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M:

B iCENTENI{ IAL

M: This is an oral  h istory interview with Congressman Edward Roybal

o f  the  25 th  D is t r i c t  i n  Ca l i fo rn iao  the  23rd  day  o f  0c tober ,1975 ,

Wash ing ton ,  D.C.  Conduct ing  the  in te rv iew is  0scar  Mar t i ' nez .

Congressman, f i rst  can you tel l  me where and when.you were born.

s i  r?

R:  I  was  born  in  A lbuquerque,  New Mex ico ,  on  February  lOth ,  
.19 . |6 .

I  was  born  in  a  bamio  ca l led  Vare las ,  wh ich  i s  s t i l l  t he  same- -

i t  hasnr t  improved any .  In  fac t ,  i t ' s  even poorer  than i t  was  when

I  was born ,  and i t  was  poor  enough then.

Cou ld  you g ive  me a  l i t t le  b i t  o f  backqround on  your  paren ts  and

your grandparents?

My grandparents are both f rom New Mexico. We cannot t race our

background any place else but the state of  New Mexico. My grand-

fa ther  on  my mother 's  s ide  was born  in  Be ldn ;  on  my fa ther 's  s ide

in Santa Fe. His father,  who was my great-grandfather,  was also

born in Santa Fe and they went to Pecos, New Mexico, when they were

both young. They were farmers.  My grandfather on my mother 's s ide

was a  carpenter  and l i ved  in  A lbuquerque most  o f  h is  l j fe .  We

came to  the  s ta te  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia  dur ing  the  ra i l road s t r i ke .  My

father was a cabinet maker,  or  worked in the rai l roads at  the t ime,

and the  s t r i ke ,  as  you know,  was los t .  He came to  Los  Ange les

because  he  d idn ' t  wan t  to  c ross  a  p icke t  l i ne ;  he  d idnr t  wan t  to

be a  scab,  and I  don ' t  b lame h im.  So our  l i fe  s ta r ted  then in  Los

Ange les  and I  was  jus t  4  o r  5  years  o ld  a t  the  t ime.  So I  l i ved  most

o f  my  l i f e  in  Los  Ange les .
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M:  In  Boy le  He igh ts?

R:  In  Boy le  He iqh ts .  I  s t i l l  have  a  res idence  in  Boy le  He igh ts .

M: You went to elementary and high school  there?

R:  [Yes ,  e lementary  and h igh  schoo l . ]  I  went  to  a  schoo l  ca l led  Soto

Street School  f i rst  and then from there I  went to Eucl id.  When

I  went  to  Soto  St ree t  Schoo l  I  d idn ' t  speak  a  word  o f  Eng l ish .  I

went  in to  the  f i rs t  g rade and,  o f  course ,  I  cou ld  no t  communica te

with the teachers and the teachers could not communicate wi th me.

I t  was qui te a di f f icul t  problem and I  suppose that is why I  became

so in te res ted  and became the  au thor  o f  the  B i l ingua l  Educat ion  Ac t .

I f  we had had b i l ingua l  educat ion  a t  tha t  t ime I  th ink  the  progress

that I  and others would have made would have been much greater.

From Soto Street School  I  went to Eucl id and then to Hol lenbeck

Jun ior  H igh  Schoo l ,  and then to  Rooseve l t  H igh  Schoo l .  I  g raduated

from there in 1934.

Cou ld  you te l l  me events ,  exper iences ,  o r  inc idents  tha t  s tand ou t

from your elementary through high school  years?

Wel l ,  one  inc iden t  i s  the  fac t  o f  no t  be ing  ab le  to  speak  Eng l i sh .

But  be ing  the  son o f  a  carpenter ,  a  cab ine t  maker ,  I  was  taught  by

my fa ther  to  add,  to  use  a  ru le ro  and I  happened to  be  ius t  a  l i t t le

b i t  be t te r  than o thers .  In  those grades  we were  add ing  3  and 2 ,

and 4 and 7,  and so forth.  One day the teacher caught me mumbl ing

and she wanted to know what I  was saying. When I  t r ied to te l l  her

she  t r ied  to  fo rce  me to  say  i t ' i n  Eng l i sh .  We11,  tha t  was  an  im-

poss ' ib i l i t y .  The resu l t  was  tha t  ins tead o f  be ing  the  f i rs t  in

the  c lass ,  because o f  the  fac t  tha t  I  was  proh ib i ted  f rom us ing

Span ish ,  I  was  the  las t .  We cou ld  no t  use  Span ish  on  the  p ' layground

M:

R:



ROYBAL

nor in the c lassroom. Then when the t ime came for me to t ry to

prepare to go to a universi ty,  one of  the prerequis i tes was that I

had to  have a  fo re ign  language;  so  the  fo re ign  language tha t  I  took

was Spanish. Now, educators at  that  t ime were not as educated as

the educators are today. This idea of  forc ing the younoster to

speak on ly  Eng l ish  and fo rge t  the  language o f  the  home is  p robab ly

the biggest mistake that th is country has ever made. We arg remedy-

ing  tha t  s f tua t ion  on  the  B i l ingua ' l  Educat ion  Ac t ,  fo r  example .

Forty- two languages are used as a vehic le for  the teaching of

Eng l ish ,  wh ich  means tha t  these youngsters ,  now,  w i l l  be  ab le  to

speak a t  leag l two languaqes and w i l l  be  ab le  to  compete  w i th  some

of the Europeans who speak three and four languages by the t ime they

get  ou t  o f  h igh  schoo ' | .  So  tha t  j s  ongof  the  th ings  tha t  s tands  ou t - -

the  d isc r im ina t ion  tha t  ex js ted  a t  tha t  t ime,  s ' imp ly  because we

spoke Span ish .  That  remains  as  a  scar  w i th  an  ind iv idua l  and you

cannot forget the fact  that  our background and our cul ture was be-

I  i t t led by the mere fact  that  we were prohibi ted f rom speaking Span-

ish .  So,  tha t  i s  one o f  the  th ings  tha t  s tands  ou t  dur ing  my years

[o f  schoo l ] ,  o f  a t  leas t  t ry ing  to  qe t  s ta r ted  perhaps  in  the  f fe ld

tha t  I 'm in  now.  I  never  had any  in ten t ion ,  o f  course .  That

happened en t i re ' l y  d i f fe ren t ly .  But  i t  was  an  exper ience tha t  I  th ink

has  g iven me a  broader  ins igh t  in to  the  rea l  needs  o f  e thn ic  g roups

throughout the country.

M: What about in high school  ,  Congressman? Are there any inc ' idents

that stand out?

In  h igh  schoo l  I  was  qu i te  ac t ive

and par t i c ipa ted  most ly  in  t rack .

in  a th le t i cs .  I  was  a  t rack  man

But  I  was  never  ab le  to  t ra in

R:
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wi th  the  team because I  had a  iob  in  the  morn ings  de l i ver ing

papers ,  ge t t ing  up  a t  3  o 'c lock  in  the  morn ing ;  and then had a  job

af te r  schoo l .  So  my t ra in ing  was the  b icyc le  in  the  morn ing .  Aga in ,

we had qu i te  a  s i tua t ' ion  w i th  regard  to  the  Span ish-speak ing .

Boy le  He igh ts  a t  tha t  par t i cu ' la r  t ime was about  75% Jewish .  The

Spanish-speaking community was relat ively sma11. There were some

Japanese,  p rac t ica ' l1y  no  B lack  s tudents - - two or  th ree  perhaps .  I t

wasn ' t  the  communi ty  tha t  j t  i s  todayo so  the  mat te r  o f  d isc r im ina-

t ion even in the schools was something that was subt le;  but  never-

theless,  one could feel  i t .  I  fe l t  at  the t ime there was no ef for t

on the part  of  the educators to t ry to get any of  the Spanish-

speaking students tg a col lege. In fact ,  I  v^tas counsel led to be-

come an e lec t r i c ian  s imp ly  because I  go t  an  ' 'A ' '  in  A lgebra .  That

was the reason. The other reason was that I  was the oldest in the

fami ly  and I  cou ldn ' t  go  to  co l ' lege  anyway and ' i f  I  d id  I  wou ldn ' t

have much of  a chance for success anywal,  because I  was thinking

at  tha t  t ime o f  p repar ing  fo r  the  account ing  f ie ld .  I  f ina l l y

drd  go  in to  account ing  and f rom account jng  to  soc ia l  work ,  f rom

soc ia l  work  to  the  f ie ld  o f  po l j t i cs .

M: ln lhen you were a chi ld,  do you remember th inking about what you

wanted to become when you grew up?

R:  Yes ,  I  wanted  to  become an accountan t  when I  was  a  ch i ld .

M:  Through h igh  schoo l  you  s t i l l  had  those same goa ls?

R:  I  s t i l l  had  those same goa1s.  However ,  we had a  most  d i f f i cu l t  t ime

because o f  the  s ize  o f  the  fami lyn  because o f  the  Depress ion  and so

forth,  real ly making the proper preparat ions;  so the dream did not

become a real i ty.  My dream was that I  would become a Cert i f ied
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Publ ic Accountant and then al ter  that  I  would go to a law school

and become a lawyer,  and concentrate then on tax problems [and] on

th ings  tha t  I  fe l t ,  a t  tha t  t ime,  were  impor tan t .  t ^ ,h i le  I  do  no t

be l i t t l e  tha t  th ink jng  a t  th i s  t ime ,  I  th ink  tha t  i t ' s  mos t  impor tan t

tha t  I  d id  change and went  in to  the  f ie ld  o f  po l i t i cs ,  where  the

leg is ' la t ion  tha t  I  have presented  and the  leg is la t ion  tha t  has

passed has benef i ted more people than any account ing that I  would

have done for anybody any place

Were your thouqhts on what you wanted to do-- to become an accountant--

atypical  for  the goals that  other Mex' ican American youngsters l ike

.yoursel f  were sett ing for  themselves at  that  t ime?

0h yes ,  most  de f in i te ly .  In  fac t ,  i t  was  most  d i f f i cu l t  fo r  any-

one who cogld get good grades to be in the " in" w' i th the Span' ish-

speaking qroup. In order for  us to be " in" we had to be around

a rrCrr  student.  There were many t imes when we knew we could do a

lot better and could become "A" students and do the work that

was necessary  to  ge t  those "As . "  We neg lec ted  i t  s imp ly  because

of  the  a t t i tude  tha t  ex is ted  no t  on ly  on  the  par t  o f  [ the ]  Span ish-

speaking, but also on the part  of  the educatorsof the t ime. I

jus t  fe l t  [a t  tha t  t ime]  tha t  they  were  no t  rea l l y  in te res ted  in

hav ing  a  Span ish-speak ing  person become an a l l - r rAr r  s tudent .  For

example ,  i n  the  f i e ld  o f  t rack . . .  I  wasn ' t  an  exce l len t  a th le te

but  I  was  the  bes t  they  had.  And I  s t i l l  don ' t  remember  a  coach

actua l l y  s i t t inq  down w i th  me and encourag inc  me- - te l l ing  me tha t

I  cou ld  w in  the  game or  g iv ing  me po in te rs  as  to  what  I  cou ld  do  to

improve my str ide.  But I  remember that  same coach doing that wi th

many others that  I  used to beat every week.
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M .

R:

lnlhat did you run, Congressman?

My main  race  was the  quar te r  mi le ;  I  ran ,  a1so,  the  hurd les .  As

you know, in the quarter mi le the matter of  str ide,  rhythm, and so

for th  i s  most  impor tan t .  Wel l ,  I  don ' t  remember  coach ever  s i t t ing

down and talk ing to me about my rhythm--how I  could improve i t - -any-

thing about my wind. I  could see the di f ference in the way I  was

treated with that  of  the Ang' lo who was beaten by me every week. That,

now tha t  I  th ink  back  to  i t ,  was  a  fo rm o f  sub t le  d isc r im ina t ion

tha t ,  aga in ,  i s  hard  fo r  a  young boy  to  unders tand.

D id  you fee l  a  s t rong need to  ach ieve  a t  tha t  t ime?

0h yes ,  most  de f in i te ly .

To what source do you trace the or iq in of  th is feel inq?

I  th ink  pover ty  more  than any th ing  e1se.  I  g rew up,  as  I ' ve  sa id ,

in these areas. I  come from a larqe fami ly.  We went through a

Depress' ion.  I  had to work dur inq the t ime that my father was j l l

because he  wou ld  no t  accept  re l ie f .  I t  was  th is  pover ty  a tmosphere

tha t  we grew in ,  I  th ink ,  tha t  p rov ided the  dr ive  tha t  was  necessary

to  ach ieve  cer ta in  th ings .  I  d id  no t  ach ieve  every th ing  I  wanted  to

and every th ing  tha t  I  fe l t  tha t  I  cou ld  have.  0n  the  o ther  hand,

go ino  in to  the  f ie ld  o f  po l i t i cs ,  I  have  made ava i lab le  oppor tun ' i t i es

for others.  I  feel  that  the one job that I  have is not to do some-

th ing  fo r  peop le ,  bu t  to  make i t  poss ib le  fo r  peop le  to  do  someth ing

for  themse lves .  That  i s  what  I  s t r i ve  to  do .  I  donr t  want  anyone

to do anything for me and I  don' t  know of anyone that wants anybody

to do anything for them--that is,  anybody worth their  sal t .  So,

my ph i losophy is  tha t  i f  I  can  do  someth ing  tha t  w i l l  open up  oppor -

tun i t ies  fo r  ind iv idua ls  and q ive  them a  chance to  do  someth ing  fo r

themselves, that  is  the best service that can be performed. That

M:

R:

M:

R:
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way we wi1' l  not  be dependent upon someone else,  but be able to

develop the expert ise that  is needed in our community to l i f t  the

community f rom our bootstraps, so to speak, into a higher economic

and educat ' iona l  leve l  .

Congressman, you ment ioned poverty in your own fami ly 's case. Do

you remember poverty beino a concern of  yours as a youth? Do

you remember not ic ing di f ferences of  weal th between di f ferent

groups ?

0h yes ,  de f in i te ly .  I  remember ,  fo r  an  example ,  hav inq  to  ea t

turnips three t imes a day and qoinq to the market to pick them up

s imply  because tha t ' s  a l l  we had to  ea t .  I  remember  a lso  some o f

our neighbors were not al l  Mexican Americans at  that  t imeo a few

percentage, and I  remember the aroma of  broi led steaks which we

never  had.  Now,  these are  some o f  the  th ings  tha t  one th inks  about

la te r  bu t ,  never the less ,  they  remain  in  your  mind .

Do you remember having any feel inqs toward the people who enioyed

th is  s tandard  o f  l i v ing  as  opposed to  the  many who d id  no t  have

very much?

No.  I  had no  fee l ing .  I  a lways  fe l t  tha t  i f  the .v  cou ld  do  i t ,

then  i t  wou ld  be  poss ib le  fo r  us  to  do  i t .  Bu t  never  any  envy  o f

any  k ind .  I  suppose tha t  was  due to  my mother 's ' in f luence,  perhaps

my dad but most ly my mother.  She used to te l l  us that  anything was

poss' ib le and that i f  you bel i t t led the success of  others you are

hamper ing  the  chances  o f .your  own success .  So,  in  o rder  fo r  your -

sel f  to be successful  you have to applaud your brother 's success in

order  to  rea l l y  en joy  your  own.  Th is  was k ind  o f  a  ph i losophy tha t

she had and she constant ly ta lked about i t .  I t  reminds me very much
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M:

of  the  c reed o f  one o f  the  serv ice  c lubs- -her  ph i losophy was

pretty much patterned after that.

Any  fee l ings  about  the  c lass  s t ruc tu re ,  though,  in  the  Un i ted  Sta tes ,

o ther  than an  ident i f i ca t ion  o f  peop le  who had someth ing ,  hav ing

accompl ished i t  themse lves ,  ra js ing  themse lves  by  the i r  own boot -

straps as opposed to other people who inher i t  weal th or were born

in to  i t?

I  don ' t  unders tand what  you mean by  " fee1 ing . "

Thoughtso ideas that you or anybody else in the community may have

had about  the  pos i t ion  o f  the  Mex ican Amer ican communi ty ,  the  peop le

who l ived thereo who suffered as a resul t  of  occupying that bottom

layer in the society as opposed to the ones who were hiqher.

F i rs t  o f  a l l ,  we  d id  have  a  g rea t  dea l  o f  p r ide  in  our  fami l y ,  wh ich

is  someth ing  tha t  I  th ink  was  un ique .  I t ' s  s t l l l  un ique  on  the

part  of  the Mexican American community throughout the Unj ted States.

You don ' t  f ind  tha t  k ind  o f  p r ide  ' in  a l l  e thn ic  g roups ;  fo r tunate ' l y

you f ind  i t  in  ours .  I t  was  someth ing  then tha t  gave s t rength  to

one 's  be l ie f  tha t  there  was someth inq  beyond the  so-ca ]1ed pover ty

atmosphere. Even though there was a great deal  of  struggle that  had

to go on before we qot out of  i t  and a great deal  of  suf fer ingo we

st i l l  l ooked beyond the  po in t  wh ich  we were  in ,  look ing  fo rward  a t

al l  t imes to better days. This is what I  mean about the matter of

the  d isc r im ina t ion .  F j rs t  o f  a l l ,  f there ]  ex is ted  the  pr ide  in  the

home and then our  u l t imate  des i re  to  do  someth ' ing  about  i t  [d is -

cr iminat ion] .  There were many instances in the Boyle Heights area

fwhen] we were chi ldren. For an example,  when Everqreen Playground

vvas open they wouldn' t  permit  a Mexican American student to go

bathing except on a Tuesday. There was a barber shop that 's st i l l

there ;  i t  was  ca l led  the  "Leader  Barber  Shop. "  I t ' s  on  Brook lyn

R:

M:

R:
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and So to -  [The  barber  shop ]  wou ldn ' t  cu t  a  Mex ican 's  ha i r .  I ,

for  an examp' le,  went to get my hair  cut  there.  I  saved money to

do i t  because th is  was more  or  less  a  s ta tus  symbol ,  ge t t ing  your

ha i r  cu t  a t  the  Leader  Barber  Shop.  [ I ]  was  to ld  tha t  I  had to

have an appointment.  When I  t r ied to make an appointment,  they

wou ldn ' t  g ive  i t  to  me.  I  a rgued and f ina l l y  they  to ld  me tha t

they would cut  my hair  but  they'd have to throw the comb away af ter

they  d id  so .  Wel l ,  th is  was r iqh t  in  the  Boy ' le  He iqh ts  a rea .  Now,

coming from that part icular atmosphere in wh' ich you had to go

through th is  s t rugg le - -go inq  back  to  the  home and fee l ing  th is

great fami ly pr ide,  the toqetherness of  the famj ly--and then try ing

to  look  to  the  fu tu re  was a  most  d i f f i cu l t  th ing ,  because the

obs tac les  were  too  qrea t .  Bu t ,  never the less ,  tha t  d r ive ,  I  th ink ,

comes about because of  the cohesiveness of  the fami ly and because

one he lped the  o ther  in  th is  par t i cu la r  s t rugg le ,  and because one

is  so  unders tand ing  about  the  th inqs  tha t  I  have descr ibed w i th

regard  to  d isc r im ina t ion .  They  unders tand how one fee ls ;  one qoes

home and te l l s  the  fami ly  about  th is ,  and then the  encouragement

tha t  comes a t  the  d inner  tab le  g ives  us  a l l  k inds  o f  th ings :

"This people are just  ignorant people.  We were here before the

Pi lg r ims landed.  We have as  much r igh t  to  the  Un i ted  Sta tes  as

they have and perhaps even more, and eventual ' ly  through educat ion

we w i l l  be  ab le  to  have them unders tand tha t  th is  r igh t  i s  an  equa l

r igh t . "  A l l  these th ings  tha t  go  on  in  a  fami ly - - I  th ink  they  go

on in  every  fami ly  in  d i f fe ren t  ways .  I  th ink  i t  was  rea l l y  the

background tha t  has  made i t  poss jb le  no t  on ly  fo r  me,  bu t  fo r  o ther

Mex ican Amer icans ,  to  acqu i re  some measure  o f  success .



ROYBAL 10

M:

R :

Congressmann when d id  you f i rs t  become a  po l i t i ca l l y  aware  person?

I rve  a lways  been a  po l i t i ca ' l1y  aware  person.  I  was  a lways  jn te res ted

in  read ing  about  Senator  Denn is  Ch{vez ,  fo r  an  example .  A t  tha t

t ime he was a member of  Conqress. I  was interested in reading

about  some o f  the  po1 i t i c ians  o f  the  s ta te  o f  New Mex ico .  I  was

in te res ted  in  vo t ing .  But  I  th ink  tha t  the  Rooseve l t  e ra  rea11y

made me a Democrat. I remember the suffering under the Hoover ad-

min is t ra t ion  and then I  remember  tha t  we were ' los ing  our  home,  fo r

an example.  I  remember that  dur ing the Roosevel t  administrat ion

they passed a homeowner 's loan corporat ion that made i t  possible for

us to keep our home. My father was, at  that  t ime, dble to get work--

WPA or  whatever  i t  was .  But  never the less  i t  tu rned the  s i tua t ion

completely and I  became more interested in the pol i t ' ica1 process as

a resul t .  I  was never one that jntended to run for any of f ice.  I

fe l t  that  that  was the job of  someone else.  I  went into the

account ing  f ie ld  and I  was  the  cos t  accountan t  fo r  Miss ion  Dry

Corpora t ion .  [ I ]  became in te res ted  in  the  hea l th  f ie ld .  I  app l ied

for  a  job  and was g iven a  job  w i thout  hav ing  had any  t ra in inq  in

heal th,  but  was given a three-month refresher course--a seminar

course they cal led i t - -and prepared for the f ie ld of  heal th educa-

t ion .  I  became the  D i rec tor  o f  Hea l th  Educat ion  fo r  the  Ca l i fo rn ia

Tubercu los is  Assoc ia t ion  and worked in  tha t  f ie ld  fo r  n ' ine  years .

The way I  went  in to  po l i t i cs  was tha t  I  had es tab l i shed a  group

of  adv isors  made up  o f  doc tors  and pro fess iona l  peop le  who wou ld

advise me as to the problems of  the community [and] how to tackle

them,  bu t  p r imar i l y  how to  o rgan ize  the  communi ty  fo r  hea l th  work .
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Wel l ,  these adv isors  a t  one t ime happened to  be  ac t ive  in  the

Roosevel t  campaign. They had $250 lef t  in the t reasury.  They

dec ided tha t  they  were  go ing  to  ask  some young fe l low to  run  aga ins t

an  incumbent  C i ty  Counc i lman.  They  went  down the  l i s t  and I  suppose

they found no one else so they asked me. I  turned i t  down, but the

man who was the  head,  Frank  Faus t ,  had he lped me qu i te  a  b i t .  I

had  he lped produce mot ion  p ic tu res  in  Span ish  in  the  hea l th  f ie ld

on tubercu los is  and venerea l  d isease,  and I  was  ab le  to  show these

motion pictures in every.one of  h is theaters.  He controled every

Span ish  language theater  in  the  Un i ted  Sta tes .  So,  I  was  known,

rea11y ,  no t  on ly  in  the  s ta te  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  bu t  in  Ar i zona  and  in

New Mexico and in Texas--wherever they had a Spanish language mot ion

picture house. I  became a success because of  that  and he knew i t .

So when I  turned i t  down he told me in no uncertain terms that i f  I

d jdn ' t  run  I  cou ld  ius t  fo rge t  about  showing any  o f  my "propaganda"

in  any  o f  h is  mot ion  p ic tu re  houses .  He ca l led  my boss  in  San

Franc isco  and to ld  h im tha t .  My boss  immedia te ly  ca l led  me.  He

summoned me to go before the Board, and said that in order for

the organizat ion to cont inue to have that k ind of  community supporto

that I  had to run. I  got  a leave of  absence and I  ran.  I  was

defeated in the pr imaries for  the nominat ion by 370 votes.  Then I

asked the  organ iza t ion  to  ass iqn  me to  Los  Ange les  on ly  because I

had the whole state.  I  used to go up and down the state of  Cal i for-

n ia .  I  to ld  them,  "S ince  you go t  me jn to  th is  now you must  ass ign

me only to Los Anqeles County,"  which they did.  My campaign commit tee

became the Community Service 0rganizat ion.

That  was the  or ig in  o f  the  CS0?
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Yes. My campaign commit tee became the Community Service 0rganizat ' ion;

I  o rgan ized i t .  Then four  to  s ix  months ' la te r  we go t  the  he lp  o f  Fred

Ross, who was real ly responsible for  the development of  the CSO the

way i t  is  today. But the start  was my campaign commit tee. The f i rst

th ing that the CSO did was to conclude that i t  was not going to be

a po l r ' t i ca l  o rgan iza t ion ,  tha t  i t  was  no t  go ing  to  make any  endorse-

ments,  that  they were only going to endorse issues. I t  was a most

successful  venture.  We had an averaqe of  450 people coming to

every meeting every week. t{e had committees all over, f ighting

di f ferent causes. bl 'e registered and ended up with a net of  over

1 . | ,000 peop le .  Inc identa l l y ,  we ' re  ta lk ing  about  Span iSh-speak ing

people now, so you can iust  imagine how many people we had to

regi'ster in the Boyle Her'ghts area where the Spanish-speaking

popu la t ion  was on ' l y  20%,  to  ge t  1 . | ,000.  So these 
' l l ,000  peop ' le '

then, were contacted and gotten to the pol ls,  and that 's how I  got

elected. Because of  that  organizat ion,  we fought many causes'

For an example,  We were able to change the Captain of  the Pol ice

Department in the Boy'le Heights area and we were able to stop the

obnoxious treatment of young menwhowere thrown up against the

car .  Po l i cemen wou ld  go  th rough the i r  pockets  and i t  was  qu i te

an embarrassment wi th their  hands up in the air .  That we were

ab le  to  change.  We were  a lso  ab le  to  ge t  the  Po l ice  Commiss ion

to accept our recommendat ion that al t  people in the Pol ice Academy

be given a seminar course on the problems of  minor i ty groups--

take them into the Boyle Heights area and show them what the

si tuat ion was to t r .y to give them an understanding of  what they

wou' ld be facing i f  they went into that  area. hlel l ,  that  was carr ied
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on for a year unt i l  Chief  Farker,  df ter  having promised that he

wou ld  cont inue i t ,  ac tua l ' l y  d iscont inued i t .  The CSO was a lso

respons ib le  fo r  one o ther  th lng  tha t  I  th ink  fs  most  impor tan t .

Many people don' t  know [about i t ] .  I  went out purposely to t ry

to buy a house at  the rea' l  estate of f ice located on the corner

of  Bever ly Boulevard and At lant ic Avenue in East Los Angeles.

I 'went into the of f ice,  to ld them that I  wanted a house by a cer-

ta in number because at  that  t ime al l  that  area was being developed

wi th  new houses .  I 'gave the  man a  check  fo r  $250 wh ich ,  inc ident -

a ' l l y ,  I  d idn ' t  have in  the  bankn bu t  never the ' less  took  a  chance.

He,  in  an  embarnassed way,  to ld  me tha t  i t  wasn ' t  h is  fau l t  bu t

he  cou ldn ' t  se l l  to  a  Mex ican.  I  took  my card  ou t  and gave i t

to him. I  was already a member of  the Los Angeles Ci ty Counci l - -

th is was the f i rst  week that I  served as a member of  the Ci ty

Counci l .  I  gave fr im my card and walked to my car.  By the t ime

I got to my car,  which took maybe thir ty seconds, he was r ight

beh ind  me and sa id ,  " f  can  se l l  to  you because you ' re  d i f fe ren t . "

h le l l ,  you  can jus t  imag ine  what  I  to ld  h im in  a  most  po ' l i te  manner .

What  d id  you say ,  s i r?

I  don ' t  th ink  tha t  tha t  i s  impor tan t  to  th is  conversa t ion ,  bu t

I  t r ied  to  be  as  much a  gent leman as  poss ib le .  But  I  went  back

to  the  Los  Ange les  C i ty  Counc i l  and repor ted  th is  inc ident .  That

go t  pub ' l i c i t y ,  I  th ink ,  in  every  major  newspaper  in  the  Un i ted

States-- that  a GI had been refused GI housing in the c i ty of  Los

Ange les .  That ,  then,  fo rced these peop le  to  s i t  down and negot ia te

w' i th us,  and they opened up the project  so that Mex' ican Americans

were  so ld  hous ing .  The same th ing  was t rue  in  Montebe l lo  and in
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Montemey Park.  Again,  we went through the same process and were

ab' le to change things in those areas where one could not buy a

home un less  he  were  e i ther  Span ish  or  I ta l ian  or  Argent ine .  But

i f  you said that  you were of  Mexr 'can descent or looked l ike a

Mexican, l ike I  do for  an example,  [you] could not buy a home in

those areas dur ing that t ime. The CSO was responsible for  that

change. So, these are some of the or ig inal  struggles that  went

aiong with my elect ion.  u, t i th the help that  we got f rom the people

who were involved, we were able to ef fectuate changes that today

are taken for granted by many indiv iduals.  I  am sure that there

are many who l ive in th is area today that never know such a struggle

ever went on.

What were some of the major obstacles that you faced from the

maior i ty community in t ry ing to organize around these issues, in

try ing to get yoursel f  e lected, and what were some of the obstacles

in the Mexiqan conrnuni ty that  CSO faced?

h |e l l ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  we ' l l  t ake  the  obs tac les  in  the  so -ca l led

dominant community,  and there were none because i t  was one of

complete indi f ference. They thought we would never be able to

do anything. They never did anything to help us and, consequent ly,

[ they]  generated an atmosphere of  complete indi f ference and let

us go about our business. l , l l j th in the Mexican American community

the mot ivat ion,  I  th ink,  came from the fact  that  most of  those

who organized CSO were World l{ar II veterans. hle knew that we

were  equa l  in  the  ba t t le f ie ld - - tha t  we had a l l  o f  Europe and a l l

of  the Paci f ic  in which to die--but we seemed not to have a place

at  home in  wh ich  to  l i ve  l 'n  peace,  in  wh ich  to  have equa l i t y  in
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employment and so forth.  I t  qas because of  that  part icular

si tuat ion that the CSO became a real i ty.  These people [were]

f ight ing for  some of these r ights that  we had already fought for

and actual ly were gained in the batt lef ie ' ld by some of those in

our own fami ly who gave their  l i fe i 'n Europe and in the Paci f ic .

So, that  came about,  as I  say,  because of  th is mot ivat ion.  Now,

look ing  a t  th is  th ing  f rom the  s tandpo in t  o f  the  overa ' !1  Span ish-

speaking community and leaving out those who were not World hlar

veterans, I  would say that there was a very sympathet ic at t i tude.

The a t t i tude  [ f tas ] ,  " ] r le l l ,  le t ' s  see  i f  we can ' t  do  someth ing . "

I  don ' t  th ink  tha t  tha t  same a t t i tude  p reva i led  dur ing  the '60s

and i t  may not even prevai l  today. Fight ing for  issues means

un i ty ,  and you can ' t  f igh t  fo r  an  issue i f  there  is  d isun i ty  w i th -

in your ranks. I  th ink that  there was a great deal  of  uni ty when

the CSO was organized. I  don' t  th ink that  there's another organ-

iza t ion  tha t  has  accompl ished as  much in  the  f ie ld  o f  c iv ic  awaken-

ing  as  the  CSO has ;  aga in ,  i t  wou ld  mean be ing  t raced back  to

tha t  sp i r i t  o f  un i ty  tha t  ex is ted .  I  don ' t  know what  w i l l  u l t imate ly

happen with the community,  but  I  see a s i tuat ion today where the

community has not made the advancement in the same pace with which

we started back in the old CSO days. Had we kept up that pace,

I  th ink we'd be farther ahead than we are today. But there are

env id ias ;  the re  a re  jea lous ies ,  o f  course ,  as  I ' ve  sa id ,  w i th in

the community.  There was a struggle for  recogni t ion;  the f ight

over federal  funds. Many of  these things I  th ink have hampered

this progress.  What has hampered the progress,  most ly,  has been

the  lack  o f  un i ty ;  tha t  d id  no t  ex is t  a t  [ tha t ]  t ime.  When I
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ran for the Ci ty Counci l  I  was the only Mexican American running.

Now, i f  someone runs for any.thing, there are four and f ive.  We

st i ' l l  don ' t  rea l i ze  tha t  we cannot  d iv ide  our  communi ty  f i ve

ways and expect to win. l i le have to be behind one candidate, be-

h ind  one issue,  beh ind  one th ing  a t  a  t ime.  0nce we have accom-

p l i shed tha t ,  then we go  to  the  nex t  th ing .  So,  the  genera l  sp i r i t

of  cooperat ion and brotherhood that existed at  that  t ime, I  th ink,

made the CSO a forward- looking organizat ion that did accompl ish

a  grea t  dea l .

Would you say, Congressman, that  one factor of  why you were the

only candidate when you ran as opposed to many candidates running

in recent years in di f ferent elect ions,was that back then there

were fewer qua' l i f ied Mexican Americans because few peop' le at

that t ime from our corrnunity went on to get an education?

That isn ' t  so because there were others that  ran at  that  part i -

cular t ime. I  was not the only one that ran for of f ice.  Eduardo

Quevedo had run once or twice before.  0ther Mexican Americans

had run for office before. They were the on'ly ones that ran,

and at  that  t ime there were other peop' le who were qua' l i f ied to

run. The matter of  qqal i f icat jon is nothing that has happened

jus t  now;  we 've  had qua l i f ied  peop le  in  our  communi ty  r igh t

a ' long .  The th ing  is  tha t  there  wasn ' t  tha t  mot iva t ion  on  the

part  of  the community.  Now, you don' t  see other ethnic groups

runn ing  the i r  qua l i f ied  peop ' le  aga ins t  one another .  There 's  a t

leas t  some means o f  con t ro l .  So ,  I  th ink  we have to  deve lop  tha t .

We do have more qual i f ied people than we had before because more

peop le  have gone th rough co l lege,  and there  are  more  oppor tun i t ies

that are made avai lable now than we've ever had before.  These
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oppor tun i t ies  have been made ava i lab le  th rough var ious  means.

For example,  they're made avai lable here through Washington with

the federal  funds that are being spent al l  over the country,

b i l ingua l  educat ion  be ing  one,  the  scho larsh ips ,  the  mon ies  tha t

are bei'ng spent in Los Angeles at the present t ime with CTTA-,---

wi th revenue shar ing--most of  th is comes from the federal  govern-

ment,  not  f rom the ci ty of  Los Angeles or f rom the state of  Cal i -

fo rn ia .  So,  oppor tun i t ies  have been made ava i lab1e,  } te  must  ad-

m' i t  tha t  we are  more  qua l i f ied  peop len  bu t  because we are  quaf i -

f ied,  because we have more people who are better educated, th is

is why we should s i t  down and develop a logical  p lan for advance-

ment ;  and th is  i s  what  we haven ' t  done.  Now,  I  am p lann ing  such

a program with others'. ble wil l be meeting here in Washington

in another two weeks with a group of  e lected of f ic ia ' ls  f rom

throughout the Uni ted States to formulate such a program on a

nat iona l  bas is .  I 'm hop ing  tha t  i f  we s ta r t  i t  f rom th is  a rea

or angler w€ can get i t  down in the community.  I 've already

t r ied  i t  in  the  communi ty ;  I ' ve  t r ied  i t  on  two occas ionsn th ree

perhaps, where I  got  these candidates together,  to ld them what

the  po l i t i ca l  rea l i t ies  were  in  the i r  d is t r i c t ,  the  vo tes .  0n

one part icular instance there were f ive of  them running against

one another.  I  was told by each one of  them that they had a

mandate f rom the people and therefore they were going to run.

And that same evenjng there was a ra ' l ly  at  the local  h igh school

and one of  them got up and said that  I  had cal led that meet ing

and the reason that I 'd cal led the meet ing was because I  was

jea lous ,  tha t  I  d idn ' t  want  another  Mex ican Amer ican to  be  e lec ted

to of f ice.  That is perhaps the most r id iculous statement that
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has ever been made, because the more Mexican Americans that

are in of f ice the easier m.y Job is.  I  can then be referr ing

peop le  to  them.  t f  they ' re  in  the  C i ty  Counc i l ,  my o f f i ce  doesn, t

have to take care of the problems that our people have in the

ci ty;  I  could refer them to a Ci ty Counci lman, for  an example,

as I do now refer some of these problems to some of the Assembly-

men that we have, the Senator that we have. Before they were

elected, I  had to do i t  a l l .  So, the more people of  Mexican des-

cent that  we have elected, the better we can distr ibute our res-

ponsibi ' l i t ies and the more each one of  us can do for the conrnuni ty

from the standpoint  of  g iv ing direct ion to the community.  I

s t i l l  be l ieve  tha t  i t  i s  no t  anyone 's  job  to  do  any th ing  fo r

someone, but to make i t  possible for  them to do something for

themse' lves-- to direct  them, to give them guidance, to give them

advice,  dnd then give them the help that  js necessary--so that

whatever they want to accompl ishr they can accompl ish wi th our

fu1 1 cooperat ion.

Are  you op t im is t i c  about  th is  up-coming meet ing  tha t  you ' re

organi  z i  ng?

I 'm opt im is t i c  about  the  success  o f  the  meet ing ,  look ing  in to

the  fu tu re .  The on ly  th ing  tha t  w i l l  make th is  p ro jec ted  p lan

a success would be money. By that I  mean that we have to raise

suff ic ient  funds to provide the staf f  that  is  necessary to make

i t  work.  Now, the CSO was successfu" l  because i t  had a staf f ,

and the staf f  monies,  incidental ' ly ,  d id not come from the com-

munity,  but  i t  came from the Industr ia l  Areas Foundat ion in Chicago.
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That was the seed money. Then we were able to get money from

business interests in Los Ange' les.  The same thing can be done

in th is part icular instance. we can get the funds that are ne-

cessary to provide the staf f  so that  we can become a sel f -

sus ta in ing  o rgan iza t ion .  I t  w i l l  be  an  o rgan iza t ion  tha t  w i l l ,

I  th ink,  provide a means of  pol i t ical  communicat ion throughout

the  Un i ted  s ta tes .  Th is  o rgan iza t ion  is  go ing  to  be  made up o f

Democrats,  and I  suppose that the Republ icans eventual ' ly  can get

the i rs .  But  s ince  I  am a  Democra t  I 'm in te res ted  onry  in  what

the Democrat ic party has or has not done. I t  is  going to be

the purpose of  th is group to see to i t  that  we get fu l l  coopera-

t ion and are able to part fc ipate fu l ly  in the Democrat ic party

process .

M: congressman, what ef fect  d id wor ld l^ lar  I I  have on chicanos who

came back from that conf l ic t  into the communit ies and started

working for the betterment of these conununities?

R:  h le l l ,  un for tunate ly ,  I  have to  g ive  a  lo t  o f  c red i t  to  Wor ld

War I I  f rom that standpoint .  Had l r lor ld l , . lar  I I  not  taken p1ace,

we wouldn' t  have the advances that we have today. I  say that

because the man who went from the barrrio to the Army and to the

Armed Forces as a who1e, found that he was equai on the battre-

f ie ' ld--gett ing more congressional  Medals of  Honor,  for  instance,

than any other ethnic group in the uni ted States.  The record

that was set up at  Bataan by a Spanish-speaking group-- the

Infantry f rom the state of  New Mexico, for  an example--was ex-

ce l len t .  I t ' s  s t i l l  a  h is to r ica l  fac t  tha t  i t  was  the  en t i re

regiment that  went down f inal ly in Bataan and corregidor-- the

heroic stand that they took-- fo l lowed then by act ions of  the same

t9
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kind on the part  of  Mexican Americans in Europe and in the paci f ic .

A l l  o f  tha t  p rov ided the  bas is  tha t  made poss ib le  a  change.  In

other words, when we came back we said, "If we were equal on the

battlefield, why can we not be equal here? I,rlhy can we not buy a

home? Why can we not have the same opportuni t ies in educat ion,

the  same oppor tun i t ies  in  every th ing  e lse? Th is  i s  our  count ry .

}{e already lost  our brothers."  I  lost  two, for  an example.

"We 've  a l ready  g iven th is . "  I  th ink  tha t  th is  i s  what  awakened

us more to the fact  that  we had to f ight  for  these things and

anyth ing  e ise .  Wel l ,  f igh t ing  wasn ' t  new.  We had to  f igh t  in

the bamio. } , le fought again in the batt lef  ie lds.  But coming

back  to  f igh t  in  the  po l i t i ca l  a rena was jus t  someth ing  tha t  was

more or less an old hat;  but  we had to reassess our values. hle

had to look over our techniques and so forth and to look towards

new object ives.  That 's what happened in so far  as World l , . lar  I I

ls  coneerned. And I  say i t 's  unfortunate that  i t  took a war to

f ina l l y  ge t  us  to  come to  tha t  rea l i za t ion .  I  don ' t  know o f

anything that did come out of  that  war that  was good; but i f

there  is ;  I  can  po in t  to  th is  as  be ing  the  on ly  th ing  tha t  was

good ou t  o f  war .  I 'm very  much aga ins t  war ,  inc identa l l y .  I

con t inuous ' l y  vo te  aga ins t  war  and I  th ink  tha t  war  i s  p robab ly

the most fool ish th ing that human mankind has ever deve' loped--

ass in ine ,  s tup id .  I  s incere ly  hope tha t  we don ' t  en ter  in to

another conf l ic t  any place else ' in the wor ld.

Thank you very much for your t ime, Congressman Roybal .
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