ld

have made any  d i f fe rence;  I  don ' t  know whether  an  inves t iga t ion

wou ld  have made any  d i f fe rence- - I  m igh t  have s t i l l  l os t .  So  I

thought  the  man ly  th ing  to  do  wou ld  be  to  jus t  go  ahead and take

[ i t ]  as  another  campaign  tha t  I  had los t .

In your mind, Mr.  Bencomo, what were the major segments of  the El

Paso populat jon that supported your opponent?
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I  don' t  know what you mean by that.

What social  e lements supported your opponent?

0h,  there 's  no  doubt  i t  wou ld  be  the  u l t ra -conserva t ive ,  your

conservat ' ive.  As far as the Democrat ic party,  I  bel ieve that I

would have come out a lot  bet ter  i f  they had not gotten three

other l4exican Americans on their  t ' icket .  This was very surpr is ' ing

to  me.  I  d idn ' t  th ' ink  tha t  E l  Paso was ready  fo r  th is ,  bu t  th is

jus t  conv inced me tha t  i f  you  have p ' len ty  o f  money and i f  you ' re

able to buy enough TV t ime, you can turn an unknown into a wel l -

known f igurehead in just  a matter of  a few weeks. I  th ink that  the

three Mexican Americans that were on that t icket  k ind of  spl i t

the  fo l low ing  tha t  I  had among the  Mex ican Amer ican peop le- -

jus t  the  fac t  tha t  some o f  the i r  re la t i ves ,  some o f  the j r  f r iends  had

been my fr iends and otherwise would have voted for me. They did a

beaut i fu l  job .  I  th ink  in  a reas  l i ke  Coronado,  in  Nor th  Eas t ,

where I  at tended several  cof fees, I  found out and fel t  very

conf ident  tha t  i f  I  was  g iven the  oppor tun i ty  to  rea l l y  ta lk  to

people face to face and let  them ask me whatever quest ions they

wanted to  ask  me,  once they  rea l i zed  what  type  o f  an  ind iv idua l  I

was and what my goals were,  there was no doubt in my mind that I

cou ld  beat  jus t  about  any  cand ida te  a t  tha t  t ime.  The on ly  th ing

tha t  hur t  was  tha t  I  cou ldn ' t  ge t  a round to  a l l  o f  these ne ighbor -

hoods to be able to answer quest ions;  but people were amazed at

the fact  that  I  was very fa i r .  By "peop' le" I  mean the Anglo

community;  about my ideas of  fa i rness among the Anglo and the

Mexican Americani  the fact  that  I  knew that the Mexican American

did not rece' ive the fa i r  t reatment;  that  Mexican American
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neighborhoods were not kept up as we1' l  as in the area where I

l ived up in Coronado. I  th ink that  that  gave them a chance to

th ink .  I  used  to  te l l  peop le ,  "Pu t  yourse l f  i n  our  p1ace .  What

wou ld  you do?"  They  wou ld  a l l  admi t  tha t  what  had been go ing  on

for years was not fa i r ,  and that a change should be made to t reat

a l l  o f  the  areas  o f  E l  Paso in  the  same manner ,  as  fa r  as  serv ices .

What  do  you th ink  was the  pr inc ipa l  reason tha t  these Mex ican

Americans who were on your opponent 's t icket  jo ined your opponent?

Wel l ,  tha t ' s  p re t ty  hard  to  answer .  I  d id  ta lk  to  one o f  the

peop' le that  got elected with Fred Hervey; two years later he de-

cided to run for mayor.  He told me that he had been an innocent

vict imo that he had not real ized what they were t ry ing to do to

him; but he admit ted that at  that  t ime they used him and the other

two to get into of f ice to hurt  me. Now he knew better and that

was the reason that he wanted to run for of f ice.  I  d idn' t  know

the man we l l  enough to  rea l1y  be l ieve  what  he  was te l ' l i ng  me.  He

asked me i f  I  wou ld  be  on  h is  t i cke t ;  he  asked me i f  I  wou ld  suppor t

h im and,  o f  course ,  I  sa id  no .  I  was  very  deep ly  hur t  [because o f ]

the fact  that  I  had talked to at  least  two of  the Mexican Americans

running on that Fred Hervey t icket and tr ied to discourage them

from runn ing .  I  po in ted  ou t  tha t  th is  was a  tac t i c  tha t  had been

used before to de". feat  a Mexican American running for of f ice,  and I

had no  response dur ing  the  e lec t ion .  The i r  behav io r  was  about

the same as that of  the man running for mayor;  in fact ,  a lot

of  them were used to cr i t ic ize me on TV, on radio.  Most of  i t  was

not  t rue .  I t  was  undue c r i t i c ism.  So they  were  rea l ' l y  used and I

don' t  th ink that  they were thal  ignorant to have been used without
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their  knowledge, so I  th ink that  they were ' in agreement.  They

wanted to get into of f ice so bad that they actual ly prost i tuted

the i r  ph i losoph ies  and the i r  be l ie fs  to  ge t  in to  o f f j ce .

I f  indeed what  th is  ind iv idua l  sa id  about  be ing  cont r i te  about

hav ing  run  on  your  opponent 's  t i cke t ,  d id  you ever  hear  any th ing

about  the  o ther  two ind iV idua ls  tha t  migh t  subs tan t ia te  th is?

No.  One o f  the  o ther  ind iv jdua ls ,  be fore  he  dec ided to  run  w i th

the Henderson t icket,  sent word to me by a real  c lose fr iend that

the t iming for me to run for mayor was then, which was about

approx'imately two years after the time that I ran for mayor before.

[He said]  that  i f  I  would run for mayor--he was fed up with Fred

Hervey and that bunch--he would run on my t icket as an Alderman.

I  to ld  h im tha t  I  s t i l l  had  no t  recupera ted  f inanc ia l l y ,  tha t  I

s t i l l  was  about  a t  tha t  t ime c lose  to  $ .10 ,000,  $12,000 in  the

ho le  f rom the  prev ious  e lec t ion ,  and tha t  I  d idn ' t  th ink  tha t  I

shou ld  run  aga in  fo r  o f f i ce  un t i l  I  had  pa id  a l l  my po l i t i ca l  debts .

To be honest w' i th you, even i f  I  had been able to run there was

no way that I  would put a man l ike that  on my t icket;  no way.

I t 's  very hard to explain that  somehow the man already had two

years 'exper ience  as  an  A lderman,  and  h is  behav io r  on  the  C i ty

Counc i l  was  be ing  a  "yes"  man.  I  a lways  be l ieved tha t  a  c i ty

A lderman or  a  man in  o f f i ce  shou ld  a lways  vo te  h is  conv ic t ions  and

a lways  be  h imse l f ,  even i f  he  knows he 's  go ing  to  lose  what  he

stands for and the way that he votes.  He should vote the way he

fee ls .  Th is  man- -and none o f  the  ones  tha t  ac tua l l y  served w ' i th

Fred Hervey-- I  th ink were ever themselves; certainly not the

Mexican Americans. I  th ink al l  three of  them were "yes" men,
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and I  wou ld  never  have an  jnd ' i v jdua l  I  i ke  tha t  on  my t i cke t .

Mr- Bencomo, can you foresee any set of  c i rcumstances under which

you might  seek  po l i t i ca ' l  o f f i ce  in  E l  Paso aga in  in  the  fu tu re?

I  have never  ru led  ou t  the  poss ib i l i t y .  I t  hur ts  me to  th ink  abot t t

the fact  there's very few peop' le who can af ford to run for of f ice,

very few people as far  as the Mexican American community,  that

are  we l l -known enough to  be  ab le  to  w in  an  e lec t ion .  I  be l ieve

under  the  r igh t  c i rcumstanceso wh ich  wou ld  be . . .my way o f  th ink ing

has  changed qu i te  a  b i t .  Un less  my w i fe  wou ld  agree to  be  my

persona l  secre tary ,  to  be  one o f  the  ind iv idua ls  on  my t i cke t '

tha t ' s  about  the  on ly  way tha t  I ' , |1  run- - i f  we can be  together

in  o f f i ce .

Mr.  Bencomo, concerning the Anglo American support  which you re-

ce ived dur ing  yodr  campaign- -cou ' ld  you te l l  me what  d id  these

ind iv idua ls  have in  common? tn las  i t  you th ,  l ibera l  po l i t i cs ,  what?

I  th ink  i t  was  a  combina t ion .  I  rea l1y  be l ' ieve  tha t  a  lo t  o f  the

Ang lo  youth  cou ld  see the  fa i rness ,  espec ia l l y  your  s tudents ,

the  educated .  Another  one wou ld  be  the  l ibera l  e lement .  And

others  wou ld  jus t  be  the  work ing  peop ' le  tha t  expec t  no th ing

except somebody that would be fair  to everybody-- the r ich,  the

poor .  So I  th ink  i t  was  a  combina t ion .  There 's  a  lo t  o f  good

Ang los ' in  our  c i ty .  By  "good"  I  mean peop le  tha t  a re  unders tand ing

and that have an awareness of  the problems of  the maior i ty of  the

Mex ican Amer icans  and are  w i1 ' l ing  to  go  ahead and io in  in  the  f igh t

to overcome that.  They want change as much as we do. I  th ink

th is  i swheremy fo l low ing  was- - in  peop le  tha t  rea l l y  be l ieved

in  fa i rness  in  po l i t i cs .
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What was the ethnic composi t ion of  your campaign cornmit tee?

I real ly don' t  remember.  I  would say i t  was pret ty c lose to 50-50

ei ther way.

Anglo American and Mexican American?

Yes .

To what extent was there a problem in gett jng out the Chjcano

vote  dur ing  tha t  par t i cu la r  e lec t ion?

t r .

B:

t r .

B:  The b igges t  p rob lem fo r  the  run-o f f  was  the  fac t  tha t  i t ' s  he ld

on a  Tuesday.  I t  i s  known cer ta in ly  by  a1 l  the  work ing  peop ' le ,

tha t ' i t ' s  p re t ty  hard  to  go  to  work  and ge t  ou t  o f  work  a t  6 :00 ,

6 :30 ,5 :000 go  homeo and then s t i l l  go  ou t  and vo te  fo r  somebody.

Th is  i s  someth ing  tha t  shou ld  be  changed;  because cer ta in ly  a  man

that  owns h is  own bus iness  can leave h is  bus iness  any  t ime tha t

he wants to,  to go vote.  Even though, according to law, a man

can ask  fo r  permiss ion  to  leave h is  job ,  90% o f  the  peop le  e ' i ther

don ' t  know about  i t  o r  ha te  to  ask  to  be  ab le  to  go  ou t  and have

some t ime to go vote.  From my exper ience, being involved in several

campa' ignso I  would say th is was the biggest factor as far  as your

conserva t ive  hav ing  a  ho ld  o f  our  po l i t i cs  here  in  the  s ta te  o f

Texas-- the fact  that  they have to vote on a working day. I  rea11y

bel ieve that i f  that  had been a Saturday i  would have won that

run-o f f  e lec t ion .

Another  p rominent  Mex ican,Amer ican po l i t i can  f rom th is  a rea  has

suggested that the Spanish surnamed maior i ty in El  Paso is some-

what decept ive s ince many of  these people are al  iens of  one kind

or  another  and don ' t  have the  r igh t  to  vo te .  Do you perce ive  th is

to be the case? To what extent is th is t rue?
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B: I  never based my campaigns on the percentage of  Spanish surnames

here in the c i ty of  El  Paso. I  a lways based i t  on the percentage

of Spanish surnames that were registered to vote,  and I  remember

d is t inc t l y  tha t  in  South  E l  Paso there  was about '1200 to  
. |500

peop le  tha t  cou ld  have vo ted  and d id  no t  vo te  on  tha t  day .  There 's

no doubt in my mind that these people were certain ' ly  registered

to voteo and there's no doubt that  they were maybe 99% Mexican-

Americans. There's no doubt in my mind that i f  they had gone out

to vote they wou' ld have voted for me, 90% of them. I  guess i t  gets

r igh t  back  to  the  fac t  tha t  i t ' s  a  work ing  day  and i t ' s  hard  fo r

peopl e to get off of work and want to go out and bother to vote

and s tand in  l ines .  The b igges t  tu rn-ou t  i s  a f te r  5 :00- -be tween

5:00  and 7 :00 .  And I  don ' t  th ink  there 's  too  many peop le  tha t

wou ld  l i ke ,  o r  wou ld  bo ther ,  to  s tand  in  l i ne  fo r  a  coup le  o f

hours ,  wh ich  is  about  how long i t  wou ld  take  to  vo te  fo r  somebody.

Mr .  Bencomo,  what  a re  the  mechan ics  o f  po f  i t i c i z ing  the  Mex ican

American in South El  Paso to vote,  to take part  in the electoral

p rocess? D id  you sa tura te  the  area  w i th  pub l fc i t y  o r  d id  you have

loud speakers?

No.  I  knew tha t  most  o f  the  peop le ,  i f  no t  a l l  o f  the  peop le  o f

South El  Paso, knew who I  was or had met me; or they certainly

knew tha t  I  had a lways  been ' invo lved in  one th ing  or  another  in

South El  Paso for years.  What we d' id was most ly saturate the

area w i th  door - to -door  knock ing  and remind ing  peop le ,  mak ing  meet ings

at the di f ferent churches, the centers,  9VmS.

Could you name a few of  those centers,  s i r?
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B: Yes- For one, Armi jo Center.  Another one would be Sacred Heart

Church- There were neighborhood meet ings;  I  had a ta lk wi th the

organ iza t ion  MAYAS a t  tha t  t ime,  ask ing  fo r  the i r  suppor t ,  d i f fe ren t

c lubs  in  South  E l  Paso,  most ly  youth  c lubs .  [We made]  te ' lephone

ca l ls  to  what  few c lubs  are  in  South  E l  Paso,  and then ius t  made

contact  wi th the key people in the schools,  in the PTAs. In the

business community we vis i ted wj th the store owners there in South

E l  Paso,  d is t r ibu ted  mater ia l  a round the  churches  and around the

schoo ls .  i  wou ld  say  tha t  was  about  the  ex ten t  o f  i t .

Were there t imes when these Chjcano groups put you in a posi t ion

where they wanted a commitment about what you would do in a s i tuat ion

related to the Chicano community which would put you in a pos' i t ion

where the answer that  you gave would cast  you in a negat ive l ight

in  Ang lo  Amer ican eyes? That  i so  to  take  a  pub ' l i c  pos i t ion  about

something with the Chicano community?

Dur ing  tha t  e lec t ion ,  ho .  One th ing  tha t  was  brought  ou t  was

the  meet ' ing  tha t  I  had a t tended a t  Bowie  H igh  Schoo l .  I t  was  a

Mexican American meet ing of  Mexican American leaders,  and I  at tended

tha t  meet ing  and I  was  asked to  speak .  The fo l low ing  day  my speech,

wh ich  had been taken ou t  o f  con tex t ,  was  g iven a  lo t  o f  pub l i c i t y .

There  was an  ar t ' i c le  in  the  schoo l  magaz ine  up  a t  UTEP;  the  un fa i r -

ness of  quot ing a speech and the fact  that  not the whole speech is

given or wr i t ten.  There was nothing about that  speech that I  was

embarrassed about,  or  afraid of ,  or  that  I  would ever take back. I

made' i t  as a speech coming from my heart  about th ' ings that were

happen ing  here  in  the  c i ty  o f  E l  Paso.  Every th ing  tha t  I  sa id  was

true, and the way that the news media'" , .n l l  turn something l ike that

around is  very ,  very  un fa i r .

M .
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What was there in the speech that was obiect ionable to the Anglos?

What I can remember, and these wil l not be the exact words, tnlas

something to the ef fect  that  I  had said that  being an American

a l l  my l i fe  had done no th ing  fo r  me.  The speech was g iven in

Spanish. The point  that  I  was try ing to make was the fact  that

I  was  an  Amer ican c i t i zen  a l l  my l i fe '  hav ing  been born  here  in

the  U.S. ;  bu t  the  fac t  tha t  my sk in  was brown,  tha t  I  was  a  Ch icano,

I  st i l l  had to prove mysel f  over and over again.  I  volunteered

to serve my country for  the f i rst  t ' ime when I  was 15 years old;  I

jo ined the Marine Corps. I  then jo ined the Navy when I  was 
. |6.

I  put  in four years in the regu' lar  Navy, four years in the Navy

Reserves, and st i l l  my loya' l ty to my country was quest ioned just

because I  was  proud o f  be ing  Ch icano,  p roud o f  be ing  a  Mex ican

Amer ican.  These are  the  th ings  tha t  I  f ind ,  and w i l l  a lways

f ind unfair-- for  me to have to prove my loyal ty and my love to my

count ry  jus t  because I 'm proud o f  my her i tage,  o f  my cu l tu re ,  o f

what I  am.

I f  a--  h istor ian were to go back to the newspapers dur ing that

campaign and were to t ry to f ind quotat jons f rom that sp€ech, could

you tel l  us in approximately what month and year th js speech was

g iven? Do you reca l l?

Let  me see.  I ' l l  guess  tha t  j t  was  somewhere  around Ju lyn  i t  was

summer;  and i t  would have been about three years ago.

In your mind, did the quotat ions that were taken from that speech

distort  the message that you were try ing to put across?

Yes, certainly.  Any t ime that I  speak I  t ry to do i t  to better

th ings .  I f  someth ing 's  wrong w i th  th is  count ry ,  i f  someth ing 's

wrong w i th  any th ing ,  I  w i l ' l  po in t  i t  ou t .  I  th ink  tha t  tha t  i s
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my duty ,  espec ia ' l l y  i f  I  U  in  o f f i ce ,  o r  espec ia l l y  i f  I  am a

so-ca l led  leader  o f  the  communi ty .  I  th ink  i t ' s  my du ty  to  po in t

out what I  see as being wrong. Certainly my message was not to

l ' ie to anybody. Whatever I  said at  that  t ime in that  speech'  I

wou ld  s t i l l  be  ab le  to  repeat  r igh t  now wi th  a  c lean,  c lear  consc ience.

Genera l l y  speak ing ,  Mr .  Bencomo,  do  you th ink  the  news med ia  d ' i s -

tor ted the report ing of  your campaign?

Very much so. Sometimes they just  do not report ;  they don' t  say

how many peop le  a t tended a  ra l1y ,  who go t  the  app lausen espec ia l l y

i f  i t  was somebody that they do not part icular ly care for .  They

have a  way o f  more  or  less  ignor ing  a  cand ida te- - tak ing  h im out

o f  the  1 igh t ,  ou t  o f  the  eyes  o f  the  peop le ,  and pro iec t ing  another

candidate as a favor i te candidate of  the people.  There are di f ferent

methods that I  have been able to detect  as being used to hurt  or  to

he lp  a  cand ida te .  They '11  wr j te  an  ar t i c le  on  the i r  favor i te

cand ida te  as  b ig  news,  and jus t  hard ly  ment ion  the  o ther  cand ida te ,

o r  ment ion  h im as  l i t t l e  as  poss ib le .  Bu t  some o f  the  ra l l i es  tha t

we at tended were ver!  good. The people were certainly in the spir i t .

They were ready for change, and I  real ly bel ieve that the t iming

was r igh t ,  i f  I  had  been g iven a  fa i r  chance by  the  news med ia .

Do you suspect that  there was any act ive col lusion among the news

media ,  o r  do  you th ink  i t  was  s imp ' ly  unders tood because o f  thd i r

po ' l i t i ca ' l  k insh ip?

I t ' s  p re t ty  hard  to  say .  I  wou ld  th ' ink  tha t  i t  wou ld  p robab ly  be

automat ical ' ly  understood, s ince Fred Hervey is very wel l  known and

has such b ig  in te res t  in  the  bus iness  communi ty - -bank ing ,  g rocery

bus' iness o d" i f ferent hoaFdso advert i  s ing.  Automat ical  ly  at  the

beq inn ing ,  when I  t r ied  to  h i re  a  PR f i rm,  I  cou ld  sense tha t  even
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though I  d id know some of these people and they were f r iendly

towards me, somehow they always would say,  " I ' l l  let  you know in

a day or two. We're go' ing to have to check with the manager."  When

the day or two would come up they'd say,  "We're somy. hle l ike you

a lo t .  We be l ieve  in  what  you ' re  do ing .  You have served the  c i ty

o f  E l  Paso we l1 ,  bu t  the  manager  doesn ' t  th ink  tha t  we shou ld  ge t

invo lved in  a  po l i t i ca l  campaign . "  0 f  course ,  I  knew bet te r ,  because

these same f i rms had been invo lved in  o ther  po l i t i ca l  campai9ns .

Somehow the word would get around that to go against  Fred Hervey

wou ld  hur t .  The news med ia  cer ta in ly  wou ' ld  be  hur t  by  the  lack  o f

advert is ing that Fred Hervey does with the newspapers and radio.  I

found ou t  tha t  he  is  one o f  the  s t ronges t  ind jv idua ls  in  the  c i ty

of  El  Paso. b ' le had been doing business with some banks maybe for

over  20  years ,  and the i r  con t r ibu t ion  wou ld  be  someth ing  l i ke  $200;

I  know that other candidates would get maybe $. |000 or $2000. Maybe

indirect ly these people worked through at torneys. So the word does

get around. They do have meet ings and not al l  the t ' ime do the

peop le  tha t  ac tua l l y  run  the  c j ty  and run  po ' l i t i cs - - the  po l i t i ca l

mach ine- -show up a t  these meet ings .  I  wou ld  suspec t  tha t  theye 's

maybe two or three that wi l l  send somebody e' lse to represent them,

and they could be at torneys or PR people.  They don' t  care to have

their  name ment ioned or to show themselves at  a meet ing,  but I  know

that their  at torneys or another representat ive wi l l  be present at  the

meet ing where these people decide who to back. These are the big

money people.

Mr .  Bencomo,  wh jch  do  you perce ive  to  be  the  ch ie f  economic  ins t j tu -

t ions in El  Paso today?
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The banks certainly carry a lot  of  power.  I  know that when we

wanted to go ahead and expand our grocery store,  we had bought a

former church. We gave some money down and were very confident

since we had deal t  wi th a certain bank for over 20 years and had

never had to borrow money. ln le had always carr ied a good balance;

our credit was good. When we went to borrow money to pay off the

rest  of  the balance on that piece of  property,  we were turned down.

I  went ahead and vis i ted about two other banks--a total  of  about

three or four banks--and we were turned down. One bank told us,

"Wel1,  that 's a problem. You've never borrowed money before so

we don ' t  know whether  you ac tua l l y  w i l l  be  ab le  to  pay  tha t  money

back or not."  This was r ight  before I  had gone into of f ice for  the

f i rst  t ' ime in 1963. We were able to borrow the money from an

insurance company at  about two or three per cent more than the rate

they were charging at  the banks at  that  t ime. We went ahead and

got the loan and agreed to pay that high interest .  A few months

after I  got  into of f ice and I  was the cj ty Alderman for the f i rst

t ' ime, one of  the of f icers of  one of  the banks where we had been turned

down came up to me and asked me i f  we had ever gotten our loan. I

to ld  h im,  "Yes ,  bu t  we ' re  pay ing  rea l  h igh  in te res t . "  He sa id ,  " l l |e l l ,

why  don ' t  you  come back  and le t ' s  ta lk  about  i t .  Maybe we can ge t

you the  money. "  I  d id  go  back ,  and there  was no  prob lem th is  t ime.

I  sa t  down and f igured  ou t  in  penc i l  what  i t  wou ld  cos t  me,  because

I would have to pay a penal ty to the insurance company for changing

my ' loan to  a  bank .  I  f igured  ou t  tha t  h igh  in te res t  tha t  we were

going to pay the insurance company and I  knew that we would come
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out  be t te r  f inanc ia l l y  i f  we went  w i th  the  bank ;  so  we d id  go  w i th

the  bank .  Th is  makes me th ink  tha t  i t  a l1  depends on  who you are '

and where you are,  whether these people wi l l  help you or not.

Bes ides  the  banks ,  wh ich  o ther  ins t i tu t ions  in  th is  c i ty  do  you

think are premiere?

I 'd say the Chamber of  Commerce is a very powerfu ' l  tool  that  is  be' ing used by

rouOu i  Ooien people here in the c i ty of  El  Paso. I  am a member

of the Chamber of  Commerce myse' l f ,  but  so are a lot  of  other people

tha t  rea l l y  have no  say-so ,  o r  rea l l y  don ' t  know what  i s  go ing  on

in the Chamber of  Commerce. I  would say that that  was the biggest

tool  of  the way that they get th ings done-- the way that they can

spread rumors,  the way that they can make recommendat ions.  This

was pointed out not too long ago when there was an elect ion that

was going to be held.  There was a quest ion to be decided by the

voters of  El  Paso as far  as the Pol ice and Fire Department.  The Chamber of

merce  came ou t  aga ins t  t he  Po l i ce  and  F i re  Depar tmen t i .  Then  I  was  asked  by

two Depar tments ' i f  I  wou ld  come out  and exp la in  to  the  peop le  o f  E l  Pase why i t

was necessary to go and vote for  th is proposal .  I  went ahead and agreed to do so

treciuie i  ihouqnt t l iat  j t  yrai  rea11y an in, just ice- for  fhe thanber of  Comrnerce to

side against  these two Departments.  Actual ly they should have no

interest  except what other interests a voter might have, but certainly

not as a Chamber of  Commerce come out against  these two Departments.

At the t ime that you were an Alderman in El  Paso pol i t ics,  who

were  the  most  p rominent  loca l  Ch jcano po l i t i c ians?

The only one at  that  t ' ime that I  can remember was Richard Te1' le5'

who was a County Commissioner.  I  bel ieve Rogel io Sdnchez was also

in  o f f i ce .  I  can ' t  th jnk  o f  anyone e lse .  I  be l jeve  tha t  Raymond

B:
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Tel les had been the last  and the only Chicano mayor.  Ernie Ponce

had been the  las t  and the  on ly  Ch icano A lderman.  I  be l ieve  tha t ' s

a l l  r i gh t  the re .

t lh ich Chicano pol  i t icans in El  Paso do you admire the most today?

Pau l  Moreno,  Armando Pera l ta rcer ta in lyTas  Judge;  George Rodr iguez ,JF. ,
t

George Rodr iguez ,  Sr .  I  don ' t  know i f  I  m issed anybody e1se.  I

don ' t  th ink  I  fo rgo t  anybody.

Do the Chicano poi i t icans in local  government today have the interest

of  the Mexican American communityr in general ,  at  heart ,  in your v ' iew?

In my opinion, very few of  them. I  named those people for  that  sole

reason i  they  do  have the  in te res t ,  no t  on ly  o f  the  Ch icano,  bu t  o f

the  c i ty  as  a  who le .  I  th ink  the  prob lem wi th  a  lo t  o f  the  Ch icanos

in of f ice is that  they cater too much to the r ich and too much to

the Ang1o, because they are afrajd that  they wi l l  not  get re-elected

i f  they  rea l l y  show themse lves  as  be ing  in te res ted  in  the  res t  o f

the  commun ' i t y ,  in  the  Ch icano communi ty ,  in  the  poor  sec t ' ions  o f  t l re  c i ty .  Th is

' i s  my persona l  op in ion ,  f rom what  I ' ve  been ab le  to  te IT  f rom l i s ' ten ing  to

some o f  them ta lk .  They ' re  ac tua l l y  a f ra id  o f  showing any  in te res t  as  fa r

as  the  rn inor j t ies  fa re  concerneq] .

In  your  op in ion ,  what  w i l l  i t  take  fo r  Ch icanos

po ' l i t i ca l  jn f luence in  E l  Paso? That  i s ,  power

F .

B:

r . to achieve greater

commensurate wi th

their  numbers?

B:  In  my op in ion ,  f i r s t ,  the  Mex ican"Amer ican communi ty  o r  the  Ch icano Communi ty  the

ma-ioiity have to be proud of what we are and not be ashamed. [They

must l  not  t ry to hide or forget the fact  that  they are Chicanos.

tr^ lhen they get an educat ion they should t ry to help the ones that

cannot get an educat ion or have not gotten an educat jon.  I  th ink
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once the maior i ty of  us have that pr ide,  then we can go out and

automat ica l l y  w i l l  t ry  to  he lp  our  own peop le .  I  wou ld  never  l i ke

to  see i t  where  every th ing  wou ld  be  a l l  Ch icano,  bu t  I  wou ld  l i ke

to see the percentage be on an equa' l  basis;  and that would apply

to teachers,  iudges, whatever.  Everything shou' ld be on a percentage

bas is  o r  p re t ty  c lose .

What do you consider to be the most important stepping stones for

ach iev ing  th ' i s  k jnd  o f  power?  Is  i t  educa t ion ,  i s  i t  po l  i t i cs ,  ' i s

i t  the  m i l i t a ry ,  i s  i t  the  soc ia l  l adder?

I  th ink  i t ' s  the  educa t ion .  I  th ink  tha t  i t  i s  a l l  churches '

respons ib i ' l i t y  to  po in t  ou t  tha t  i t  i s  a  soc ia l  in ius t i ce  tha t

we suffer here in El  Paso and in al1 parts of  the country;  the

churches  and the  schoo ls  shou ld  se t  an  example ,  and tha t  example

wi l l  then  be  fo l lowed by  o ther  peop le .  I f  th js  i s  no t  p rac t iced  in

the  churches  and in  the  ins t i tu t ions  l i ke  the  schoo ls ,  then I

th ink  o ther  ind iv idua ls  can do  no th ing  bu t  fo l low the  examples .

Mr.  Bencomo, does the church have that much inf luence amongst

the  youth  o f  E l  Paso today?0"cJoes  i t  po ten t ja l l y  have tha t  in f luence?

I t  can  po ten t ia ' l1y  have tha t  in f luence.  I t  cer ta in ly  has  the

in f luence o f  the  peop le  tha t  go  to  church .  I f  the  churches  see

d iscr im ina t ion  and see soc ia l  in jus t i ce  and say  no th ing  about  i t

and  keep qu ie t ,  then au tomat ica l l y  peop ' le  go ing  to  these churches

th ink  tha t  th is  i s  r igh t .  I  th ink  the  b igges t  s tepp ing  s tone was

tha t  the  Catho l i c  Church ,  the  B ishop,  came out  in  favor  o f  the

Farah str ikers.  I  thought that  that  was real ly a t remendous step

forward for the labor force of  El  Paso to know that the Cathol ic

Church  had an  in te res t  and tha t  they  wou ld  speak  ou t  aga ins t

E :
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soc ia l  in jus t i ce .  So I  have grea t  fa i th  tha t  the  churches ,  a l l

churches, are moving in that  d i rect ion.  l^ le cannot te11 people to

love their  brother,  love thy neighbor,  and then pract ice something

else than what we preach.

Would you personal ly encourage or discourage young Chicanos from

pursu ing  pos i t ions  in  E l  Paso c i ty  government ,  e lec t i ve  pos i t ions?

I would do everything to encourage them. I  a lways try to back a

Ch ' icano cand ida te  i f  I  rea l l y  th ink  tha t  the  man is  hones t  and w i l l

be dedicated to doing a good job for  everyone, and not be afraid

to  s tep  ou t  and speak  in  favor  o f  the  Ch icano or  o f  the  poor  peop le .

I  would back that candjdate even though sometimes I  real ize that  the

odds are  aga ins t  h im and he  w i l l  lose  the  e lec t ion .  To  me,  the

idea is  tha t  I  shou ld  back  somebody tha t  I  be l ieve  in ,  and no t  jus t

t ry  to  back  a  w ' inner .  Th is  i s  another  th ing  tha t ' s  wrong w i th  some

of  our  loca l  Ch icano po l i t i c ians .  They  wou ld  a lways  t ry  to  p ick  a

winner ,  and tha t  makes them' fee l  o r  look  l i ke  w inners  themse lves .

f  th ink  tha t ,  regard less  o f  the  odds ,  i f  we be l ieve  in  somebody,  and

h.e  is  a  Ch ' i cano,  a  good Ch icano and qua l i f ied ,  I  cer ta in ly  be l ieve

tha t  the  Ch icano communi ty  shou ld  go  beh ind  h im a l l  the  way.

Mr.  Bencomo, I  want to ask you a quest ' ion regarding the recent

elect ion of  Governors Castro and Apodaca in Ar izona and New Mexico.

Do you th ink  tha t  ind ica tes  a  new d i rec t ion  in  the  success  o f

Mexi  can American po' l  i  t ' ic ians?

Yes i t  does. I  never met Mr.  Castro.  I  do know Jerry Apodaca" and

I  admi re  the  man qu i te  a  b i t .  He 's  one o f  the  peop le  tha t  I 'm ta lk -

ing  about  when I  say  "somebody tha t ' s  p roud o f  h is  her i tage, "  the

fac t  tha t  he  is  a  Ch icano.  I  th ink  tha t  th js  w i l l  open doors  and
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cer ta in ly  g ive  conf idence to  Ch icanos ,  as  fa r  as  know' ing  tha t  e lec t ions

can be won and to go in and run for of f ice.  They have a lot  of

qua l i f ied  peop le ,  bu t  I  th ink  tha t  a  lo t  o f  them do no t  run  because

they think that  they do not have a chance [because] they are Mexican

Amer icans  or  Ch icanos .  I  th ink  those were  two grea t  v ic to r ies ;  and

aga in  I  wou ld  l i ke  to  s t ress  tha t  a l l  they  have to  do ,  in  my op in ion ,

is to be fair  to everybody. They do not have to work miracles for

the Mexican Amerjcan communit ies,  but  just  be themselves and show that

fa i rness  shou ld  be  app l ied  to  everyone;  and I  s incere ly  be l ieve  tha t

these people can get re-elected for a second term j f  they do run for

a second term.

Both of  these people are Democrats.

0h  yes .  I f  I  can  make a  comment ,  I  th ink  tha t  rea l l y  the  on ly

peop le ,  in  my op in ion ,  tha t  shou ld  be long to  the  Repub l ican  par ty  a re

the very weal thy people-- that 's the party for  them. There's no doubt

in  my mind.  Th is  has  been my ph i losophy a l l  a1ong.  Th is  i s  no t  to

say that the Democrat ic party is perfect ;  i t  is  far  f rom perfect .

Th is  i s  when I  be l ' ieve  tha t  we,  as  Ch icanos ,  shou ld  use  one par ty

aga' inst  the other to get where we want,  to get the th ings that we

need.  That  i s  by  showing tha t  we can,  i f  necessary ,  sacr i f i ce  our

Democra t ic  be l ie fs  (o r  my Democra t ic  be l ie fs )  in  back ing  a  Repub l i -

can  cand ida te ;  no t  because I  th ink  o r  know tha t  he 's  go ing  to  do

any better,  but  because I  know that that  Democrat ic candidate is

go ing  to  take  us  fo r  g ran ted .  Maybe deep ' ins ide  he 's  no t  a  t rue

Democra t ,  as  fa r  as  h is  ph i losophy.  He 's  us ing  tha t  as  a  labe l  to

get e ' lected. I  th ' ink a f ine example of  that  was John Conna11y.

Right af ter  Robert  Kennedy's death I  backed a Republ ican candidate
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at  tha t  t ime.  I  exp la ined in  tha t  newspaper  a r t i c le  tha t  i t  was

not that  I  was switching part ies,  but  that  the Democrat ic party that

ex' isted without Robert  Kennedy as a candidate was iust  going to be

a rubber stamp of  the Johnson administrat ionn which, in my way of

th jnk ing ,  had no t  done enough fo r  the  Ch icano,  the  B lack ,  the  poor .

Huber t  Humphrey  was a  man w i th  a  labe l  o f  be ing  a  l ibera l  bu t  l i v ing

in the past,  and had not changed and progressed with the t imes. I

thought that a vote for the Democratic party or for Hubert Humphrey

at  tha t  t ime wou ld  be  I i ke  te l ' l i ng  the  Democra t ic  par ty ,  "Every th ing 's

a l l  r i gh t .  You  have  done  we l l , "  p f i ch  I  d idn ' t  be l ieve  a t  tha t  t ime .

M:  You suppor ted  R ichard  N ixon,  then,  a t  tha t  t ime?

B:  Yes ,  r igh t .

M:  D ' id  you ac t ive ly  campa ' ign  or  engage in  ac t iv i t ies  jn  suppor t  o f  N ixon?

B: No. I t  was most ' ly  an endorsement.  I t  was a lot  of  bui ' l t -up anger

ins ide ,o f  me.  I  s incere ly  fe l t  tha t  the  Democra t ic  par ty  ind i rec t l y

had been responsible for  the death of  Robert  Kennedy; the hate that

had been spread around about the man being ruthless.  I  happened to

have been contacted a few months before to see if I would have been

interested in taking the job of  Campaign Manager for  the state of

Texas. I  had agreed, not to be the Campaign Manager,  but  to be Co-

Campaign Manager for  Senator Kennedy in the state of  Texas. You know,

it goes back to the news media--what they can do to a man to try to

des t roy  h im.  Rea l ly ,  I  was  fu l l  o f  anger  r igh t  a f te r  h is  death ,  and

I  cou ld  jus t  no t  see  any  so lu t ion  fo r  the  Ch icano peop le ,  fo r  the

poor  peop le ,  and the  B lacks  by  endors ing  or  he lp ing  Huber t  Humphrey

at  tha t  t ime.  I  thought  i t  was  go ing  to  be  a  cont inuat ion  o f  the

r ich  Democra ts  runn ing  the  count ry  and do jng  as  l i t t le  as  they  cou ld

for the people who were in need.
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E:  Mr .  Bencomo,  no t  to  sound too  conten t ious ,  I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you how

you can say that Johnson had not done that much for the country?

The Great Society programs which he inst i tuted, however misdirected

they may have been, did reach certain segments of  the country that

hadn ' t  had th is  k ind  o f  he lp  s ince  the  New Dea l  e ra ;  and in  add i t ion

to  tha tn  the  C iv i l  R igh ts  leg is la t ion  o f  the  
. |960s  

a lso  d id  a  t remendous

amount .  What  was i t  spec ' i f i ca l l y  tha t  d isenchanted  you about  the

Lyndon Johnson era in American h' istory?

B: I  was a great supporter and a great bel iever of  John Kennedy. I

loved h is  ph i losophy.  I  th ink  tha t  the  man wou ld  have been the

greates t  Pres ident  i f  he  had been ab le  to  cont inue,  i f  h is  death  hadn ' t

come about.  I  guess, deep in my heart ,  I  a lways looked at  Johnson

as being a typical  Texan. When he did start  to make better str ides

for  the  poor  and fo r  the  minor i t ies ,  I  judged i t  as  be ing  s t r i c t ' l y

fo r  po l i t i ca l  reasons .  I  a lways  fe l t  tha t  a  lo t  more  cou ld  have been

done, but that  he did just  barely what he could to keep the people

conten t .  I  rea l l y  cannot  spec i f i ca l l y  po in t  now to  any  cer ta in  th ing ,

bu t  tha t  was  jus t  a  persona l  fee l ing  o f  mine .  I t ' s  l i ke  p ressure

that had been bui l t  up by hope, that  had been bui l t  up by President

John Kennedy; and this man had no other way to go but just  to t ry to

keep the people hal f -way happy and content.  To meo he was a fa i r ly

good ' leader.  
I  th ink he learned a lot  f rom President Kennedy. But

s t i l l ,  there  was so  much and there 's  s t i l l  so  much to  be  done.  I

th ink  tha t  a  lo t  o f  po l i t i c ians  take  advantage o f  i t  and  jus t  do

bare' ly enough to keep people peaceful ,  but  they're real ly not the t rue

cand ida tes  o f  the  minor i t ies .  I  don ' t  know i f  I ' ve  made any  sense

or  no t .
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E : Speak ' ing  o f  the  minor i t ies ,  the  grea tes t  minor i ty  in  the  Un i ted

States at  that  t ime, and now, is the Black American. Dur ing the

'1960s, especial ly dur ing the Johnsonian years,  there was a t remendous

amount of  r iots.  Al l  sorts of  d isaf fect ion was existent in the ghettos

o f  th is  count ry  and burn ings  took  p lace .  I  wou ld  l i ke  to  ask  you,

see ing  as  how a  t remendous amount  o f  soc ia l  leg is la t ion  and a id  to

the  poor ,  espec ia l l y  in  the  ghet to  a reas  o f  th is  c i ty ,  d id  resu l t  as

an e f fec t  o f  a l l  these burn ings  and r io t ings ,  what  do  you perce ive

to be the use of  v io lence? Is i t  useful  for  an emerging minor i ty

group? Do you condone i t  under any ci rcumstance at  a l l? What are

your  v iews on  th is?

I  th ink that  you can only beat peopie and keep people surpressed

for  jus t  a  cer ta in  amount  o f  t ime,  and I  th ink  tha t  i t ' s  human

nature to want to f ight  back. I  th ink that  a l l  of  us t ry to do

i t  in  a  decent  and fa i r  manner ;  bu t  then when we ' re  up  aga ins t  a

wa l l . . . I  th ink  i f  I  was  in  the i r  shoes  I  wou ld  have  been  do ing  the

same th ing .  I t  i s  hard  to  exp la in  i t ,  bu t  I  can  unders tand i t .

I  can understand i t  and I  cannot blame them, because I  th ink you

can dr ive people to that  point .  The funny thing is that  now people

have  rea l ' l y ' l os t  fa i th ,  i n  my  op in ion ,  in  th i s  p resen t  admin is t ra t ion

that we have--President Ford--and we're rea11y not seeing too much

of any demonstrat ion.  I  th ink people just  have no hope whatsoever.

That  has  a  tendency  to  s low peop le  up .  I 'm jus t  guess ing  tha t  in

another year,  two yearsr people are going to be fed up again to the

po in t  where  we are  go ing  to  have r io ts  a l l  over  aga in .  I  th ink  E l

Paso is another example.  Things have been kind of  quiet .  But there

aga in ,  i t ' s  human nature  tha t  takes  so  much fo r  so  long and then

B:
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they have to let  i t  out .  I 'd hate to be around when that t ime comes

here .  I  th ink  i t ' s  go ing  to  be  a  lo t  worse  than i t  used to  be .  I

th jnk  tha t ,  there  aga in  guess i [9 ,  ins tead o f  ius t  demonst ra t ions ,

theie people are going to be forced to use other tact ics--even worse

tact ics than have been used before:  a lot  more burning, even a lot

more murders.

I 'd l ike to ask you a quest ion regard' ing La Raza Unida party here

in El  Pason Mr.  Bencomo. How do you assess the role of  La Raza Unida

par ty  in  E l  Paso po l i t i cs ,  go ing  back  to  when i t  go t  s ta r ted  and

s i  nce?

I  th ink  i t  cou ld  be  a  g rea t  th ing .  I  th ink  i t  cou ld  be  a  g rea t

tool  for  the Chicanos. But I  th ink what destroys the power that  i t

cou ld  have is  our  own peop le  themse lves .  The fac t  tha t  i t ' s  ca l led

"La Raza Unida" turns of f  a lot  of  the Mexican American commun' i ty.

A  lo t  o f  the  midd le -c lass  and upper -c1ass  want  no  par t  o f  i t  because

of  the  word  "Raza, "  wh ich  doesn ' t  bo ther  me.  I  th ink  tha t ,  there

aga in ,  the  news med ia  has  p layed i t  up  to  a  po in t  tha t  they  th ink

i t ' s  a  b ig  s in  o r  tha t  i t ' s  unpa t r io t i c  to  use  the  word  " raza . "  I

real ly don' t  see any real  powerful  tool  in the very near future;

by that I  mean within the next f ive years.  The fact  that  i t  scares

of f  a  lo t  o f  the  Mex ican Amer icans  in  i t se l f  w i l l  k i l l  La  Raza Un ida

party.  I  wish that i t  would be otherwise; but as long as the maior i ty

of  our people are turned of f ,  I  don' t  see how we could be successful

as  be long ing  to  o r  jo in ing  La  Raza Un ' ida  par ty .

Has i t  p layed any  s ign i f i can t  ro len  then,  in  pas t  e lec t ions?

Yes ,  i t  has .  I 'm  t ry ing  to  th ink  o f  wha t  e lec t ion . . . I  th ink  i t

was an elect ion for  Governor.  I t  made l i t t le di f ference that the

Republ ican party got more votes than they cou' ld have otherwise,

M:

B :
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because it drew from the Democratic party. Whenever the Democratic

party is real ly the Democrat ic party that  i t  should be--by that I

mean fo r  a l l  o f  the  peop le  and a  par ty  fo r  the  work ing  c lass ,  fo r

the poor,  for  the minor i t ies--or whenever that  Democrat ic party

fo l lows the  ph i losophy tha t  i t  was  bu i l t  on ,  then I  don ' t  th ink  tha t

we need La Raza Unida party.  Then that [Democrat ic]  party wi l l

rea l ' l y  be  a  par ty  fo r  a l l ,  and  tha t  wou ld  inc lude the  Ch icano and

the Black.  There has been a t rend of  improvement in the Democrat ic

party and a lot  of  that  is  due to the pressures of  the Republ ican

party and of  La Raza Unida party.  I  th ink that  they have forced

the Democrat ic party to be a t rue l iberal  party,  or  t ry to be. I t 's

chang ing  in  tha t  d i rec t ion ,  bu t  I  th ink  i t ' s  a  long ways  ye t  f rom

where we can real ' ly  part ic ipate as Chicanos and be treated as equals

in the Democrat ic party.  I  don' t  by any means think that  the Repub-

l i can  par ty  i s  a  so lu t ion ,  as  such.  I  wou ld  never  jo in  the  Repub l ican

par ty ;  bu t  I  wou ld  back  Repub l ican  cand ida tes  [because]  I  th ink  tha t

once in a whi le we have to keep the Democrat ic party scared enough

to do things for the people when we want them to,  and to fo l low

the ph i losophy tha t  we be l ieve  in .

I 'd l ike to ask you about the Tel" les campaign before he became mayor.

Were you act ive at  that  t ime?

Yes I  was. That was one of  the f i rst  campaigns that I  was act ive in.

Cou ld  you te l l  us  about  tha t  campaign? What  were  the  issues ,  how d id

the news media handle i t ,  how did the Anglo American community look

a t  i t?

That  was qu i te  a  wh i le  back ,  bu t  I ' l l  te l l  you  as  much as  I  can

remember. In the news media I remember that there was an editor of
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the Herald Post,  Mr.  Cooley,  who was open' ly backing Raymond Tel les;

th is  was qu i te  a  change.  I  can ' t  th ink  o f  any  o ther  t ime tha t  one

of the newspapers has real ly helped one of  our people.  Mr.  Cooiey,

in my bel ief ,  helped Raymond. I  th ink that  we caught the major i ty

o f  the  Ang los  o f f  guard .  They  jus t  d idn ' t  th ink  tha t  a  Mex ican

American could get elected to of f ice,  €sp€cial ly as mayor.  I  remember

a  lo t  o f  peop len  I  fo r  one,  were  go ing  door - to -door  p ick ing  up

donat ions f rom $. | .00 on up--whatever we could get.  There was a lot

o f  peop le  do ing  the  same th ing .  There  was a  lo t  o f  en thus iasm,  and

the man did a fa i r ly  good job--as wel l  as could be expected for the

t imes. When he ran for of f ice the second t ime, when he ran for

Congress ,  I  persona l ly  ta lked  to  h im and to ld  h im tha t  th ings  had

changed since he had been mayor.  As far  as I  could see he hadn' t

changed,  and I  thought  tha t  he  shou ld  change w i th  t imes.  We had

more people who were educated, and just  the fact  that  you were a

Mexican American was not enough; the fact  that  he had gone to the

Service and served his country was not enough. I  thought that  he

had to come out and show the people of  El  Paso where his heart  was

and that he had an interest  as far  as the Mexican American cornmunity

[was concerned].

Before he got elected mayor,  were there any div is ions along

ethn ic  l ines  p layed up  by  the  med ia  o r  Ang lo  o rgan iza t ions?

Truly,  I  don' t  remember that  much about i t .  I  know that the Mexican

American community seemed to be working as a block;  there was a

chal lenge there at  the thought of  having a Mexican American mayor.

That fee' l ing was real ,  real  wide-spread. I  can' t  remember anything

in the news media that  was said against  Raymond. His record at  that



BENCOMO

time was good as far  as the mi l i tary,  as far  as his exper ience in

o f f i ce- - I  th ink  he  was in  the  County  C lerk 's  0 f f i ce .  The man was

a good, c lean-cut man who had very l i t t le that  they could hurt  h im

with.  I  real ly don' t  remember the news media.  Al l  I  remember was

a big f ight  between the El  Paso Times and the El  Paso Herald Post

ed i to rs .  That ' s  about  the  on ly  th ing  tha t  I  can  remember ,  and a lso

the enthusiasm that was fel t  among the Mexican American people of

the community.

M: Was that enthus' iasm there in the Mexican American community when

you ran for mayor-- that  is,  the desire to have a Mexican.American

mayor again?

B:  Yes ,  I  cou ld  fee l  i t  in  ta lk ing  to  the  peop le .  I  th ink  what  hur t

me was the  Ys le ta  inc ident  and the  so-ca l led  speech a t  Bowie .  A11

of the th ings that I  had done bel ieving that they were good for the

Chicano community,  thereby good for al l  the community,  were used to

make me look  l i ke  a  rad ' i ca l ,  l i ke  a  man tha t  was  no t  p roud o f  be ing

an American. I  th ink that  that  was the di f ference. Votes were

taken away from me, and the three Aldermen that ran on that t icket .

In al l  fa i rness to them, there were at  least  two of  them that were

pretty well known here in the city of E1 Paso. One was from the

al l  Chicano community,  graduated from Bowie.  The other one was

the middle-class community of  Chicano from--we went to the same

schoo l - - f rom E l  Paso H igh .  The o ther  one,  we l l ,  as  a  bu i lder  I

imag ine  he  is  fa i r l y  we l l  known.  So,  a l l  these th ings  s tacked up .

The peop' le that  run this c i ty knew by then that I  would be a candidate

that would not take any instruct ions f rom anybody, that  I  would do

whatever I  thought would be the r ight  th ing to do. I  th ink th is
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scared qui te a few of  them, such as the banks or the Chamber of

Commerce. They would not be able to control  me and there was nothing

that we had in common. They were afraid of  that .

I  have a  f ina l  ques t ion  regard ing  loca ' l  po l i t i cs .  Dur ing  the  Hervey

admin is t ra t ions ,  the  re la t ions  w i th  C iudad JuJrez  were  very  s t ra ined.

How do you perceive the problems that 
' led 

to those bad relat ions

between Ciudad Ju{rez and El Paso? What were the sources of those

probl ems ?

I  th ink  [ i t  was ]  the  lack  o f  unders tand ing ,  the  lack  o f  car ing  about

the ci ty of  Ju{rez and about the c i t izens of  Ju{rez on the part  of

Mayor Fred Hervey and his administrat ion.  My personal  opinion is that

they wanted to show those Mexicans that they wou' ld not bend, that

they would not give in instead of  real ' ly  t ry ing to go out there and

meet them hal f -way. There's something about the Mexican people;

they  are  very  peacefu i  peop le ,  very  lov ing  peop le  un t i l  they ' re  pushed.

They know when they're being pushed and they know when they're being

taken advantage o f ,  and they ' re  no t  go ing  to  s tand fo r  i t .  I  be l ieve

that th is is what happened, especia ' l1y wi th the t ransportat ion problem,

I ' t  has to be a give and take proposi t ion,  and there was just  no

understanding as far  as our c i ty government.  We have to want to do

something before something is done; I  don' t  th ink that  Fred Hervey

ever  wanted  to  do  any th ing .  Dur ing  one o f  our  po l i t i ca l  meet ings ,

we were talk ing about something; he got angry and told me how much

he had done for the Mexican people when he was in of f ice.  I  remember

that we were answering a quest ion on heal th,  how we fel t  about the

need fo r  hea l th  fac i l i t i es  in  E l  Paso.  He po in ted  ou t  tha t  when he

had been mayor before that ,  he had done a lot  for  the people of

E l  Paso as  fa r  as  hea l th .  He had paved the  a l leys  o f  South  E l  Paso.

B :
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That goes to show you that paving the al leys of  South El  Paso is

solv ing the heal th problems of  the South El  Paso community and of

the other parts of  El  Paso that are not r ich enough or weal thy enough;

they  have to  go  to  hea l th  c l in ics .  I f  pav ing  the  s t ree ts  o r  pav ing

the  a l ]eys  is  a  so lu t ion  to  the  hea l th  p rob lem,  why,  tha t  to  me jus t

shows a  lo t  o f  tha t  man.  He 's  jus t  no t  rea l l y  aware  o f  the  t rue  needs

of  the  peop le .

l ' . le discussed the problem of El  Paso-JuJrez relat ions to a certain

extent on the previous Bencomo tape interview. Mr.  Bencomo, what was

the exact vote count at the end of the run-off between yoursel f and

Mr" Hervey?

There  was a  d i f fe rence o f ,  I  be l ieve ,  a  l i t t le  over  4 ,000 vo tes  in

h is  favor .  I t  was  someth ing  l i ke  24 ,000 tha t  I  had and 28 ,000 tha t

he had that t ime.

E:  Mr .  Bencomo,  we 'd  l i ke  to  go  back  to  your  l i fe  h is to ry .  We le f t

you  back  in  the  la te  40s .  S tar t ing  about  
. |950,  

cou ld  you te l l  us

what you were doing at  that  t ime?

B:  In  1950 I  was  go ing  to  E l  Paso Techn ica l  H igh  Schoo l ,  f in ish ing  my

sen ior  year  a f te r  leav ing  the  Serv jce .  Then I  met  my w i fe ,  my g i r l -

f r iend  Mary ,  and we go t  mamied in  1950.  Up to  tha t  po in t  [ . |95 . | ]

my dad-or the fami ly--had a meat market.  At  that  t fme we dec' ided

we would expand into a meat market and grocery operat ion.  That was

ry.  f i rst  exper ience in the grocery busines. [ I  was] act ive in the

business community,  serving on di f ferent boards,  on youth boards l ike

Our  Lady 's  Youth  Center .  
. |950  

was ded ica ted  more  or  less  to  bus iness ,

the  fami ly ,  ra is ing  a  fami ly ,  and f in ish ing  my educat ion .  That ' s

about  the  ex ten t  o f  i t - -very  l i t t le  po l i t i ck ing .
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M:  I 'm cur ious  about  the  s ty le  o f  l i fe  among young Ch icanos '  young

single Chicanos. l , r fhat  would you do on a typical  weekend, on a

Saturday night or Sunday?

B: 0n a typical  weekend there would be about three or four of  us that

would go to a dance. I t  would iust  happen to be a Chicano dance at

somebody's home, or at  that  t ime dances at  the Cortez Hotel  were

very popu' lar .  I t  was most ly Chicano clubs that would have the dance;

Chicano music.  I f  there was not a dance here there would be one in

Judrez ,  o r  we 'd  jus t  go  n igh tc lubb ing  in  Ju i rez .  One o f  my favor i te

fr iends at  that  t ime, and before then, was Rub6n Salazar.  He was one

of  the  ones  tha t  we 'd  go  ou t  and go  n igh tc lubb ing  w i th  in  Ju f rez .

Sunday morning we'd get together at  somebody's house and have a couple

of beers to feel  bet ter af ter  the night before,  and rest  up t0 get

ready to go to work on Monday. That was real ' ly  a typical  way of  l i fe:

just  have a good t ime Saturday nights and rest  Sunddy, dnd then go

back to work Monday

M: You ment ioned Rubdn Salazar.  What was he l ike at  that  t ime? How

long d id  you know h im?

We met dur ing my sophomore year at  El  Paso High. He was a happy-go-

lucky  ind iv idua l - -a lways  
' l i ked  

to  have a  good t ime.  He had a

beaut i fu l  sense of  humor,  terr i f ic  sense of  humor.  Af ter he got

in to  co l lege a t  UTEP,  I  th ink  i t  was  Texas  Western  or  Co l ' lege  o f

Mines at  that  t ime, he started wr i t ing for  the newspaper there,  I

rea l i zed  tha t  the  man had a  grea t  ta len t  fo r  wr i t ing .  H is  sense

of humor was a beaut i fu l  one when you put i t  down in the newspaper.

He wrote an art ic le that  would be hard for  me to forget.  t i t  *aJ ibout

rocket had been shot f rom White Sands and landed in Jufrez.  
- t te-
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was kidding about how we as Mexicans always f ind an opportuni ty

to turn something that could have been a disaster into something

with humor.  When the rocket fe l l  over there,  the f i rst  th ing that

the people of  Ju#ez did was set up f lauta stands or taco stands and

everything was al l  r ight .  The fact  that  there had been danger was

all forgotten and everybody was happy again. After he came back from

the Service he was a lot  more ser ious.  There was that sense of  humor,

but somehow there was an awareness, an awakening about the Mexican-

Amer ican,  about  the  Ch icano.  I  wou ld  imag ine  tha t  he  p icked tha t  up

in  the  Serv ice ,  I 'm no t  sure .  Then he  went  to  work  fo r  the  Hera ld

Post here in El  Paso. He wrote a t remendous story about the s i tuat ion

in  our  C i ty  da i l .  He wro te  the  t ru th .  He had h imse l f  a r res ted .  They

didn' t  know that he was a reporter;  and i t  was a beaut i fu l  story

about what was happening--beaut i fu l  because i t  was so honest.  I t  was

something that I  had never heard of  any reporters doing. I t  could

have cost him his job;  we always thought that  he had been kind of

b rave fo r  hav ing  done someth ing  l i ke  go ing  aga ins t  an  ins t i tu t ion ,

such as the Pol ice Department,  and tel l ing the t ruth about what

was happen ing  in  our  C i ty  Ja i l .  A f te r  tha t  he  went  to  work ,  I  be l ieve ,

for a newspaper in Los Angeles;  and from there to San Francisco;

and then he was here dur ing the Nixon-Humphrey campaign. He cal led

me and he said that  he wanted to interview me as to why I  was backing

Nixon and not Humphrey. We got together at  h is hotel  room, and then

from there we went over to Ju{rez,  for  o ld t imei '  sake; we had the

interview over there at  the Mex-Tex Bar.  He was a lot  more ser ious.

After the interview, he told me that he had been thnough di f ferent

par ts  o f  Texas ,  Ar izona,  New Mex ico ,  and Ca l j fo rn ia ,  and had found

out  tha t  a  lo t  o f  the  Ch icanos  and a  lo t  o f  the  B lacks  fe l t  the  same
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way [ I  d id]--or I  fe l t  the same way they dfd.  The Democrat ic party

had to change, and the only way to change i t  was to go with somebody

l ike Nixon who happened to be running at  that  t ime with the Republ ican

par ty .  I t  was  rea1 ly  no t  go ing  fo r  N ixon;  i t  was  back ' ing  a  Repub l ican

cand ida te  ins tead o f  go ing  a long l i ke  we a lways  d id  as  good Ch icanos

and good Blacks and vot ing for  the Democrat,  regardless of  who he

was. Right before his death,  I  guess a few months before,  my fami ly

and I  were up in Los Angeles,  and we saw him on TV. He was gett ing

interviewed by some big wheel ,  e i ther ABC or NBC, and they were

ta lk ing  about  the  po l i ce  s i tua t ion  in  Los  Ange les- -about  the  county ,

the  sher i f f ' s  o f f i ce  o r  somebody.  I t  was  a  b ig  hass le .  Someth ing

had happened at  one of  the local  h igh schools and Rubdn Sqlazar was

accusing the Sher i f f 's  Department or the Pol ice Department of  over-

react ing,  and actual ly beat ' ing up on some of those students.  There

again I  admired his honesty and braveness for coming out on TV and

te l l ing  the  t ru th  about  a  s j tua t ion .  I  remember  very  we l l ,  as  i f

i t  had  jus t  happened a  few minutes  ago.  He was smi l ing  aga in  and

be ing  h imse l f .  Bu t  I  cou ld  see then tha t  he  rea11y  fe l t  an  urgency

for the Chicano conmunity;  and al l  of  the th ings that he was talk ing

about  tha t  were  l iab le  to  happen,  happened.  In  fac t ,  tha t ' s  when

he was k i l led ,  in  one o f  those r io ts  up  in  Eas t  Los  Ange les .  A f te r

that we got together here in El  Paso, and I  found out that  there were

some people that  knew him and were interested in start ing a foundat ion--

the Rubdn Salazar Foundat ion.  t , r le met at  h is parents '  home and exchanged

ideas ,  d rd  ta lked  to  h is  mother  and h is  dad and h is  s is te r  about

what we had in mind. Then we went to Los Angeles and sought advice

up there.  We met some of the people that  he had worked with up at
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the TV stat ion in Ho1' lywood, and when we came back we went ahead and

started the Rub{n Salazar Foundat ion.  That has been a good, hard-

working group that has issued qui te a few scholar"ships here in El  Paso

as fa r  as ,  I  be l ieve ,  in  Communica t ions  or  News l4ed ia .  I t ' s  g iven

to Mexican Americans that want to fo l low the Communicat ions f ie ld.

We real ize that  there's very few, and at  that  t ime I  th ink that

Rubdn Salazar might have been the only one of  any major importance

anyway. We thought that  there was a great need, and this was one

way that we could help Chicano students get up there and maybe take

the  p lace  o f  peop le  l i ke  Rubt in  Sa lazar .

I 'm cur ious  about  tha t  s to ry  tha t  he  wro te  loca l l y  about  the  ia i l .

I 'Jhat was that al l  about?

Drugs ;  sex  abuse among pr isoners ;  lack  o f  in te res t  o f  the  Po l ice

Department at that t ime to try to control or improve the bad condi-

t ions ;  the  th ings ' tha t  were  happen ing  in  the  ja i l ;  p re fe rence tha t

was g iven to  cer ta in  p r isoners .

Did i t  have any bear ing on the treatment of  Chicanos?

I real ' ly  don' t  remember.  The things that I  ment ioned are the ones

tha t  a re  ou ts tand ing  in  my mind r igh t  now.

Wi thout  any  e thn ic  imp l ica t ions?

I  don ' t  reca l  I  .

Mr.  Bencomo, do you recal l  when you f i rst  heard the word "Chicano"

used in  E l  Paso?

A long t ime ago;  when I  was  a  l i t t le  k id .

What decade? Late 30s, ear ly 40s?

I 'd  say  the  la te  30s .  A l l  the  t ime tha t  I  was  in  the  Serv ice  tha t

was a very, very common word. "Are you a Chicano?" 0bvious'ly the
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guy  was;  you 'd  say ,  "Hey,  feLes  Ch icano?"  I t  was  l i ke  a  fee l ing  o f

brotherhood; I  have never agreed with people that  say that that  is

a deqrading word. To me that is a loving expression that we feel

for  another person.

E:  You sa id  you were  mar r jed  in  1950,  i s  tha t  cor rec t?

B:  Yes .

E:  Is  your  w i fe  Mex ican Amer ican?

B: Yes, she is.  Her maiden name was Rodr{guez. Up to that  t ime they

were  l i v inq  in  what  now is  the  o ld  par t  o f  the  cana l .  I t  was  par t

o f  the  Chamiza l  tha t  jnvo lved the  U.S.  and Mdx ico ;  they  were  l j v inq

there  on  Park  and l l th  S t ree t .

E :  Where  was she born?

B: In El  Paso. Her dad was born in Mdxico and her mother was born in

San  E l  i  za r io .

What part  of  Mdxico was her father f rom? Could she tel l  us?
/

San ta  Rosa l i a  de  Camarqo .

I n  Ch ihuahua?
f

Santa  Rosa l ia  de  Camargo ' in  Ch ihuahua.

How many chi ldren do you have in your fami ' ly?

S ix  ch i ld ren- - th ree  boys  and th ree  g i11s .

Do the  ch i ld ren  speak  Span ish ,  Mr .  Bencomo?

Yes,  they  do ;  bu t  we f ind  tha t  when they ' re  young they ' re  k ind  o f

ashamed to speak Spanish in f ront  of  people.  We have never,  come to

th ink  o f  i t ,  ques t ioned them about  i t .  We joke  about  i t ,  because

when we're alone they speak very good Spanish; they certainly under-

s tand and speak  i t .  Ye t  we 've  had a  prob lem wi th  them,  when they ' re

young,  in  qe t t inq  them to  speak  in  f ron t  o f  peop le .  They  re fuse
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to speak Spanish. Once they do grow up, I 'd say once they get

to  be  about  17  or  18 ,  au tomat ica l l y  they  s ta r t  be ing  proud o f  i t  and

s tar t  speak ing  i t .  I 'm no t  in te l l igen t  enough to  te l l  you  why th is

i s ,  bu t  ou r  l i t t l e  g i r l ,  5  years  o ld ,  speaks  beau t i fu l  Span ish .

She ' . |1  speak  i t  to  us  and she ' l ' l  speak  i t  to  the  maid- -car ry  on  a

beaut i fu l  conversa t ion .  She goes  ou ts ide  and you ask  her ,  "Speak to

me in  Span ish ; "  ghe ' l l  j us t  l ook  a t  you  and  won ' t  say  any th ing .  I f

she  says  someth i rg ,  she ' l l  say  i t  in  Eng ' l i sh .  Now,  i t ' s  someth ing

to  look  in to .

Do you p ' lace  any  par t i cu la r  impor tance on  b i l ingua l ism in  your

fami 1y?

0h yes, very much so. We try to teach them as much as we can about

our cul ture.  we try to set  an example of  the pr ide that we have,

the fact that our parents came from Mdxico. t^le try to teach them a

l i t t le  b i t  about  the  h is to ry  o f  th is  par t  o f  the  count ry  tha t  used

to  be long to  Mdx ico .  I t  g ives  us  a  lo t  o f  p r ide ,  and we wou ld  r i ke

for them not to be as t imid as I  certainly was in growing up. In

my younger years [ I  was] afraid of  people knowing that I  was a

Mexican American because of  the consequences of  the th ing.

Mr .  Bencomo,  I 'd  l i ke  to  move in to  the  f ina l  phase o f  th is  in te rv iew.

This has to do with some att i tudinal  quest ions regarding the American

Bicentenn ia l .  As  you no  doubt  rea l i ze ,  th is  i s  the  200th  ann iversary

o f  th is  na t ion 's  b i r th .  How do you ident i f y  w i th  the  found ing

fathers of  th i  s nat ion:  Jef ferson, Adams, Washi  ngton? tr lhat

ident i f i ca t ion ,  i f  any ,  do  you have w i th  these peop le?

None whatsoever .  I  don ' t  th ink  tha t  the  B icentenn iar  i s  be ing

hand led  in  the  r igh t  manner .  I t  i s  my op in ion  tha t  i t  shou ld

E:

B :
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rea l l y  be  ce lebra ted  w i th  the  t rue  cu l tu re  o f  the  s ta r t ing  o f  th is  count ry ,

wh ' i ch  was r jgh t  here  in  the  Southwest  w i th  the  Ind ian  and the  Span iard .  I

wou ld  no t  be  jn te res ted  in  any  ce lebra t ion  or  in  any  func t ion  tha t  we might

be invi ted b.  I  just  could not feel  comfortable;  i  could real ly not be mysel f  ;

I  jus t  wou ldn ' t  care  to  be  there .  I  th ' ink  i t ' s  be ing  ce lebra ted  jn  the  wrong

way and pub l ic ized  in  the  v rong way.  More  emphas js  shou ld  be  pu t  on  the  Ind ' ian

and the  Mex ican cu l tu re ,  the  rea l  t rue  founders  o f  the  Southwest ,  the  p lace

where  we ' re  l i v ing  r igh t  now.  I  cou ldn ' t  par t ' i c ipa te  and fee l  comfor tab le  o r

fee l  happy  about  i t .  I  rea l ' l y  fee l  tha t  we ' re  be ing ' le f t  ou t  a lmost  comple te ly .

What  a re  your  op ' in ions  about  the  po l  i t ' i ca l  ph i losoph jes  tha t  th is  count ry 's

founding fathers set  for th in 1775-1776?

I  don ' t  th ' i nk  tha t  i t  rea l l y  he lps  us  in  any  way  o r  tha t  i t ' i s  any th ing  tha t

we can re la te  to .  I  wou ld  re la te  moi^e  to  the  Ind ian  cu l tu re  o f  th ' i s  count ry .

I  can  re la te  rnore  to  the  cu l tu reo f  M6x ico .  I  love  to  read about  the  h js to ry

o f  l46x ico ,  go ing  back  to  the  1400s and the  1500s,  and the  cu l tu re  tha t  ex ' i s ted

here  jn  th i s  par t  o f  the  coun t ry  jn  those  years ,  too .  I t ' s  beau t i fu l ,  bu t  i t ' s

someth ing  tha t  I  never  learned rvh ' i le  I  was  go ing  to  schoo l .  I t ' s  someth ing

tha t  I ' ve  had to  read on  jn  my la te r  years ,  sorne th jng  tha t  I  hope w j l l  change

jn  th is  count ry .  I  th r 'nk  the  a t t i tude  o f  a  lo t  o f  the  Ang los  is  go ' ing  to  have

to  change.  F ' i rs t ,  they ' re  go ing  to  have to  accept  the  way tha t  th ings  happened

in  th ' i s  count ry .  They ' re  go ing  to  have to  accept  us  and qu ick ' l y  fo r  what  we

are ,  the  way tha t  we speak ,  our  co lo r ,  our  cus toms.  0nce they  do  tha t ,  I  don ' t

th ink  we w j l l  have any  prob lem as  a  count ry ,  because cer ta in ly  I  th ink  tha t  we

even t ry  harder  to  unders tand the  Ang lo  menta l i t y - - the i r  ways  and the i r  cus toms.

I  th ink  i t ' s  go ing  to  have  to  be  k ind  o f  a  mutua l  respec t  w i th  each  o ther  tha t ' s

go ing  to  so lve  the  prob lems tha t  we have now.  When we have one s ide  obv ' ious ly

t ry ing  to  change our  ways  and obv ious ly  po in t ing  ou t  tha t  our  ways
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are wrong,  I  don ' t  th ink  we ' re  ever  go ing  to  ge t  any  p lace .  I

th ink that  the d ' i f ferent cul tures that we have-- the Oriental ,  the

Mexican, the Indian, the Black--each have a lot  of  beauty to them.

I f  we take that beauty,  or  a l l  the beauty,  and make i t  into one cul-

tu re  fo r  a l l  in  th is  count ry ,  I  th ink  then we ' re  go ing  to  have a  beaut i -

fu l  country.

What  i s  your  op in ion  about  the  Const i tu t ion  o f  the  Un i ted  Sta tes?

I t ' s  a  beaut i fu l  document .

Do you agree with the pr incipals i t  sets for th?

Most ly.  I  would th ink that  i f  they're fo l ' lowed to the let tern we

wou ld  have no  prob lem whatsoever .  To  me,  i t ' s  jus t  a  beaut i fu l

p iece of  paper,  beaut i fu l  words that are not always fol lowed.

Mr.  Bencomo, of  the Anglo American forefathers or of  the founding

fathers of  th is nat ion on the eastern seabord of  the Uni ted Stateso

which of  them do you admire the most? We're speaking in terms of ,

sdy,  George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamil ton.

B :  L inco l  n .

E :  You don ' t  admi re  any  o f  the  or ig ina l  found ing  fa thers  in  the  l8 th

century?  Those tha t  se t  fo r th  the  po l i t i ca l  p r inc ipa ls  o f  th is  na t ion?

B:  No,  no t  rea1 ly .  The on ly  one tha t  I  can  ident i l y  w i th ,  go ing  back

to  the  Pres idents ,  wou ld  be  L inco ln .  He wou ld  be  the  c loses t  one.

E:  In  contemporary  Amer jcan po l i t i cs ,  wh ich  na t iona l  leader  do  you

admire the most?

B:  A t  th is  p resent  t ime?

E:  Yes ,  s i r .

B:  I  st i l l  bet  on the Kennedys--Ted Kennedy.

E: Mr.  Bencomo, when i t  comes to a quest ion of  your patr iot ism towards

the United States of  America,  what is your comment on that?

65
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t r .

The on ly  comment  i s  tha t  i t  hasn ' t  changed much f rom what  I  sa id  a t

the speech at  Bowie High School .  I  shouldn' t  be t reated any di f ferent

than an  I r i shman or  a  Frenchman,  an  l ta ' l i an  o r  a  Syr ian .  I  th ink

that these thingso at  one t ime or another in di f ferent areas of  the

country,  happened to maybe Puerto Ricans or I ta l ians or Syr ians;  I

th ink that  i t  a l l  depends on the area where we l ive.  The Ang' lo

actual ly wants to control  so bad, he wants to have things his way so

bad, that  he wi l l  do anything to destroy anybody that does not want

to change.

When a l l  j s  sa id  and done,  do  you cons ider  yourse l f  pa t r io t i c  towards

th is  na t ion?

0h, very much so. I  just  can' t  see where I  have been any di f ferent

than anybod.y  e lse .  I 'm th ink ing  o f  our  Ang lo  ne ighbors .  I  was  in

the Boy Scouts for about three years. I went up to Star Scout; then

when I  was too old for  the Scouts when I  was going to high school

I  had three years of  ROTC; then I  jo ined the Marines when I  was 15

dur ing World War I I ;  then the Navy when I  was 16; and then the Naval

Reserve. I t  was a total  of  about e ' ight  years that  I  served my country,

and I  thought that  that  should prove my loyal ty.  When somebody

quest ions  i t  o r  t r ies  to  tu rn  th ings  around,  make i t  look  some o ther

way, I  real ly get angry and I  resent i t  very much because I  don' t

th ink that  my loyal ty should be quest ioned any more than l1r .  Smith

or  Mr .  Johnson.  I f  tha t ' s  no t  d isc r im ina t ion ,  I  don ' t  know what  e lse

' i t  i s .

Mr.  Bencomo, I  want to thank you for your graciousness in consent ing

to  th ' i s  in te rv iew and in  be ing  so  cand id .  Thank you so  much.

Thank you,  I  rea l ' l y  en joyed i t .B :
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This is a postscr ipt  to the interview. l l le ' re discussing LULAC and

terminology that has been used to def ine the Mexican Ametr ican

grogp. Mr. Bencomo, when you first became a member of LULAC' what

was the sel f-referent term that was used by members of LULAC to

refer to themselves?

It  was approximately 1965 that I  io ined the LULAC counci l  here in

E l  Paso.  I  used to  f ind  ou t  tha t  there  was a  lo t  o f  a rgu ing  go ing

on because at  that  t ime the word "Mexican American" was iust  start-

ing  to  be  used.  A ' lo t  o f  the  LULAC members ,  inc lud ing  myse l f ,  l i ked

the word "Mexican AmertCdn,"  and some of the other more conserva-

t ive members used to th ink that  they shou' ld st ick to the word

"Lat in  Amer ican. "  I  cou ld  ident i f y  a  lo t  eas ie r  and a  lo t  be t te r  w i th

the word "Mexican American"-- I  thought was a better descr ipt ion of

what I  was. Then a few years later when the word "Chicano" started

to receive publ ic i ty,  lve went through that same hassle again.  Some

of  us  fe l t  tha t  the  word  "Ch icano"  was even a  l i t t le  b i t  be t te r

than "Mexican American" as far  as ident i f icat ion.  The same people

that had been f ight ing to keep the word "Lat in American" were now

fight ing to keep the word "Mexican American."  I t 's  a funny si tua-

t ion .  I t  ius t  shows us  how th ings  can change over  a  per iod  o f  years .

These peop le  in  no  way want  to  be  ca l led  "Ch icanos , "  and ye t  we ' re

st i l l  the same people that  we were ten, f i f teen years ago.

hlhy did they prefer "Lat in American"? That 's what they named the

organ i  za t i  on .

I  wou ld  be  guess ing  tha t  i t ' s  be ing  ashamed o f  what  the  Ang lo

communi ty 's  go ing  to  th ink  and what  they ' re  go ing  to  Say ,  ins tead o f

being more concerned about what we are.  But I  do love the word

"Ch icano. "  I t  b r ings  a  lo t  more  c loseness  to  the  peop le .  I  can
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i den t i f y  w i th  the  peop le  a  lo t  be t te r  w i th  the  word  "Ch icano, "

cer ta in ly  a  lo t  be t te r  than "La t in  Amer ican. "  Not  tha t  I 'm ashamed

of  be ing  a  La t in ,  bu t  the  ident i f i ca t ion  is  a  lo t  s t ronger  w i th

"Mex ican Amer ican"  o r  w i th  "Ch icano"  ra ther  than w i th  "La t in

American. "

Thank you for your comment, Mr. Bencomo.

Thank you.
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