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B ICENTENN IAL

Th is  i s  an  0ra l  H is to ry  in te rv iew w i th  Congressman E l ig io  "K ika"

de la Garza, Representat ive of  the l5th congressional  Distr ict  of

Texasn 0c tober  22 ,  1975,  Wash ing ton ,  D.C.  Conduct ing  the  in te r -

v iew is 0scar Mart i 'nez f rom the Universi ty of  Texas at  El  paso.

First  of  a l ' | ,  Congressman, can you tel l  me where and when you were

born  n  s i r?

I  was born in Mercedes, Texas, Hidalgo County,  Texas on September

the 22nd, 1927.

could you te'l l  me who your parents and grandparents were and what

the i r  background was?

My parents  ( [ I 'm]  fo r tunate)  a re  s t i l l  l i v ing .  My fa ther  i s  Dar i 'o

de  la  Garza .  He was born  a t  a  ranch in  what  i s  now J im Ha l r  county ,

named san Antonio v ie jo near Randado. At that  t ime i t  was Star

county,  before the turn of  the century.  I  might add that his father,

whose name I  bear - -E l ig io  de  la  Garza- -a lso  was born  there ;  and the

father before came from Nari 'n, Nuevo Ledn, which is right beyond

It{onterrey along the hi l ls  towards the border.  The fami ly had re-

ce ived a  land gran t  f rom the  k ing  o f  spa in  a round 1725 or '30  fo r

the  area  where  qy  fa ther  was born .  My mother  i s  a lso  s t i l l  l i v ing ,

and her  name is  E l i sa  v i l lamea l .  she  was born  in  Mercedes,  where

I  was born.  Her [ father was] Leonardo vi l lameal,  and my grandmother

on my mother 's s ide was named Anastacia CantJan. That,s where I

get my Ir ish f rom. Her mother was of  I r ish descent.  They had come
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down to South Texas dur ing the Civ i l  War.  That 's my inrmediate

fami ly background.

Do you come from a big fami ly-- that  is  your nuclear fami ly?

Unfortunately my immediate fami ly,  ro i  I  only have one brother--only

my brother and I .  But the fami ly reunions number in the hundreds.

So your  ex tended fami ly  i s  1arge .

I t 's  a very extended fami ly,  but  unfortunately gX immediate fami ly

is  on ly  my bro ther  and I .

M: Any reason for that?

G: My parents never to ld me any reason. I t  just  happened that way.

M:  That ' s  unusua l .  Mex ican fami l ies  usua l ly  a re  la rger  than tha t .  What

inf luence did your parents have on your ear ly l i fe that  you have

perce i ved?

G:  Wel l ,  they  have,  o f  course ,  a  very  c lose  in f luence.  I  have a  sor t  o f

an  unusua l  type  l i fe  deve lopment  because I  d idnr t  l i ve  w i th  my parents

since short ly af ter  I  was born.  I  l ived with my paternal  grandparents,

a ' l though their  houses were back-to-back. lW grandfather had the old

ances tora l  home in  Miss ion ,  the  o ld  Span ish  s ty le .  As  each one o f

my unc les  (o r  h is  sons)  wou ld  mar ry  they 'd  bu i ld  a  house sur round ing

the big house. So, my father 's house was back-to-back. But I  grew

up in the best of  two worlds wi th my grandparents and uncles who

were unmarr ied [and] somewhat older than mysel f ;  so I  grew up in

this adul t  atmosphere. But yet ,  by stepping out the back door I  could

go in to  the  back  door  o f  my mother  and fa ther 's  house.  So,  I  rea l l y

had the best of  two worlds,  and I  d id not grow up in the home of my

mother and father,  bas' ical ly.

M:  D id  your  g randparents  have a  subs tan t ia l  in f luence on  you?



DE LA GARZA

G: Wel l ,  I  bas ica l l y  had two se ts  o f  paren ts .  That ' s  [how]  i t  worked

out .  And bo th  had,  o f  course ,  g rea t  in f luence as  a l l  paren ts - - in

se t t ing  the  example ,  wh ich  is  one,  bu t  counse l ing  and conso l ing  when

you have prob lems.  Both  fami l ies  had grea t  in f luence.  I 'm sa t is f ied .

M: When you were a youth,  Congressman, what did you want to become when

you grew up?

G:  I  rea l l y  don ' t  know.  I  d id  every th ing .  I  sh ined shoes ,  so ld  news-

papers,  had ny own shoeshine stand for a whi le-- I  was an independent

businessman--I  caddied at  the go' l f  course, I  worked at  a grocery store,

a  depar tment  s to re .  Mind  you,  th is  i s  be fore  I  was  in  h igh  schoo l .

In  the  beg inn ing ,  as  I  look  back ,  ny  main  ambi t ion  was to  jo in  the

Navy .  I  don ' t  know why,  bu t  I  wanted  to  be  a  sa i lo r ,  wh ich  I  d id

as soon as I  became 
. |7.  

But somewhere in the process there was an

o ld  gent leman in  Miss ion  named D.  F .  S t r i ck land,  an  a t to rney- - they

ca l l  h im Judge St r i ck land.  I  used to  come and sh ine  h is  shoes  there

in  h is  o f f i ce .  Th is  i s  when you go t  a  n ick le  fo r  a  shoesh ine  and

he always gave a quarter,  so I  was in the money there.  He was a

sort  of  a big man--smoked a c igar;  and he appeared to be a rough,

rough ind iv idua l ,  bu t  he  wasn ' t .  He was very  k ind .  I  used to  sh ine

h is  shoes  and  he  wou ld  s i t  a t  a  desk  l i ke  I 'm  s i t t i ng  and  tu rn  o f f

to  the  s ide ,  and I 'd  s i t  on  the  f loor  and pu t  my shoesh ine  box  there

and sh ine  h is  shoes .  And somewhere  down the  l ine  I  no t iced  tha t  he

never looked down at  ne. He never looked down to see i f  I  was doing

a good job wi th his shoes or anything. He always looked above me

or across the room, but always spoke to me as an equal .  Then I

sensed th is :  "How are  th ings? How's  every th ing?"  And we spoke

about grown-up things there in the community and he carmied on a
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conversa t ion ,  and somehow I  a lways  fe l t  a t  ease- - "Th is  man isn ' t  look-

ing  down a t  me and  I 'm  sh in ing  h is  shoes .  I  don ' t  know what  he  i s ,

bu t  whatever  he  is ,  I  th ink  tha t ' s  what  I 'd  l i ke  to  be- "  And tha t

was the leginning. When I  found out he was a lawyer,  then I  would

think that  I  wanted to go into the law profession.

That 's  rea l1y  in te res t ing .  When I  was  a  k ' id ,  I  sh ined shoes  myse l f

and sold newspapers and so forth.

Wel l ,  tha t ' s  what  i t  came f rom--sh in ing  shoes  fo r  a ' lawyer  and h is

demeanor  towards  me and h is  t rea t ing  me,  I  fe l t ,  as  an  equa l ,  I

decided I  would want to be whatever he was.

Do you th ink  those exper iences- -sh in ing  shoes  and se l i ing  newspapers ,

work ing  a t  an  ear ' l y  age- -had a  s ign i f i can t  in f luence in  the  way your

l i fe  wou ld  p roceed la te r  on?

0h,  i t  has  a  t remendous bear ing ,  I  th ink ,  on  how a  youngster  w i l l

develop. I t  gave me a sense of  independence. I t  g ives you a sense

of sel f -conf idence. I t  g ives you conf idence to at tack other problems

because  you ' re  jus t  a  k id - -7 ,  8 ,9  years  o ld - -bu t  you ' re  dea ' l i ng  w i th

the  grown-ups  on  the i r  leve l ;  you ' re  a  bus inessman.  Cer ta in ly  you

need  a  lo t  o f  con f idence  in  po l i t i cs .  And  I  th ink  a l l  o f  th i s  work

that I  d id as a youngster has given me the conf idence--not arrogance,

not fool ish conf idence--but the conf idence to know your own competence,

to know how far you can go.

I 'm sure  o ther  k ids  were  do ' ing  the  same th ing  a t  tha t  t ime,  bu t

many of  them did not go on to achieve what you have achieved. How

would you account for  your having become a Congressman and some of

them neve l  hav ing  gone on  to  accompl ish  tha t ,  subs tan t ia l l y?

Wel l ,  of  the group that I  grew up with,  everyone in his own way has

accompl ished. We have a doctor,  we have a lawyer.  I  happen to be

M:
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in Congre5s, but we have those who are independent businessmen. And

then we have those who work for  someone e1se, what we would cal l  a

middle or lower income type. But none of  the groyp that I  grew up

wi th  has  ever  gone to  ja i1 .  None o f  the  group tha t  I  g rew up w i th

has  ever  had major  law enforcement  type  t roub les .  Yes ,  I  guess ' luck

and the wi l l  of  God accounts for  a lot  of  i t .  One of  my former

co ' l leagues tha t  I  g rew up w i th  i s  there  in  Miss ion ,  Texas ,  now work ing

for the government.  He now has chi ldren in school .  They now have

chi ldren who have graduated from col lege. So I  th ink we were a very

fortunate group in a very for tunate t ime in a good place to l ive.

I  don ' t  know the  wor th  o f  a l l  o f  the  group,  bu t  I  th ink  a l l  o f  us

have achieved the potent ia l  that  th is country al lows you to achieve

as  an  ind iv idua l .

You say that was a good place in which to grow up. l,r lhy do you say that?

S' imply because i t  was-- that  a k id could shine shoes and get to be a Congressman[or]

doctor (we have very prominent doctors f rom our group).  In the teach-

ing profession, we have very prominent teachers.  I t  was the fami ly,

la rge ly ;  the  a tmosphere .  I  guess  every  smal l  town w i th  c lose ly -kn i t

famj l ies and with respect for  law and order gives you that sort  of

a  background.

You would say that there was opportuni ty in that  town--avenues toward

ach iev ing  someth ing  la te r  on?

Wel lo  there  wasn ' t  a l l  tha t  much oppor tun i ty  because [ i t ]  was  a

very smal l  town, but there was no obstruct ion to your looking

for the opportuni ty.

Did you feel  a need to achieve at  that  ear ly age, that  you can recal l?

Yes,  I  guess  you d id ,  th ink ing  back ,  because I  par t i c ipa ted  in  every

spor t - - foo tba l l ,  basketba l l ,  and  t rack .  I  d id  fa i r l y  good even though

M:
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I  was qu i te  smal l ;  I  d idn ' t  we igh  too  much.  That  was your  ach jevement

at  that  t ime. Your c la im to fame, I  guess you might say,  was whether

you made the footbal I team or not"

What would you ident i fy as the or ig in of  that  feel ing to want to

succeed in what you were doing?

Wel l ,  I  guess  i t  jus t  deve loped.  I t ' s  an  inward  fee l ing  tha t  you

can ' t  exp la in ,  bu t  somewhere  down the  l ine . . .  Now tha t  you  ment ion

i t ,  perhaps my being smal ler  than the rest  of  the group made me

try harder--try and keep up and compete with them. I guess maybe

tha t  migh t  be  a  par t  o f  i t .

Do you recal l  not ic ing poverty and the suffer ing of  the lower c lasses

at an ear ly age? Do you recal l  at  that  t ime not ic ing the di f ferences

in  wea l th?

Noo not real ly,  because we were the poor;  we were the lower c lass.  There

rea l l y  wasn ' t  any  grea t  wea l th  in  our  a rea .  There  were  fami l ies  tha t

were  wea l thy ,  bu t  the  k ids  in  schoo l  d idn ' t  show the  grea t  wea l th .

Everyone was a l i ke .  I  reca l l  dur ing  the  Depress ion ,  even though a l l

of  us were poor,  very few fami l ies real ly were on what you cal l  wel-

fare when they gave them apples and prunes and some of the stuf f  they

gave to the schools and to the people.  But not ic ' ing "This is a

r ich  ne ighborhoodo and th is  i s  a  midd le  ne ighborhood,  and th is  i s  a

poor neighborhood"-- the c i ty was so smal l  and i t  was so intermingled

that I  guess you didn' t  not ice that  there were a few very big nice

houses. I  doubt that  when I  was growing up there were l0 two-story

houses in our area of  Mission. I t  was a very smal l  town [where]  people

d idn ' t  go  around showing tha t  they  had or  d idn ' t  have money.  I t  wasn ' t  as

not iceab le ,  I  th ink ,  as  in  a  la rge  c i ty .  The c ' i t y  was  bas ica l l y

M:
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d iv ided  by  the  h ighway  runn ing  eas t  and  wes t ;  t he  Ang los  l i ved  on

the north side of town and the Meifcin Ameiican l ived on the Southside of town.

But we onl.y had onE hiqh school and one junior high school ,  so at a very early

a-qe tou d idn ' t  have that  d i - ly r  cgpt i  nuous seoarat ion.

What was the breakdown of  the popu' lat ion there ethnical ly?

Wel l ,  when I  was  growing  up ,  I  wou ld  say  i t  was  50-50.

50-50 .  Tha t ' s  idea l .

I t  i sn ' t  now.  I t ' s  much la rger  Mex ican Amer ican now.  Probab ly  75%,

maybe more. But at  that  t ime i t  was basical ly 50-50.

wou ld  you te l l  me about  inc idents  tha t  s tand ou t  in  your  mind  dur ing

your school  exper ienceso elementary through high school?

Wel l ,  there are so many. Do you want good or bad?

Both .

One major incident was that one of  our c lassmates was drowned at

picnic on an Easter Sunday when we were Juniors in h ' igh school .

a lmost drowned mysel f - -another c lassmate dragged me out and saved

my 1ife. By the way, he just passed away a few weeks ago from can-

cer at  a very ear ly age. I  was older than he was. He was probably

about 45 or 46. But there are so many things that you look to now

as you're growing up--major points,  oh,  who knows. When I  f i rst

jo ined the Boy Scouts,  I  wanted to very badly;  and I  th ink that  was

a major point .  [Another is]  when you make your f i rst  Communion

and [ the fami ly]  makes a big feast .  I  went to a parochial  school  for

grammar school--Our Lady of  Guadalupe School  there in South Mission.

We then had graduat ion exercises wi th a mass at  the church and every-

th ing  I  i ke  tha t .
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Was th is  a  mixed schoo l  a lso?

No,  i t  wasn ' t .  Th is  paroch ia l  schoo l  was  fo r  the  par ish ,  and the  par ish

was 99% Mexican American. We had two par ishes then--one on the

north s ide and one on the south s ide.

Did you have Mexican American teachers in that  school  ?

No, they were al1 most ly I r ish nuns. My freshman year I  remember I

was elected vice-President of  the [Freshman] c lass.  I  was beat out

by a very good looking, nice gir l  named Jean Beth Foster that  I

haven' t  seen in 30 years;  but  beauty beat me for president of  the

Freshman c lass .

Do you reca l l  any  ins tances  o f  e thn ic  d isc r im ina t ion  in  your  own

case or  in  somebody e lse 's  case dur ing  your  schoo l  years?

Not direct ' ly ,  f lo.  This is one of  the th ings about the c i ty whene we

grew up in.  I  understand that before my t ime there had been overt

ac ts  o f  d isc r im ina t ion  in  the  schoo ls .  They  had had a  park ,  L ions

Park  fo r  example ,  tha t  sa id  "Whi te  on ' l y "  o r  someth ing  l i ke  tha t .

But in my sChool years,  I  don' t  remember any direct  or  overt  act

o f  d isc r im ina t ion  aga ins t  me.  There  may have been some subt le

d isc r im ina t ion  aga ins t  me.  There  may have been some subt le  d isc r im ina-

t ion  in  the  grown-ups  as  to  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  jobs  or  someth ing ' l i ke

tha t ,  most ly ,  I  guess ,  because o f  your  background educat ionwise .  Be-

cause my generat ion probably was the f i rst  generat ion in our area

that provided students through col1ege. Before then, very rarely

would anyone from Mission per iod.--whether Anglo or f t4exican American--

go to co11ege. Only those that were the wealthier type [ Interrupt ion] ,

When d id  you become a  po l i t i ca l l y  aware  person,  Congressman?

I  guess  fo rever .  W fami ly  was a lways  invo lved po l i t i ca l l y - -my

M:
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father was, my grandfather,  my uncles.  I t ty father was Precinct

Chairman of  h is Precinct  there for  20 or 25 years--a1l  the t ime

that I  was growing up. I  had an uncle who was a member of  the Ci ty

Counc i l  there  in  Miss ion ;  there  were  severa l .  I  was  invo lved in

hand ing  ou t  handb i l l s .  I  was  po l i t i ck ing  in  my  own way ,  I  guess ,

since I  was very young.

When d id  you become in te res ted  in  ser ious  po l i t i cs?

Wel l ,  when I  ran  fo r  the  Sta te  Le .q is la tu re  in  '52 .  I  had been in

the Navy a short  whi le towards the end of  the War,  and then I  went

and f in ished co l lege and go t  an  ROTC commiss ion  in  the  ar t i l l e ry ;

and I  was  reca l led  to  du ty  dur ing  the  Korean War .  I t  was  wh i le  I  was

in  the  Army tha t  they  had leg is la t i ve  red is t r i c t ing  and reappor t ion-

ment in Texas, and our county received two addi t ional  seats in the

Legis ' lature.  Amongst a group of  the veterans and younger people,

the  consensus  was tha t  I  was  the  most  exper ienced po1 i t i ca l1y ,  and

they wanted a member of  our generat ion to run for one of  those seats.

Since I  was the most recent ' ly  out  of  Law School  and I  was a dashing,

young,  good- look ing  Second L ieu tenant ,  I  guess  I .was  k ind  o f  d ra f ted

for  i t .  That  was  my f i rs t  persona ' l  invo lvement  in  runn ing  fo r  pub l i c

of f ice,  a l though I  had campaigned before for  other candidates.

M: Did you make i t  into the State Legis lature the f i rst  t ime you ran?

G:  Yes ,  I  d id .

M:  What  k ind  o f  d is t r i c t  d id  you represent?  What  was the  e thn ic  compos i t ion?

G:  Wel l ,  a t  tha t  t ime,  aga in ,  i t  was  s l igh t ly  over  50-50 .  Then maybe i t

wou ld  have been 60-40.  I t ' s  much h igher  now.

M:  Has po l i t i cs  been your  p r imary  occupat ion?

G:  Wel1 ,  i t  has  taken the  most  o f  my t ime,  yes .  See,  I  was  e lec ted  in

1952 to the Legis lature,  and I  have been elected since, every two
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yearso  e i ther  to  the  Leg is la tu re  o r  to  Congress .  So s ince  1952 un t i ' l

now I  have been in publ ic of f jce,  and have had a re-elect ion every

two years.

Do you have any other occupat iona' l  interests?

When I  was in the Legis lature I  had the t ime and I  pract iced law--

f i rs t  by  nyse l f  and then w i th  a  law f i rm.  h le  had a  very  n ice  I i t t le

law prac t ice  there .  S ince  coming to  Congress  in  January  o f '65  I

have devoted al1 ny t ime to being a member of  Congress and do not

pract ice ' law.

From what you said ear l ier ,  Congressman, about the exper iences dur ing

your youth in Mission, and the success that your generat ion there went

on to achieve, how do you account for  the di f ferent exper iences that

Mexican Americans have had, in your generat ion,  in other parts of

the Southwest? [How do you account for the fact] that very few

people have gone on to achieve in our society?

I  th ink  the  major  p rob ' lem there  has  been the  educat iona l  fac i l i t i es

ava i lab le ,  one;  the  educat iona l  background,  two.  Le t  me f i rs t  go

back  to  mine .  I  th ink  the  pos i t i ve  s ide  o f  mine  was tha t  the  l i t t le

c i ty  o f  M iss ion  was founded by  a  few fami l ies ,  and bas ica l l y  those

fami l ies knew each other as f r iends and acquaintances, whether you

were named Conway or Garza. So, the chi ldren of  the community,  mysel f

included, ldere the chi ldren of  the community;  and i t  was so smal l

tha t  there  wasn ' t  rea l l y  the  oppor tun i ty  fo r  someone to  d isCr imina te .

There were just  so few people.  And that was one of  the major reasons

I  th ink  tha t  we d idn ' t  have th is .  For  example ,  I  won ' t  name the  c i ty ,

but ' i f  you go to the c i ty in West Texas where they were al l  Anglo

Americans and the f i rst  Mexican Americans that came in there would be

those who came to pick the cotton-- th is lent  i tsel f  very readi ly to
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segregat ion  or  separa t ion .  Hence they  in i t ia ted  the  separa te  schoo l ,

the separate neighborhood, and so on. As contrasted to our area,

' i t  was  bas ica l l y  by  cho ice  in  the  beg inn ing ,  w i th  no  ou tward  s ign

of " the north s ide is better than. the south s ide" because we had

as many poor on ei ther s ide at  the t ime. The few fami l ies who were

the  bus iness  fami l ies - -Conway,  Benson ( the  fami ly  o f  Senator  Benson) ,

for  example--were not weal th ier than the Longor ia or Uart /nez or

Guer ra  on  our  s ide .  So,  there  was equ i l ib r ium there  w i th  the

wealth at  the t ime, and hence i t  made i t  easier for  a l l  people to

l i ve  together .  Not  so  in  o ther  a reas ,  I  th ink .  I  used West  Texas

because I 've had some acquajntance with that ,  where the Anglo was

not real ly educated at  a much higher level  than the Mexican American

who came to pick the cotton. This is one of  the sad things about

d isc r im ina t ion :  i t ' s  i gnorance ,  and  I  th ink  many  peop le  w i l l  ag ree

now.  In  o rder  fo r  them to  show the i r  super io r i t y ,  wh ich  a l l  be ing

chi ldren of  God none had, they had no other recourse than to dis-

c r im ina te .  I  th ink  th i s  i s  sad ,  and  I  th ink  wer re  s t i l l  see ing  some

of the products even today of  that  type of  d iscr iminat ion that existed.

I  use West Texaso but i t  happened in other areas around us.  I  speak

on ' l y  o f  M iss ion  Texas ,  bu t  even w i th in  our  va l ley  the  same th ing

occumed.

M:  Le t ' s  s tay  w i th  the  ach ievements  o f  your  genera t ion ,  bu t  look  a t  i t

nat ionwide. As you have met many people throughout the Southwest

who ho ld  impor tan t  pos i t ions  in  po ' l i t i cs ,  bus iness ,  educat ion ,  and

in the di f ferent f ie lds,  have you not iced a correlat ion between success

and sk in  complex ion? That  i s ,  peop le  who have l igh t  complex ion

occupy ing  most  o f  these pos i t ions?

G:  No.  I  don ' t  know tha t  I ' ve  ever  no t iced  tha t .  Bu t  I  wou ld  doubt  i t
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within our area because we have some of the Mexican American group

tha t  i s  b lond and b lue-eyed,  fo r  example ,  there  jn  Mjss jon .  I 'm

th ink ing  o f  one in  par t i cu la r ;  he 's  younger  than I  am.  He ' |s  no t  one

of  the  mqst  success fu l  ;  he  works  and he  has  a  n ice  I  i v ing .  But  we

ca l l  h im "e l  g i ie ro . "  But  I  don ' t  th ink  h is  be ing  b lond and b lue-eyed

made any great di f ference as to whether he would be the Congressman

or I  would be the congressman. Throughout the uni ted states,  none

of the wealthy Mexican Americans that I  have met-- I  mean wealthy

in  the  m i l l i on  t ypes- -have  very  l i gh t  sk in .  [ I 'm  ta lk ing  abou t ]  mos t

o f  those who have made i t  b ig  in  ca l i fo rn ia ,  in  co lo rado,  Ar jzona,

Da l las ,  San Anton io ,  Houston ;  those who have made i t  b ig .  [ \ow,

you 'd  say  tha t  I  am a  member  o f  Congress ;  we l l ,  ny  bank  account  i s

very 1ow compared to some of these people who have gone into business,

and most  o f  them are  no t  l igh t  complec ted .  I  wou ld  say  to  the  con-

trary-- that  the Mexican American wjth darker skin has achieved more

monetarywise  in  the  bus iness  wor ld  than those w i th  the  l igh t  sk in .

would you care to speculate on the reasons behtno thatr  rhat  seems

contradictory to the v iew that most people would have.

0h ,  I  don ' t  know tha t  there 's  any  rhyme or  reason to  i t .  I 'm go ing

to  use  a  name because I  th ink  they  shou ld  be  an  examp' le :  the  cud l la r

fami ly  o f  Da l las .  They  have the  E l  Ch ico  Corpora t ionn wh ich  is  a

mu l t i -m i l l i on  do l la r  co rpora t ion .  The i r  mother  s ta r ted  a  l i t t l e

restaurant and they al l  worked in the restaurant.  From the one

restaurant they went to two, three, four,  f ive;  and now they have

f i f ty,  s ixty of  them throughout the Uni ted States--major Mexican

food produc ts  and so  on .  And they ' re  a l l  dark  sk inned,  my ta in t  o f

dark  sk in ,  I  guess .  So ,  I  th ink  the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  l uck  f i s  the
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reason].  But that  the l ighter complected one has been elected to

pub l ic  o f f i ce  o r  has  ach ieved more ,  I  don ' t  th ink  bears  ou t - -a t

least  f rom my personal  exper ience.

Congressman, what do you consider to have been your big successes

and your  b ig  se tbacks  in  l i fe ,  and how do you account  fo r  bo th  o f

these?

Wel I , I have been very fortunate. I guess the good Lord has been good

to  me.  I  know He has ;  I  don ' t  guess .  Probab ly  my grea tes t  success

is to have been elected a member of  the Congress of  the Uni ted States.

As  I  sa id ,  i t ' s  a  long,  long  ways  f rom the  banks  o f  the  R i /o  Grande to

the  banks  o f  the  Potomac;  and sh in ing  shoes  on  the  s t ree ts  o f  Miss ion

to  the  Congress  is  a  long way.  So I  wou ld  th ink  tha t  p robab ly  tha t

has been ny major accompl ishment.  setbacks-- I  rea' l1y don' t  remember

any  major  se tback .  I  haven ' t  ach ieved a l l  tha t  I  wou ld  l i ke  to

ach ieve .  Hav ing  ded ica ted  most  o f  my l i fe - -now a lmost  ha l f  o f  my

l i fe - - to  pub l i c  serv ice ,  you  can imag ine  I 'm no t  a  wea l thy  man.  The

ava i lab i l i t y  o f  ou ts ide  incone is  there ,  bu t  in  o rder  to  keep your

nose clean and not to have any area that someone could point  as a

conf l i c t  o f  in te res t ,  I  haven ' t  ven tured  in to  bus iness  l i ke  most  o f

my col leagues have in ny area. so even though I  may be "The congress-

man," most of  rny col leagues who have stayed home have fared better

f inanc ia l l y  than I  have.  So,  I  guess  tha t  wou ld  be  a  se tback  i f  you

wou ld  ca l l  i t  a  se tback .  I  don ' t  th ink  so .  I 'm  sa t i s f ied  tha t  I

have achieved more for the people of  my area and, indireci ly,  hopeful ly

for the Mexican American by keeping my nose clean and sett ing the

example  and work ing  the  bes t  I  cou ld  fo r  the i r  in te res t .  Bu t  I

don ' t  remember  any th ing  tha t  has  happened in  my ' l i fe  tha t  I  wou ld

cons ider  a  ma jor  se tback  tha t  I  wou ld  s i t  back  and gr ieve  about .  I
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don ' t  th ink  I ' ve  ever  had any th ing  happen to  me tha t  I  cou ldn ' t  ge t  up  the

next morning and go to i t  again.  I 've been very for tunate.  I  have a wonder-

fu l  wi fe and three wonderful  chi ldren, and my parents are st i l l  a l ive.  Most

of my family is around us, and we have what t, ' le would consider a very happy

l i fe .  We have many f r iends ;  we 've  done a  lo t  o f  th ings t  werve  seen our  g roup

come from shining shoes to being doctors,  lawyers,  engineers,  archi tects,

independent businessmen at  every level ;  and so l i fe has been good to me. I

have no  compla in ts .

What  i s  your  p resent  v iew on ass imi la t ion ,  and have you a lways  he ld  th is  v iew

that you hold now?

Yes.  I  don ' t  know tha t  I 'm speak ing  d i f fe ren t  than I  have spoken a l l  a long.

By  ass imi la t ion ,  aga in ,  I  don ' t  know what  you mean- - in te rmar r iage,  mov ing ,
' leav ing  

your  bad ic  e thn jc  cu- l tu ra l  backg iound,  a td  so  on .  I '1 . l  g ive  you 4y

v iewpo in t .  Each ind iv idua l  has  a  bas ic  inherent  her i tage fami lyw ise  tha t

al l  of  us want to keep--  a pr ide in lou- fami l=v.  Tfr is is probably a l i t t le

more so in the Spanish-speaking or the Mexican American or the Spanish/

I{exican cul ture,  whichever way you def ine i t ,  as contrasted to some other

ethnic backgrounds. Now, th is,  I  th ink; is very,  very important.  The

bus iness ,  soc ia l  ass imi la t ion ,  I  th ink ,  i s  a lso  very  impor tan t .  Not  tha t  you

have a schizophrenic at t i tude, but i t 's  very important and has always been

that one know from whence he came. One of the reasons for your interview I

th ink [ is ]  that  we have the pr ide in saying, " t , ' |e l l ,  I  a{n a I ' lexican American.

Th is  has  been,  in  the  who le ,  our  cont r ibu t ion . "  For  example ,  peop le  ask  me,

' lWhat  has  been your  [a rea 's ]  con t r r ibu t ion  to  the  B icentenn ia l?"  Wel l ,  our

area was not a part  of  the Uni ted States in 1776, but as I  to ld a lady recent ' ly ,

" I t  was my people that  d iscovered the whole hlestern hemisphere;  i t  was the

Span iards  who sent  Co lumbus.  So our  par t i c ipa t ion  in  the  Becentenn ia l , "  I

said,  "should be-that of  those- who--5egan the whole
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opera t ion . "  The found ing  o f  the  ins t i tu t ions  in  the  western  Hemis-

phere was from part  of  our ethnic background in Mdx' ico,  of  course.

Before the white man came we had (and I  say "we" col lect ive]y as a

descendent of someone who was born in 'Mdxico) trre pyramids. we had

organized socidty;  we had medicine even to conduct ing surgery;

we had zoological  gardens; there was a beaut i fu l  zoo ( i f  you read

a book  about  the  da i l y  l i fe  o f  the  Az tecs) .  so  our  cont r ibu t ion  is

two-fold.  One is having discovered the whole hemisphere.  But before

that,  as contrasted to the or ig inal  American Indian from r lor th of  the

U.s . - l v lex ico  l ine ,  they  d id  no t  have the  c iv i l i za t ion  tha t  our  Ind ian

ancestors had in the South.  So, that  should be preserved; that

must be preserved, but not to the extent now that you segregate

yourse ' l f ,  l i ke  I  th ink  some o f  our  b ro thers  a re  do ing ,  segregat ing

themselves. Because pr ide of  your ethnic background can only be

shown when you're wi th those not of  your ethnic background, because

i t  won' t  do any good for you and I  to s i t  here and pound our chests

and say, "You're a l t lexican American and I 'm a Mexican American, and

look how great we are."  h le achieve nothing. So that inherent pr ide

tha t  I  th ink  everyone has ,  and I  th ink  tha t  we shou ld  fos te r  and

develop, should be on" ly so that we can then assimi late wi th other

groups, that  we can then show that we have made this contr ibut ion.

And in  the  ass imi la t ion  process ,  whether  my in te rmar r iage or  mov ing

to areas where you don' t  have as many Mexican Americans or so on,

you wi l ' l  s tand out as saying, " I  am proud of  f rom whence I  came,

but I  am not let t ing that separate me from my involvement in the

Amer ican ins t i tu t ion  as  we know i t  today . "

What is your opinion, Congressman, regarding the reasons for the

lack  o f  p ropor t iona l  po ] i t i ca l  representa t ion  in  the  Mex ican Amer ican
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community throughout the Southwest? Why do we have so few representa-

t i ves?

Wel l ,  I  th ink  p robab ly  i t ' s  our  own fau l t .  One f reason is ]  tha t  we

have hadn jn  some areas  tha t  I 'm acqua ' in ted  w i th ,  those who are  jus t

too  busy  mak ing  a  l i v ing  and they  haven ' t  go t ten  invo lved in  the

po l i t i ca l  a tmosphere .  Second ly ,  and I  face  i t  every  day ,  i s  tha t  we

sp l i t  ourse lves  up .  We don ' t  have the  un i ty  tha t ,  fo r  example ,  the

Blacks  haveo fo r  many reasons .  The main  one,  p robab ly ,  i s  a  ques t ion

of geography because the Mexican American from Cal i fornia can be as

di f ferent as black and white to the Mexican American from the Ri/o

Grande Va11ey in  no t  even speak ' ing  the  same d ia lec t ,  as  you ca l l  i t .

The same from Colorado, f rom New Mexicoo Ar izona, You have the

leve ls  o f  m ig ra t ion :  the  o r ig ina l  fami l i es ,  l i ke  in  my  a rea ,  a l l

the way down to the latest  l i t t le wetback that came across.  They

br ing di f ferent ideology, d di f ferent background, f rom the area they

came from in Mdxico.  Someone coming from el  norte,  f rom the north

of Tamaul ipas ar id Nuevo Leo'n,  is  a vast ly di f ferent person from the

l i t t le  Ind ian  tha t  comes f rom 0axaca.  The l i t t le  Ind ian  f rom 0axaca

may have gone to California and the nortefi 'o from Monterrey came to

McAl len  or  Miss ion ,  Texas ;  and those two canr t  communica te .  We

haven ' t  had the  cohes iveness ;  we haven ' t  had the  mutua l i t y  o f  des i re .

Because of  your backgrounds, many t imes you desire di f ferent th, ings.

And, sad to say,  there always has been a certain element of  jealousy--

that  i t  seems that one of  us achieves some posi t ion of  importance

and there 's  a lways  one who wants  to  knock  you ou t .  I 'm hav ing  to

go th rough tha t  r igh t  now.  I  w i l l  have an  opponent  th is  nex t  e lec t ion- -

one of  ny own ethnic background--who says I 'm too conservat ive and
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there fore  he  is  more  l ibera l ;  and he 's  go ing  to  t ry  and knock  me

out .  That ' s  why  we don ' t  have as  many,  because in  many ins tances

this jealousy or hatred goes so far beyond the norm that they wi l l

support  somebody named Smith as against  a Garza iust  for  the spi te

o f  knock ing  Garza  ou t .  Bu t ,  th is  i s  a  human e lement ;  and you ' re

dea l ing  w i th  humans and you can ' t  e rad ica te  tha t .

Mr .  Congressman,  I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you a  ques t ion  regard ing  your  fee l ings

toward Mdxico.  What is your v iew of  the social  ,  pol  i t ical  ,  and economic

cond i t ions  in  tha t  count ry?

Wel l ,  f i r s t ,  my fee l ings  towards  Mdx ico ,  o f  course ,  have a lways  been

very c lose because we l ive r ight  on the border.  Our fami ly,  because

of  h is to ry ,  was  sp l i t  down the  midd le  and we had re la t i ves  on  one

s ide  or  another  o f  the  r i ver ,  as  many lpeop le ]  have in  tha t  a rea .

Hence, you feel  k indl ier  towards a country where you know your fami ly

are c i t izens of .  Also s ince our area was a part  of  [4dxico,  we

bas ica l l y  have a  fee l ing  o f  c loseness  and assoc ia t ion  w i th  i t .  Now,

in  re la t ion  to  the i r  soc ia l -economic  evo lu t ion ,  I  th ink  they 've  come

a long way in  sp i te  o f  a l l  o f  the  obs tac les  they  have had.  Cer ta in ly ,

no major country in the wor ld has had the setbacks or the upheava' ls

that Mdxico has had throughout i ts history,  wi th what they cal l  revolu-

t ions ;  bu t  bas ica l l y  they  were  c iv i l  wars  w j th in  the  d i f fe ren t  fac t ions

there ,  as  la te  as  the  Revo lu t ion  o f  l915  ( [wh ich ]  i s  commonly  known) .

But  I  fee l  tha t  the  s tab i l i z ing  o f  the  democra t ic  ins t i tu t ion  in

Mdx ico  (w i th in  sone res t r i c t ions  tha t  I  don ' t  agree  w i th )o  I  th ink ,

has given the people more freedom than basical ly they wot" t ld have otherwisei  i t  has

g iven Mdx ico  more  s tab i l i t y  than they  wou ld  have had o therw ise .  By  " res t r i c t ions , "

I  mean their  basical ly one party system--the inherent power that  the government

has. But I  th ink that  those who have governed Mdxico,  at  least  the last  f ive Presi-
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Aents ffra@TFy and have woFkeilwithln mutual prob'lemqluletried

to br ing }dxico to a forefront as a modern nat ion.  Now, there is some

disagreement between ny l tbxican col leagues in the government and

rnysel f  as to whether they are a developing nat ion or a developed

lna t ion ] ;  and I  ins is t  tha t  they  are  deve loped.  They  ins is t  they

are  s t i l l  deve lop ing ,  and want  us  to  g ive  them a l l  o f  the  ass is tance

that we would [g ive to]  a developing country.  And yet they compete,

in many instances, wi th products of  my area openly in the open market

as  a  deve loped count ry .  But  th is  i s  jus t  a  f r iend ly  d isagreement .

I  th ink that  M6xico has st i l l  a long ways to go because of  the

geography of  the area-- they st i l l  have many isolated, many rural

areas in Mdxico that ygt have not come into the 20th century. But

certainly the developed areas of  Mdxico-- the industry,  the educat ion,

the personal  l ives of  the people--have now been enhanced to the

pos i t ion  where  you wou ld  have what  we wou ld  know as  a  midd le  c lass ,

tha t  fo r  many years  d id  no t  ex is t  in  any  o f  these count r ies  s imi la r

to l r4dxico--you had only the r ich and the poor.  So, to sum i t  br ief ly,

I  have a very f r iendly at t i tude towards Mdxico for obvious reasons,

and I  th ink that  they have done above and beyond real ly,  wi th in the

restr ict ions that their  government haso and have done a lot  for  their

peopl e .

I 'd  l i ke  to  ask  you a  ques t ion  regard ing  the  re la t ions  beween the

peop' le who l ive north of  the River and the people who l ive on the

other  s ide  in  the  d is t r i c t  wh ich  you represent .  How wou ld  you

character ize those relat ions between the two societ ies?

In  our  a rea  i t ' s  the  same peop le- - there 's  no  d i f fe rence.  Very  cord ia l ,

very f r iend' ly.  As a matter of  fact ,  I  th ink i t  even causes problems

sometimes that no one looks at  the River as a div is ion between two
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count r ies .  You jus t  c ross  the  R iver  and you ' re  in  Udx ico .  But

many t imes an American ci t izen may run afoul  of  the law in t r le 'x ico,

fo r  example ,  and he ' l l  sdy ,  "Wel l ,  I  demand my Const i tu t iona l  r igh ts , "

having forgotten that he crossed the River and went into a foreign

country.  Sometimes i t  seems an aggravat ion having to go through

Immigrat ion [and] customs as you go back and forth across the r iver.

The area of  the Lower Ri 'o Grande Val ley is where you have Brownsvi l le-

Matamoros, and then below Weslaco you have a l i t t le town cal led

Progreso and Nuevo Progreso, and then McAl len and Mission have Reynosa

across.  And then up the r iver we have some [others] .  There's no

d i f fe rence;  i t ' s  the  same peop ' le .  We shop on  the i r  s iden they  shop

on ours ;  we c r isscross  tha t  border  l i ke  i t  wasnr t  there .

There  is ,  to  a  s ign i f i can t  ex ten t ,  some economic  compet i t ion  tak ing

p' lace between the two sides. Has that caused any problems since you

have l i ved  there?

We11, among the people,  no.  ln l i th the governmentn yes; because Mdxico

cons iders  i t se l f  a  deve lop ing  count ry .  Per iod ica l l y  the  Mex ican

government wi l ' l  just  say,  "0K, you can' t  br ing anything back from

the Un i ted  Sta tes . "  And our  merchants  on  our  s ide  who se l l  a  lo t

to lv lexicans coming across hi t  the cei  I  ing-- th is type of  probl  em. But

the prob' lem is amongst the businessmen themselves. I t 's  a compet i t ive

sp i r i t  l i ke  one s to re  to  the  o ther ,  whether  you ' re  on  one s ide  or

f the other] .  As a matter of  fact ,  to the contrary,  i  th ink they

supplement themselves. My area now is at t ract ing tour ists,  and

they're t ry ing to br ing convent ions and so on; and part  of  the package

is that  "We wi l l  take you to shop on the Mexican sideo to go to the

n igh tc ' lubs , "  and so  on .  Now,  our  a rea ts  so ld  as  par t  o f  a  package;

they want the people to go across to Mdxico.  And the Mexicans on
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the Mexican side are doing the same thing-- theyrre t ry ing to at t ract

peop'le from the jnterior of tt4dxico to come to the border; and then

once on  the  border  they  jus t  sk ip  across  to  our  s ide  supp lement ing

what we have for [what]  they don' t  have, and vice versa.

Now,  Mdx ico  has  in i t ia ted  th is  p rogram tha t  they 've  ca l led  lo :

art iculos gancho to al low the importat ion of  these free-duty com-

modi t ies  in to  the i r  s to res  on  the  o ther  s ide .  Has  th is  caused any

bad feel ings among American merchants?

No, not real ly;  not  in our area. The Chambers of  Commerce work hand-

in -hand on  bo th  s ides  o f  the  r i ver .  They  work  together  rea l  we l l .

I ' d  l i ke  to  ask  you a  ques t ion  about  your  representa t ion  o f  Mex ican

Amer icans  in  your  d is t r i c t .  Have you found i t  d i f f i cu l t  to  represent

the i r  in te res ts ,  g iven  the  sp ' l i t  cons t i tuency  tha t  you  have?

Wel1 ,  yes ,  i t  i s  d i f f i cu l t .  I t ' s  no t  d i f f i cu l t  as  fa r  as  represen t ing

the  in te res ts  o f  the  area- -bus ' iness ,  agr icu l tu re ,  educat ionwise ,  and

so on .  That ' s  no t  a  p rob lem.  Rea l ' l y ,  the  prob lem has  been f rom

the ou ts ide .  There  are  peop le  here  in  Wash ing ton ,  fo r  example ,  who

make a  l i v ing  o f  e thn ic  leg is la t ion - - they  want  to  e thn ic i ze  ( i f

there 's  such a  word)  every th ' ing .  L ike ,  I  wou ld  in t roduce a  b i l l ,

l e t ' s  SdV,  to  p rov ide  fo r  schoo l  lunches  in  the  schoo ls .  There  are

those peop le ,  most ly  f rom the  ou ts ide ,  who say ,  "No,  you shou ld  in -

t roduce a  b i l l  fo r  schoo l  lunches  fo r  Mex ican Amer icdhs . "  And my

theory  has  a lways  been :  i f  a  fe l l ow hasn ' t  go t  a  job ;  i f  a  ch i ld

needs educat ion ,  the  bes t  th ing  to  do  is  to  ge t  the  leg is la t ion  tha t

g ives  them the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  tha t  educat ion .  Now,  when you have

spec i f i c  p rob lems,  0K- - l i ke  the  b i l ingua l  p rogram or  p rob lems spec i f i ca l ' l y

re la ted .  But  [ i f ]  a  fe l low doesn ' t  have a  job ,  I  t ry  to  ge t  h ' im a  job

whether  h is  name is  Gonz i lez  o r  Smi th .  So,  the  main  prob lem o f  the
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d iv is ion- -Mex ican Amer ican,  o ther  La t in  (because I  have a  few Cubans,

Puerto Ricans and so on)--has been from the professionar ( l  hate

to use that word) agi tator f rom the outside who l ives over here in

a vacuum and saysr "This is the way i t  should be down there."  They

want to Mexicanize everything; and many t imes you can' t  because a

hungry  ch i ld  i s  a  hungry  ch i ld .  And  I  don ' t  l ook  a t  i t s  name;  I

t ry !o get food for the parents and for that  chi ld.  So, that  has

caused a prob' lem.

Sir ,  what is your v iew of  the Raza Unida Party?

We11,  I  haven ' t  any  grea t  fee l ing  about  them.  I  th ink  tha t  in  the

beginning, in the area where they begano they served a useful  pur-

pose. Unfortunately,  as always, I  th ink many wrong people have gotten

into the forefront to use i t  for  personal ,  pr ivate gain.  They now

seem to have problems within the ranks. But I  respect everyone,s

r igh t  to  be long to  a  po l i t i ca l  par ty .  And i f  one dec ides  tha t  he

wants  to  be long to  a  po l i t i ca l  par ty  ca l led  Raza un ida ,  w i th in  our

system thatr  s h i  s pr i  v ' i1 ege and I  respect i  t .

Do you see what has happened in Crysta ' l  Ci ty as a good thing?

Wel l ,  I  used to represent Crystal  Ci ty,  and I  th ink some good has

come f rom i t ;  a  lo t  o f  bad has  come f rom i t .  They  have d iv ided fami l ies

against  themselves. They have fought amongst each other;  they have in

many instances in the schools taught what I  considered racism and

hatred against  not only the Anglo but against  anyone who disagreed

wi th  them.  I  th ink  th is ' i s  bad.  so ,  when I  f i r s t  ran  fo r  congress ,

I  had Zavala county and I  made many fr iends and I  worked with them

there.  And I  helped the or ig inal  l4exican Americans get elected to

off ice in crystal  c i ty.  This is before there ever was a Raza unida.
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he lped as  bes t  I  cou ld .  The prob lem now has  evo lved to  an  au tocra t ic

th ing  fo r  the  leadersh ip .  You agree w i th  them;  and i f  no t  you ' re

aga ins t  them and you ' re  no  good and you ' re  an  Unc ' le  Tom-  I  don ' t  th ink

th is  i s  gooC.

How has your ideblogy changed over t ime and why? 0r has i t?

I  don ' t  know tha t  i t  has .  1  th ink  my bas ic  fee l ings  are  the  same I ' ve

always had. There may be some evolut ionary process as to the needs of

my communi_ ty ,  fo r  example ,  bu t  the  ideo logy  hasnr t  changed- - i t rs

always been the same.

How wou ld  you labe l  yourse l  f  po ' l i t i ca l l y?

Wel l ,  how does  tha t  go? " I  am a  ch i ld  o f  God,  an  Amer ican,  and a

Democrat in that  order."  I  th ink wi th in the scope of  the Democrat ic

Party I fal I somewhere in the center.

Congressman, who have been your heroes or the persons you would have

l i ked  to  emula te?

0h ,  i t ' s  a  long  1 is t .  F rom our  a rea ,  the re  was  a  L icenc iado  J .  T .

Canales.  Some names you may not recognize,  but probably in your

research they w' i1 l  [come up].  And then there was a lawyer named

M. C. Gonzdlez;  there was Alonso Perales.  I  was a great admirer

of  Gustavo garci ' i  f rom San Antonio.  I  had a lot  of  admirat ion for

an  o ld  p r ies t ,  Fa ther whom I  s t i l l  see  per iod ica l l y .  I  served

my f i rs t  mass  as  an  a l ta rboy  fo r  h im,  and he 's  97  years  o ld  now.  Ohn

I  was a  grea t  admi rer  o f ,  o f  course ,  the  spor ts  f igures  ( I  am s t i l l ) - -

Babe Ruth ,  Joe  D iMagg io ,  some grea t  foo tba l l  p layers ;  too  long a  l i s t .

Any  Ang lo  Amer ican h is to r ica l  f igures?

Yes. Probably in the history,  Abraham Lincoln would be my major

one. 0f  course, Jack Kennedy I  admire--President Kennedy. Some

of  the  peop le  in  the  spor ts ,  o f  course ,  bo th  Ang lo  and Mex ican Amer ican.
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But of  my involvement in the government,  I  probably have studied

more and have read more, I  th ink,  on Lincoln than on any other.

Can you tell me why you admired Kennedy?

I guess for that  same reason that everybody else did.  I  th ink probably

one of  the greatest  reasons of  my admirat ion of  Kennedy is-- I  don' t

know i f  you 'd  ca l l  i t  admi ra t ion  or  what - -was [ th is ] :  ny  knowledge

of  po l i t i cs ,  my persona l  invo lvement ,  my persona l  reco l lec t ion ,  the

Presidents that  I  knew or recognized were Roosevel t ,  Truman, Eisen-

hower;  and that was i t .  So Kennedy was the young man, al though he

wasn' t  of  ny immediate generat ion.  You might say he almost was. So

i t  was the youth part  of  i t ,  I  th ink,  that  [made] you relate to him

more than you wou' ld have to Roosevel t  or  Truman or Eisenhower (which

are the only Presidents that  I  persona' l ' ly  rememberedo because even

though I  was l iv ing I  d idn' t  remember Herbert  Hoover because I  was

pret ty young).  So he appealed to the young people.  I  met him and

I had worked for him, and I  worked in his campaign. In the very

br ie f  v is i t s  tha t  I  had w i th  h im,  he  appeared to  be  genu ine ly  in -

te res ted  in  the  peop le  themse lves .  I  go t  the  fee l ing ,  go ing  back

to  Judge St r i ck land,  tha t  when you spoke w i th  h im,  he  d idn ' t  look

down at  you; he sort  of  spoke at  your own level .  So that was one

of the reasons [ I ]  worked real  hard for  h im. I  was in the State

leg is ' la tu re ;  I  was  no t  up  here  wh i le  he  was Pres ident .  And I  was

work ing  in  Aus t in ,  fo r  h is  a r r i va l  to  Aus t in ,  when he  was k i l led  in

Da l las ;  and he  never  go t  to  the  d inner  tha t  I  was  work ing  on  in

Aust in.  But,  the majn th ing was that he somehow seemed to be one

of my generat ion.

How much opportuni ty do you perceive there to be for Mexican Americans

in the Uni.ted States now?
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I t ' s  un l im i ted  now.  Even to  the  B lack  who has  su f fe red  much more ,

I  th ink  tha t  the  oppor tun i ty  i s  un l im i ted .  You have to  have,  o f

course, the inherent desire;  you have to have so[e semb]ance of

educat ion--al though I  don' t  agree with the theory that  everyone has

to have a formal educat ' ion to be a success. I  know many successful

peop le ,  bo th  f inanc ia l  and persona l  successes ,  who 've  had no  educa-

t ion .  Bu t  in  the  modern  day  i t  he lps .  Bu t  i f  a  k id  cou ld  sh ine

shoes in the streets of  Mission, Texas, and get to the Congress of

the  Un i ted  Sta tes ,  anybody e lse  can.  I  th ink  tha t  wou ld  sum i t  up

in  my l i fe - - tha t  the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  ach ievement  o r  fo r  ach ' iev ing  is

there.  Now, you may not have the clothes; you may not eat the best

steaks; you may not have the best car;  you may not l ive in the best

house;  bu t  I  don ' t  know o f  anyone who can rea l l y  and t ru ly  say ,  " I

cannot  ge t  an  educat ion . "  I  don ' t  know o f  anyone tha t  can  rea l1y  and

truly say,  "The purposeful  obstacles are there,  put by people in-

ten t iona l l y  to  keep me f rom succeed ing . "  I  th ink  we have passed tha t

barr ier  in the Uni ted States.  I  hope that everyone would agree. I

cou ld  make i t ,  [even though]  I  wasn ' t  the  smar tes t  one,  I  wasn ' t

wea ' l thy ;  I  jus t  had my des i re  and a  1o !  o f  he lp  f rom a  lo t  o f  peop le ,

and God was good to me. But,  i f  i t  happened to me, I  th ink i t  can

happen to anyone.

0f  course, somebody might answer that  you are the great except ion and

thatn in fact ,  very few people of  your generat ion have gone on to

achieve what you have achieved. So, the norm has been non-achievement.

How would you answer that?

We11,  l i ke  I  say- -o f  my group and my genera t ion ,  th is  hasnr t  been the

case in ny area. In other areas, maybe; I  speak from my own l i t t le

wor ld .  Maybe i t  i s  d i f fe ren t  in  Los  Ange ' les  o r  E l  Paso,  I  don ' t
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know. I  th jnk maybe I  bet ter  correct  that .  I  would l imi t  th is to

my personal  exper ience. Maybe there would be some obstacJes in some

places .  I  don ' t  know o f  any ,  and cer ta in ' l y  we ' re  t ry ing  here ,  f rom

the federal  government s ide,  to t ry and remove any barr iers that  would

be p laced f rom peop le  ach iev ing  the i r  max imum poten t ia ' | .  Perhaps

there  are  areas ,  I  don ' t  know.  I  see  i t  aTT around me,  though.  They ' re

coming up  here- - teachers ,  co l lege pro fessors .  The co l leges  in  the

area that I  am acquainted with (where we are) have a preponderance

of  Mex ican Amer icans ,  and so  are  the  c lasses :  Pan Amer ican Un ivers i ty

in Edinburg [has] 80-85% Mexican An'er ican going on to f in ish.  Now,

I  don ' t  know what  i t  wou ld  be ,  fo r  example ,  in  E l  Paso or  in  Ca l i fo r -

n ia .  I  unders tand probab ly  tha t  Ca l i fo rn ia  has  more  Mex ican Amer icans ,

but less have achieved their  maxjmum potent ia l .  Maybe that would be

the case; so I  guess I  had better temper my enthusiasm to say that

w i th in  the  area  tha t  I  am acqua in ted  w i th ,  I  fee l  tha t  the  ava i lab i l i t y

has been there,  and certainly i t 's  here in Washington. They come from

al l  over ,  f rom a l l  sources ,  f rom a l l  a reas .  [As  to ]  the  ava i lab i l i t y

o f  po l i t i ca l  j obs ,  the  h igher  leve l  po l i t i ca l  j obs ,  tha t  i s  a  ve ry

s imp le  answer .  I t ' s  because o f  lack  o f  invo lvement  in  the  beg inn ing ,

because only those that are involved in the c lose proximity of  a

President ia l  race, for  example,  are going to be members of  the Cabinet

or the higher government of f icals.  So, why don' t  some of  ours get

invo lved? I 'm sure  i f  they  wou ld , they  wou ld  be  in  tha t  k ind  o f  pos i t ion .

But  we havenr t  had the  ava i lab i l i t y  o f  the  cand ida tes .  For  example ,

the candidates for  the higher pol i t ical  of f ices-- the Presidency of

course (wi th the except ion of  Lyndon Johnson)--have come from other

areas; so their  nucleus of  their  people would come from other areas"

Johnson rea l lX  d idn ' t  have h is  own mak ing .  That ' s  one o f  the  regre ts
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I  have from the Johnson administrat ion.  He of  necessi ty had to

fol low President Kennedy; unfortunately i t  came that way. But he

never  rea l l y  began a  "Johnson admin is t ra t ion . "  I  fe l t  cer ta in  tha t

i f  Johnson had come into the Presidency on his own we would have had

a Mexican American Cabinet rnember. I feel very strongly that we

would have; but Johnson inher i ted and kept the group that had been

selected by Kennedyr ol^ those within the sphere of  that  or ig inal

Kennedy-Johnson t i cke t .  Bu t ,  cer ta in ly  the  ava i lab i l i t y  i s  here .

We have had some in  ma jor  p laces .  Aga in ,  I  go  back .  The main  prob lem,

though,  has  been tha t  once you ge t  them in  a  pos i t ion  o f ' leadersh ip ,

our own people start  shoot ing at  them; and that has been the major

prob lem.  A l l  tha t  I  know o f  [ those]  who have served in  h igh  pos i t ions ,

i t  has been our own people who have been their  main detractors.

One f ina l  ques t ion ,  Congressman.  What  i s  your  v iew o f  the  Ch icano

movemen t?

We11,  I  don ' t  know what  the  Ch icano movement  i s .  Everyone has  h is

own def in i t ion  fo r  i t .  I  ge t  le t te rs  somet ines ,  "What 's  the  de f in i t ion

o f  the  word  'Ch icano '? "  I  don ' t  know what  i t  i s .  A l l  I  say  i s ,  i f

some person  wants  to  ca l l  h imse l f  Ch icano ,  tha t ' s  h is  p r i v i ' l ege .  I f

he  wants  to  ca l l  h imse l f  l v lex ican Amer ican,  La t in  Amer ican,  Span ish

Amer ican ,  tha t ' s  h is  p r i v i l ege .  I  have  no  g rudge  w i th  tha t .

What is your own preference?

Wel l ,  I  bas ica l l y  don ' t  ca l l  myse l f  any th ing .  I  wa i t  to  see  what  the

other  person ca l l s  me;  and i f  I  have no  d isagreenent  w i th  i t ,  I  go

a1ong.  I  have many cons t i tuents  who ' l I  say ,  "MJ Ch icano bro ther ' r ;

and i f  he 's  my f r iend  or  he  speaks  to  me w i th  respec t  and he  ca l l s

me a  Ch icano,  tha t ' s  h is  p r iv i lege  and I  w i l l  respond as  such.  So I

have cl imat ized n1y l i fe to answer because of  my travels throughout
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the United States;  and i t  depends where you are and what the

peop le  ca l l  themse lves  there .  Now,  I  don ' t  agree  w i th  the  group who

cal l  themselves Chicano and go around barefoot wi th beards and unbathed.

I f  "Ch icano"  i s  a  synonym fo r  "Mex ican Anyer icdne"  fo r  "Span ish-speak ingr "

and I  have to f i t  into that  category,  I  Conrt  want to do that.  But

i f  someone says ,  " I  am a  Ch icano because I  am o f  Mex ican or ig in  o r

Mex ican Amer ican or ig in , "  we l l ,  tha t ' s  f ine  w i th  me.  But  the  Ch icano

movement that  one person ment ions may be di f ferent to another person.

There  are  groups  in  the  co1 ' leges  and un ivers i t ies .  now [wh ich  have]

Ch icano Study ,  wh ich  is  bas ica l l y  no t  tha t ;  because they ' re  ta lk ing

in  many ins tances  o f  " l rbx ican,  Mdx ico"  her i tage,  cu l tu re ,  and so  on .

And I  th ink th is is a misnomer somet imes. But i t  does so much more

good that I  have no quarrel  wi th the name, because I 'm happy and proud

to see that the Universi ty of  Washington or the Universi ty of  0regon,

or Harvard or Yale has Chicano Studies.  The name means l i t t le when

you know the good that wi l l  come from i t .  But i t 's  a misnomer when

they ' re  go ing  to  your  bas ic  Mex ican her i tage and cu l tu re .  So,  w i th

that reservat ion -- i f  a l ' l  that  someone speaks about is [ tnat ]  he has

a p ic tu re  o f  Zapata  w i th  the  bu l le t  be l ts  across  h is  ches t  and the

r i f le  and he  goes  around w i th  d i r ty  b lue  jeans  and no  shoes  on ,  and

he saysn "Th is  i s  the  Ch icano movment  " - -w i th  tha t  !don ' t  persona l ' l y

agree;  bu t  aga in  tha t ' s  the i r  p r iv i lege  to  do  so .  But  i f  they  say

Chicano/ tv lex ican her i tage and cu l tu re ,  tha t ' s  f ine  w i th  me.  My d is -

agreement wi th that  other group is that  [ for  example] ,  that 's f ine--

Zapata is one person of  one era of  Mdxico.  But yet  Mdxico has so

much of  our bas' ic cul ture her i tagewise--music,  poetry,  great wr i ters,

great poets and music ians--good musjc f rom classical  down to the fo lk
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music.  So I  want somebody who t ies down my ethnic background and in

some way obl igates me to look jnto al l  of  that  cu1tural  aspect.  I f

you  want  to ,  you  can ca l l  i t  Ch icano,  you can ca l l  i t  Mex ican Amer ican

or Mexican ancestoryo whatever.  Iv ly only requis i te is that  you look

at  i t  as  a  who le  and a l low the  d i f fe rence;  because the  mus ic  o f  the

north of  Tamaul ipas wi l l  be vast ly di f ferent f rom that of  Oaxaca,

entirely different from Veracruz, and we have the Tex-Mex on our side

of the r iver-- the polka wi th the accordidn and the gui tarra.  I  want

a l l  o f  tha t  to  be  woven in ,  so  you can ' t  g ive  i t  any  one name.  So,

Ch icano movement?  I  don ' t  know tha t  there ' i s  any  such th ing  as  a

Chicano movenent,  except [ for  a]  very smal l  group that I  wouldn' t

want to be categor ized [ in]-- that  in order to be a proud Chicano I

had to put on some dir ty blue jeans.

A re la ted  ques t ion  wou ld  be :  What  i s  your  op in ion  about  th is  concept

of  Azt l f ,n that  some people ta lk about?

Wel l ,  [ i t ' s ]  tha t  i t ' s  go ing  to  be  the i r  Mecca ,  o r  i t ' s  go ing  to  be

the i r  U top ia  tha t  we ' re  go ing  to  reconquer .  I  have no  grudge w i th

anybody adher ing  to  th is  p r inc ip le .  I  don ' t  agree  w i th  i t .  The

Pres ident  o f  Mdx ico  doesn ' t  agree  w i th  i t - - tha t  I  know persona l ly .

I  th ink  i f  they  wou ld  jus t  temper  the i r  des i res  to  dwe l l ing  on  the

cu l tu re ,  on  the  her i tage,  and leave the  conquest  [ou t ]  o f  i t ,  i t

wou ld  be  he lp fu l  and benef ic ia l  to  the  Mex ican Amer ican- - to  go  back

into the cul ture of  the ancient her i tage that we have from (of  course

everyone says) the Aztecs.  But good gosh, there were hundreds of

di f ferent t r ibes of  Indians in Mdxico before the white men ever came.

t i le say " the bronze peopler"  the Aztecas; but there are now exist ing

in Mdxico 40 or 50 di f ferent t r ibal  descendents as of  th is day, wi th
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the d i f fe ren t  d ia lec ts  and so  on .  But  the  P lan  o f  Az t lSn ,  as  fa r  as

the  cu l tu re  and the  her j tage,  I  th ink  i t  wou ld  be  good.  But  say ing

tha t  we are  go ing  to  conquer  and br ing  back  to  our  peop le- - I  don ' t

know tha t  we wou ld  be  capab le  o f  govern ing  i t .

Congressman,  j s  there  someth ing  e lse  tha t  you  wou ld  l i ke  to  add?

I  have exhausted  the  ques t ions  here .

Wel l ,  there 's  so  much.  Where  wou ld  one end and where  wou ld  one s ta r t?

My on ly  hope is  tha t  my cont r ibu t ion  here  w i l l  somehow prove o f  jn te res t

to somebody in the future.  I  hope i t  might be he' lpful  to someone.

Cer ta in ly ,  there  wou ld  be  many who wou ld  d isagree w i th  my v iews,  my

ph i losophy,  f f i y  theor ies ;  bu t  tha t ' s  the  beauty  o f  th is  count ry  and

our system--that anyone ca.n do that.  But I  would say that the only

th ing  I  cou ld  add wou ld  be  tha t  the  bes t  th ing  tha t  one cou ld  do  wou ld

Oe[ t f r i sJ :  the  mind ,  the  in te l lec t  has  tha t  t remendous capac i ty

to somehow put aside bad exper iences and look only to good ones. And

i f  we cou ld  do  tha t  as  a  peop le- -whether  we ca l l  ourse lves  Span ish-

speak ing ,  Mex ican  Amer icans ,  and  so  on- - i f  we  cou ld  s j f t  th rough  the

who le  background and take  ou t  a l l  o f  the  good and pu t  j t  toge ther  and

use i t  as  a  too l  to  make th ings  be t te r ,  I  th ink  p robab ly  th is  wou ld  be

the  cu lm ina t ing  po in t .  Th is  wou ld  be  g ' i v ing  v i c to ry  to  our  her i tage

by  remain ing  w i th  tha t  her i tage,  bu t  ass ' im ' i la t ing  in to  the  mains t ream

of  Ma in  St ree t  U.S.A.  That  wou ld  be  the  grea tes t  benef j t  we cou ld  do

for that  her i tage, and to correct  the th ings that have gone wrong w' i th-

ou t  ha t red  and w i thout  revenge,  to  t ry  and cor rec t  the  de f ic ienc ies  in

a  pos i t i ve  way.  I  th ink  p robab ly  th is  wou ld  be  the  grea tes t  t r ibu te

tha t  we cou ld  pay ;  because every th ing  you say  about  " I 'm proud to  be

a Ch icano, "  o r  " I 'm proud to  be  a  Mex ican Aner ican , "  i s  no t  tha t  you ' re
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proud of  you, but that  you're proud of  those who came before you.

So therefore we have an obl igat ion to those of  whom we are proud,

to  see tha t  tha t  p r ide  evo lves  in to  pos i t i ve ,  f ru i t fu l  deve lOpmeht

o f  tha t  cu l tu re  and tha t  her i tage.

Congressman De la Garza, thank you very much for a most interest ing

and  s t imu la t ing  jn te rv jew.
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