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J :

X:

This is an Qral  History interview with a member of  the U. S. Customs

Serv ice .  The da te  i s  Apn i l  
. |9 ,  

1976.  In te rv iewing  is  Sarah John

for the Inst i tute of  0ral  History of  the Universi ty of  Texas at  El  Paso.

Could you tel l  me when and where you were born,  p lease?

I was born in a smal l  community in the south-central  part  of  Texas,

[ in ]  a  l i t t le  town ca l led  Junc t ion .  There  are  very  few Mex ican peop le

tha t  l i ved  there ,  and those o f  us  tha t  d id  l i ve  there  l i ved  in  e l

bar r io ,  o r  so-ca l led  "across  the  t racksr "  bec&use i t  was  across  a

br idge, about a couple of  mi les to the town. There was no publ ic

transportat ion.  We had to walk or get a r ide f rom whoever had a

car.  I  might say that v le never did have [a car]  unt i l  af ter  1948.

So the Mexican communjty was completely separated from the Anglo

community there in Junct ion?

Just about 90%. There were a few of  us Mexican American people that

l ived in the town. These people worked for the State Highway Department.

Most  o f  the  o ther  peop le  had jobs  in  s to res  e i ther  as  c le rks  o r  as  a l l -

a round he ' lp  tha t  had no  spec i f i c  t i t le ,  as  fa r  as  be ing  superv isors  o r

managers .

Cou ld  you te l l  me a  l i t t le  b i t  about  your  paren ts '  background?

X: Sure.  Both my parents came from Mexico. I  remember my mother te l l ing

me that when they crossed the border,  there was no such thing as passports

or  papers  o r  documents  o r  dec la ra t ion  o f  U.  S .  c i t i zensh ip .  A l l  they  had

J :

X:

J :



to

he

pay was a nickel .  My grandfather had to borrow the nickel  because

d idn ' t  have tha t  to  come across .

Do you have any brothers or s isters?

Yes. We have f ive brothers and two sisters.  I 'm the smal lest  of  the

fami ly.  Most of  my brothers and sisters have lef t  Junct ion because

there's not too much to do there,  unless you own a farm or a ranch, and

none o f  us  do .  Most  o f  them have le f t  fo r  o ther  p ' laces  l i ke  S t .  Lou is ,

I l l inois,  New Mexico. I  have two brothers who have stayed [ in Junct ion] .

One of  my brothers has been sel f -employed ever s ince he was able to work,

and my other brother he' lps him. My sister maried a man that has his own

bus iness ,  so  she doesn ' t  work  fo r  anyone e i ther .  I  m igh t  say  tha t  a round

.|968 
the freeway came through fJunct ion] .  Before that ,  a l l  the land was

real  cheap. You could buy the land rather reasonably.  Af ter  the people

found out that  the f reeway was coming through--and these were Anglo people

who worked in the courthouse and had access to papers and surveys that

they were doing [and] knew the freeway was coming through--tried to buy

al l  the property there.  Fortunately some of the f lother people]  got  wise

and wanted to know why the Anglos wanted to buy the property all around

there,  when in the years before,  especial ly in the Mexican barr io '  they

had expressed no desire of  owning any property because i t  wasn' t  rea1ly

any good; the propert ies that  were for sale fweren' t ]  very big.  Later

we found out [ i t ]  was because the freeway Was coming through there.

So before that  t ime there wasn' t  any value to that  land?

No, not real ly.  I t  was juat  land that was thereo and al l  the taxes were

J :

X:

1 .
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X:

in  a r rears .  Peop le  hadn ' t  pa id ;  peop le  had gone to  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  Co lorado,

and other states and lef t  th is land there.  These people found out and

wanted to pay taxes and buy that land, and then sel l  i t  back to the state

for a good prof i t .

Can you tel l  me something about growing up in Junct ion? What was l i fe

I  i ke  then?

I 'd be glad to.  There wasn' t  much we looked forward to.  We had a dump

ground which was less than hal f  a mi le faway from] our house. We kind

of looked forward to people coming to dump there,  because we could f ind

al l  sorts of  th ings.  We found comic books; we found wooden boxes from

which  we made wagons,  because we cou ldn ' t  a f fo rd  to  buy  any .One th ing

that comes to mind was when the local  h ' igh school  got r id of  a l l  their

excess footbal l  equipment,  and they threw i t  out  there.  A11 of  us went

on and tr ied to put some of i t  on.  I f  you can imagine--we were try ing to

put  j t  on  backwards ;  we d idn ' t  know any th ing  about  i t .  Bu t  we had seen

enough that we were interested in gett ing those i tems, and we did.  We got

them all from the dump ground, and we wore them. Our mothers washed the

pants and the t-shir ts for  us,  and we wore them and played with them. But

this was a way of  escape for us,  because there wasn' t  too much to do in

Junc t ion .  We cou ld  go  swimming,  we cou ld  go  f i sh ing .  I  m igh t  say  tha t

even though some needed a l icense, none of  us ever did lget  one];  but  I

can recal l  nobody ever got caught or got to ld anything for not having a

l icense. The other th ings we did whi le we were growing up there was maybe

go hunt once in a whi le i f  we could bomow a r i f le f rom somebody. But there



J :

X :

wasn' t  too much to do there,  especial ly when we were growing up. I , . le

had no ways of  entertainment.  lJe stayed on the barr io s ide and the

Ang los ,  o r  the  fo lks  tha t  l i ved  in  the  o ther  par t  o f  town,  had o ther

things. They had parks and they had teams that they had organized,

wh i le  we had no th ing  l j ke  tha t .  Our  paren ts ,  o r  peop le  tha t  cou ld  have

done something about i t ,  were al l  busy t ry ing to earn enough money

to  make a  l i v ing  fo r  the i r  fami l ies .

The others had more le isure t imen and more money.

Yes, more money. Plus they had the church and the other act iv i t ies l ike

the  L ions  C lub  tha t  he lped them,  wh i le  we d id  no t .  Another  th ing  tha t

comes to  mind  now tha t  I 'm ta lk ing  about  th is  [ i s  tha t ]  we had to  wa lk

to  schoo l ,  wh ich  was about  thnee mi les .  There  was no  pub ' l i c  t ranspor ta t ion ,

even though some Anglo k ids l ived out on a ranch 
. |5,  

20,  or  30 mi les [away]

came by  bus .  Th is  bus  was prov ided by  the  schoo l .  Ye t ,  we l i ved  3  mi les

away, and not one bus was provided. I t  was not unt i l  two years before

I  graduated, which was about 1952, that  the buses started to come out to

the bamio and pick up the kids and take us to school .

J:  Did al l  of  the chi ldren go to the same school ,  or  was there a segregated

type o f  a  s i tua t ion?

X: There was [segregat ion]  on' ly in the f i rst  grade. We al l  went to the same

bu i ld ing ,  because there  weren ' t  enough fs tudents ]  to  make two [schoo ls ] .

But we had one room that was designated for the Mexican American chi ' ldrenn

and one teacher taught f i rst  and second grade in that  part icular room.



J :

X:

After you f in ished there,  you went to the th i rd grade, and there we

were mixed. But the f i rst  and second grades were al l  Mexican American

ch i ld ren  [ in  one room] .

Are there any good or bad exper iences that stand out in your mind dur ing

your grade school  years?

Well ' I remember one time when we were getting our pictures taken. hje had

ius t  been p lay ing  ou ts ide .  A ' lady  was combing  a l l  the  ch i ld ren 's  ha i r

so they could look nice.  Since I  was the f i rst  Mexican American kid there

to have rqy picture taken, when she saw me she said that  my hair  looked al l

r igh t .  She d idn ' t  bo ther  to  f i x  mine .  I t  d idn ' t  rea ' l l y  make tha t  much o f  an

impress ion  on  me unt i l  la te r  I  found ou t  tha t  she  was do ing  i t  to  a l l  the

Mexican American chi ' ldren. She l thought]  that  the Anglo chi ldren needed

to be combed or have their  dresses straightened out.  These chi ldren were

being at tended to whi le we were not.  0ther than that,  I  th ink that  I  was

treated pret ty [wel1] .  I  had a teacher in the f i f th grade that was also

my Sunday School  teacher,  so she treated me l ike everybody else.  perhaps

she was a l i t t le bi t  harder on me because she wanted me to learn.  she

real ]y showed an interest  in me. I 'm thaf ikful  to that  because she real ly

did show an honest,  a s incere interest .  I ' l l  a ' lways remember that  1ady.

She used to go to our mission, and she used to teach us the Bible and

taught us how to read, and brought us th ings at  Chr istmas wh' ich of  course

we al l  looked forward to.  I t  wasn' t  unt i l  I  got  into high school  that  I

could rea1ly te]1 the di f ference. That was becacse perhaps the other teachers

came out of  d i f ferent states and brought their  b iases and prejudices



with them. There were a couple of  teachers there that helped me, too.

I  cannot deny this.  0nce in a whi le when I  go back to Junct ion I  make i t

a point  to look these peopl€ up, because I  th ink that  they were s incere in

he lp ing  me.  They  went  ou t  o f  the i r  way  to  he lp  me.  I f  i t  hadn ' t  been fo r

them,  I  don ' t  th ink  I  wou ld  have f in ished schoo l .  I  wanted  to  qu i t  severa l

t imes, because the people that  were wi th me had al l  the money and I  d idn' t .  I t

was  hard  to  s tay  in  schoo l .  F i rs t  o f  a1 '1 ,  I  had to  ma in ta in  myse l f ;  I

d idn' t  have anybody else to give me money for my expenses or c lothes; I

had to buy rny own. I had a job fl in which] I had to work in the yard for

th ls lady.  I  used to work every day af ter  I  pract iced footbal l .  Af ter

I  f in ished work ing ,  I  had to  wa lk  home,  wh ich  was about  th ree  mi les .  Th is

I  d id for  f ive or s ix days a week. I  worked on Saturdays, too.  The main

th ing  tha t  s tands  ou t  wh i le  I  was  in  h igh  schoo l  f i s  tha t ]  we were  p lay ing

basketbal l  [one day] and this old guy who was more or less l i lce a bu1ly got a

hold of  me and said that  he wanted to teach me a few things. So af ter

school ,  we had i t  out  across f rom the schoo' l  at  a l i t t le store.  We got

ca l led  in to  the  pr inc ipa l ' s  o f f i ce  and I  go t  expe l led  fo r  th ree  days ,  wh i le

he got away ,scott  f ree;  and he was the one that inst igated the whole th ing.

I  merely defended mysel f .  But I  th ink that  i f  I  hadn' t  done that,  hs would

have p icked on  me t i l l  I  f in ished [schoo l ] .  Bu t  a f te r  tha t ,  he  had respec t

for me, even though I  was smal ler  than he was. He never did bother me any more.

J:  Was he Anglo?

0h,  yes .  He

and  [p ick ing

Anglo.  He was one of  the guys that was running around

somebody smal l€Fr oF a Mexican American. But I

was

onl

X:



t l :

X:

go t  expe l led  and  he  d idn ' t .

btas that  unusual ,  or  rdas i t  the rule that  Mexican Americans got expel led?

I th ink I  was the only one that ever got expel led.  I  th ink the rest  of

the guys got repr imanded. The reason I  th ink I  got  expel led was because

I  ta lked  back  to  the  pr inc ipa l  ins tead o f  ius t  say ing '  "yes ,  s i r . "  I  was

s t i l l  mad,  because th is  guy  had ins t iga ted  the  who le  th ing  and he  p icked

on me f i rst ;  yet  I  got  the worst  of  the deal .  But I  can see why; what else

could I  expect f rom an Anglo pr incipal .

t lhat was the ethnic composition of your school during the time you were

in  g rade schoo l?

There were a few of us going to school, up unti l the fourth grade' After

the f i f th and sixth grades, JoU found [very few] people wi th Mexican

surnames. Out of  a c lassroom maybe there were f ive.  Af ter that '  i t  got

even worse. As the grades went up, the lower l the number]  of  k ids [ t f rat ]

stayed in school .  They dropped out and stanted working. Most of  the people

there used to go to seasonal work, so every year they'd go and pick cotton

or pick potatoes or onionsor turnips or whatever.  They went to Weatherford '

some people went to Hereford; some went to Colorado and ldaho. When you

got  up  to  those p laces ,  i t  takes  a  wh i le  to  ge t  back ,  and those k ids  ius t

missed out on school .  Af ter  a whi le,  they just  gave up. They got discouraged,

and peop le  ius t  le t  them get  ou t  o f  schoo l .

J: How many Mexican Americans graduated with you from high school?

J :

X:

X: In 1954, there were 42 graduates;  and out of  that  c lass only two of  us



were tvlexican funericans--myself and another girl.

i l :  Why was i t  easier for  you and this gir ' l  to stay in school  rather than

drop out? What was behind you to keep you in school?

X: Like I  said before,  I  a lmost dropped out of  school  several  t imes'  but

my brothers said that  as long as they stayed around that I  was going

to go to school  whether I  l iked i t  or  not .  So I  had no choice.  And

bel ieve me, I  can never thank them enough for that ,  because i f  they hadn' t

fdone that] ,  I  know I  r rould have dropped out.  I  would have stayed r ight

there in Junct ion l ike al l  the rest  of  the fo lks that  d id,  making $50.00

a week, i f  that .  I  probably would have marr ied somebody there and had a

who' le lot  of  chi ldren, and I  would have stayed r ight  there wi th that  same

bunch of  people that  I  grew up with.  I  go back there,  and I  see them

doing  the  same th ing .  They  migh t  be  ge t t ing  $75.00  or  $80,00  or  $100.00

a week, but they' ' l l  a lways do that.  They' l l  never leave tJunct ion;  they' '11

stay there for  the rest  of  their  l ives.  0f  course, these people have

real ized that they did the wrong thing; [but ]  they had no guidance l ike

I  d id .  So the i r  ch i ld ren  are  go ing  to  schoo l i  they ' re  go ing  to  co1 lege.

Most of  these kids are gett ' ing scholarships.  Things are not l ike they used

to be, because people have gone out and showed these kids that  they'd

better stay in school  r i f  they want a good iob,  especial ly nowadays. The gir l

that  stayed in school  wi th me that went to the same church that I  d id '  she

wanted to stay in school .  She was a studeous type of  chi ld,  [and she]

stayed there and wanted to f in ish school .  But the others dropped out because

they wanted to work and they wanted a car, and they wanted money to spend.



to

a t .

And i f  you

for you to

went

work

school ,  there was just  not  that  [many] jobs avai lab]e

You say that your brothers had more of  an inf luence on you in keeping

you in school  at  that  t i ime. Did your parents have any part icul l r  inf luence

on you as far  as your consider ing educat ion,  or  what k ind of  job they wanted

you to have?

Mostly my mother was the one that told me that. She pointed out a few

th ings .  Some have s tayed w i th  me,  and they ' ] l  s tay  as  long ds  I  l i ve .

She said that  a l l  I  had to do was look around. Some of these people that

had dropped out--sure,  they had cars and they had money; but that 's al l

they would ever get.  They'1 ' l  never amount to anything, because to get any-

where, you need an educat ion.  This is what I  learned in Sunday School .

I learned how to read; I had a tough time. |Jhen I was first going [to

schooll I had a tough time trying to read and trying to comprehend the

Engl i  sh 
' language. 

I  t  wag hard for  me.

Did you speak Spanish at  home?

0h,  yes .  We spoke no th ing  bu t  Span ish  a t  home.  I  m igh t  say  tha t  wh i le

I  got  in t rouble in school  for  other th ings, one of  them was for speaking

Span ish  on  the  schoo l  g round.  But  tha t  d idn ' t  bo ther  me.  A f te r  a  wh i le

the teachers just  gave up, because they knew that we weren' t  going to gui t .

We would always get on one part  of  the schoo' | ,  and the Anglo k ids would

get on the other side. And the teachers would never come to where we were.

They always stayed around the Anglo s ide, where the k ids were playing.

J :

X:

J :

X:
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X:

h|e most ly sat  around the trees and shot the breezei  but  i t  was al l  in

Spanish- 0nce in a whi le,  the teachers that  came f fom other states would

come around and see what we were doing; but they never really did bother

us.  Up to a certain extent,  the only th ing they did say was that we

should t ry to speak Engl ish;  that  we spoke as good as they did '  So they

d idn ' t  bo ther  us  a t  a l l .

Did you have any Mexican American teachers Whi le yOu were in school?

Gosho no. They st i l l  don' t  have one today, and that 's over 20 years that

I  f in ished there.  They might have one one of  these days, iust  for  tokenism

or  whatever ,  bu t  they  d idn ' t  have one then and I  don ' t  th ink  they ' l l  have

one fo r  another  long wh i1e .  L ike  I  sa id ,  some o f  these ch i ld ren  o f  the

guys that I  grew up with are al ' l  going to col lege, but they go away from

there because the salar ies are better somewhere else.  They don' t  come home to

teach at  a l l  because they don' t  want to go back there.  But as far  as I  can

remember,  there weren' t  any [ teachers who] were black and there weren' t  any

[who were] Mexican American.

J:  What was the general  re lat ionship between the Anglos and the Mexicans whi le

you were in school?

X:  I  can  te l l  you  f rom a  po in t  o f  v iew as  fa r  as  p lay ing  ba l l ,  because I  d id

p lay  spor ts .  That ' s  one th ing  I  en ioyed.  I  was  caught  in  a  l imbo

because I  dtdn' t  dr ink and I  d idn' t  smoke, and most of  the guys that I  grew

up with al l  drank and al l  smoked. Even though I  went wi th them every-

where they went,  they st i l l  k id me about j t .  But thank goodness that I
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d idn , t  fa l l  in to  tha t  t rap .  I  p layed ba l l .  As  soon as  I  pu t  on  tha t

uniform, I was part of their team. I remember one year that their fathers

and their parents come up to me and in a real Anglo-type fashion patted

me on the shoulder and said that  [ I  had done a good iob] '  I  th ink I  scored

more than half of the total points scored in one year' But as

soon as I  took of f  my unj form, I  was iust  another Mexican kid '  I  never

did get a dob l ike the other guys did in town, that  were good players '

Some of these people found Jobs for the players,  but  they never did ask me

if  I  wanted a iob or i f  I  was looking for one. You'd get discouraged because

i f  you went,  they,d te l l  you they weren' t  h i r ing,  whi le you knew that some

of these other kids got hired and they didn't even go ask; they were offered

the few iobs that existed.

So there  was very  l i t t le  mix ing?

There was real ly no mixing at  a l l .  I  rememberonet ime the track relay team

went up to Fort stockton, and they wanted us to sleep somewhere else' and

the Anglos slept somewhere else. So even when we went together' the people

that served the team frowned on us. They wanted us to eat somewhere else'

But we never did do i t .  I ' l l  say th is:  the coaches sometimes seemed that

they were wi l l ing to give in.  But I  guess they didn' t ,  because we ate

where the rest of the kids ate'

Was there anY mixed dat ing at  a l l?

No mixed dat ing,  none whatsoever '

trouble in the lower grades [as far

I  w i l l  saY th is ,  tha t  I  never  had

as ]  speak ing  to  g i r l s ;  o r  we

J :

X:  No .

any
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even played some games outside f l together] .  | l |e mixed a l j t t ' le bi t '  But that

was because.maybe I  went to a church that most of  the Mexican Americans

did not go to.  I  was Bapt ist ;  [ I  was] brought up a Bapt ist ,  and maybe

that had something to do with i t .  I  knew al l  the rest  of  the k ids were

Cathol ic.  l^ lh i le I  was grow' ing up'  there were about f ive fami l ies that

were going to the Bapt ist  mission that we had there in the barr io.  We were

r id iculed [by]  the Cathol ics,  those who wanted to make fun of  us '  But

there was no mixed dat ing.  Not unt i l  later did some mixed dat ing come

about .

Did you have any iobs whi le you were in school?

No, not to speak of. My father used to work for a lady that had a

flower shop, and the reason that he got to work for her was because nobody

else would work for  th is 1ady. She was iust  that  tough. My father was the

only one that could work for  her.  He was as tough as she [was],  and [he]

[didn.t  take any bul l  f rom anybody].  l te never had any trouble at  a l l .  At

any rate,  when I  was iust  about to f in ish school ,  she asked me one day i f  I

would l ike to work for  her at  her f lower shop. I  went to work for  her.  That

lady did t rust  me enough to give me the keys to the shop, and I  used to open

the shop every day and used to count the money eve.ypay. She used to order

f lowers f rom San Antonio,  and the bus would come about l l :30 p '  m'  I  used

to meet the bus and unload the f lowers.  Nothing was ever found missingl

She never did accuse me of  taking anything, because I  never did.  When I

to ld her that  I  was going to the service,  she said that  she was glad

for me, that  maybe there I  could f ind solrething else that was better.



l ^
I J

X:

She gave me a bonus. She did t rust  me enough with the keys. I  could have

eas i l y  taken a  lo t  o f  th ings ,  bu t  I 'm thank fu l  t0  th is  lady  tha t  went  to

the mission and taught us the di f ference between being accepted as far  as

your t rustworthiness. I  do appreciate her having that much fai th and

conf idence in me. Stpsaid that  I  was the only one that had ever [worked] for

her,  being a Mexican American, that  she has placed that much trust  in me.

J:  l , . las th is unusual?

Sure. She never t rusted anyone else to mind her store.  You could

have taken a whole lot  of  th ings,  even as smal l  as the store was.

She d id  have qu i te  a  b i t  o f  inventory ,  [ l i ke ]  pens ,  penc i l s ,  f igur inesn

and things l ike that  that  she had purchased [and that had] cost  her money.

[But ]  l i ke  I  sa id ,  she  d id  have tha t  much conf idence in  me [ to  know tha t

I  wou ldn ' t  s tea l  any th ing l .

Af ter  you lef t  h igh school ,  what did you do?

Like I  said,  I  was in the process of  working for th is lady.  Then I

found out that  there wasn' t  anything to do around Junct ion,  and I

didn' t  want to stay there.  I  f igured that the longer I  stayed there,

the longer i t  was going to be for me to get out of  there.  [The lady

I  worked fo r l  d idn ' t  pay  me much.  I  th ink  i t  was  around $ . |5 .00  or

$20.00 a week. [There]  wasn' t  anything e ' lse for  me to do, so I  decided

to jo in the service.  I  jo ined the Air  Force. I  knew that the Army

or  the  Mar ines  wou ld  be  a  l i t t le  b i t  tough€F,  to  be  honest  w i th  you.

And I  d idn' t  want to go into [ the]  Infantry,  which was probab' ly where I

J :

X:
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would have wound up; so I  jo ined the Air  Force. I  got  sent to

Lowery Air  Force Base as a rudoF repairmdn, wnicn was 9000 fOr tnose

days .  I f  you  [cou ld ]  
' l earn  

a  t rade l i ke  tha t ,  you  cou ld  work  any-

where. I  got  stat ioned here in El  Paso. I  met my wife here,  and

got  mamied.  I  wou ld  have gone back  to  Junc t ion ,  bu t  there 's  no th ing

to do back there unless you want to work in a store for  $50.00 a

week, or had a ranch to work.  But that  takes money.

Were there any exper iences that you had in the Air  Force that stand

out  in  your  mind?

Wel l ,  I  le f t  Junc t ion  [where ]  the  Ang los  were  pre jud iced aga ins t  us .

I  went  in to  the  serv ice  on ly  to  f ind  ou t  tha t  a l l  the  o f f i cers  and

the top non-commissioned of f icers were al l  Anglos.  There were very

few Mexican American of f icers;  I  guess I  can remember a handful  of

[ them] .  Those tha t  I  do  remember  had very  ins ign i f i can t  jobs .  By

that I  mean [ that  they had] jobs that didn' t  carry any weight.  They

were  e i ther  supp ly  o f f i cers  o r  they  worked in  admin is t ra t ion .  I ' l l

say  th is ,  too :  I  be l ieve  they  were  bra in  washed.  They  never  d id  ge t

down to the level  of  ta lk ing to us of f  the cuf f  l ike some of the

of f i cers  used to  do  w j th  the  Ang lo  g roup,  even i f  we weren ' t  top  NC0.

Some o f  the  Ang los  s t i l l  car r ied  on  a  conversa t ion  w i th  us  wh i le  the

Mex ican Amer ican o f f i cers  rea l l y  d idn ' t  ta lk  to  the  o ther  Mex ican

Americans. They kept their  d istance. The conversat ions they held

[w i th  us ]  were  [usua l ly ]  job  re la ted .

l , {hy do you think that  happened? Do you have any pensonal  opinion?J :
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X: Looking back nowo I  guess they were t ry ing to do l ike the o1d saying

goes: "someone has their  eye on you,"  or  looking over your shoulder

to see what you're doing. Not that  these peop' le real ' ly  needed any-

body  to  look  ever  them.  They  cou ld  car ry  ou t  the i r  func t ions  we l l .

As  fa r  as  no t  mix ing  or  assoc ia t ing  w i th  us ,  I  can  see i t  as  the

re la t ionsh ip  be tween o f f i cers  and en l i s ted  men.  I  th ink  they  ius t

thought they were better than us;  they graduated from a universi ty.

[So]  they  kept  the i r  d is tance.  I  rea ' l1y  don ' t  know why;  I  cannot

put a f inger on i t  other than they iust  thought they were better

than us because they were of f icefs.

J:  Were there several  other enl isted men in the Air  Force with you

at that  t ime that were Mexican American?

Yes, there were several .  When we f in ished the school  that  I  went

to ,  severa l  o f  us  go t  s ta t ioned here  a t  B iggs  F ie ' ld .  About  a

third of  us were Mexican American. Theye were a lot  more in the

Ai r  Force  than I  f igured  I  wou ld  meet ,  a t  leas t  in  tha t  par t i cu lan

f ie ld.  l ' le had another f ie ld which I  thought was good: Counter Intel-

' l  
igence. In that  f ie ld we had only one or two that were Mexican

Americans; al  I  the rest  were AnE' los.

What was your re ' lat ionship wi th t l rese other Mexican Americans

at that  t ' ime?

X:  A l l  the  en l i s ted  men got  a long rea l  [we l l ] .  0 f  course ,  there 's

always separat ion among groups. But we got along [ f ine] .  We

X:

J :
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had part ies,  p icnics.  0f  course, there were some that were marr ied,

and they stayed with their  fami l ies.  But the major i ty of  us were not

marr ied,  and we had a real  good t ime.

D id  you s t i ck  more  w i th  each o ther  than w i th  the  Ang los?

0h'  yes.  Even at  that  stage in the game [Mexican Americans and Anglos]

got together because we had to in the jobs.  But to social jze fdur ing]

af ter  duty hourS: w€ never got together wi th Anglos.  I  can remember

very few times that most of us went together, and most of us went to

Ju{rez anyway. [The Anglos]  d idn' t  go there because they fel t  they would

be r ipped o f ;  and they  wou ld .  But  be ing  tha t  we spoke Span ish ,  o f

course  we were  ab le  to  ge t  a long w i th  the  peop le .

J :  Were  you the  ob jec t  o f  any  d isc r im ina t ion  wh i le  you were  in  the  A i r  Force ,

or did you witness any discr iminat ion of  any other Mexican Americans

whi le you were in the Air  Force?

X: I  con remember iust  one [ incident]  that  stands out in my mind. That was

when I went before the promotion board. To top it off, one of the guys

on the promot ion board was one of  my supervisors.  When one of  these

guys went up for promot ion, i f  your supervisor was on the board,  he usual-

l y  wou ld  say ,  " t ^ le l1 ,  I 'm go ing  to  ask  you these coup ' le  o f  ques t ions . "

So you wou ld  have ava i lab le  answers .  You had an  o f f i cer  tha t  was  eva lua t ing

the answers,  [as far  as]  how fast  you responded to a quest ion.  And this

guy asked me a quest ion that not only took t ime to answer,  but  required

thought .  You ius t  cou ld  no t  answer  tha t  type  o f  ques t ion  [qu ick ly ] ,  you
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had tohave t ime. I th inkhemade. i tespec ia l l yhard fo rme,so tha t l

couldn' t  answeri t  [ ' in a reasonable amount of  t ime] '  Al  so'  [other th ings

that happened that could be consldered discr iminatory include whenl they

wantedsomeonetoworkonweekends .Theyusua l l yp ickedoneo fus .The

Anglos would work at  n ights and get the weekends [of f ] '  Sometimes we

would work on evening shi f tsn but not very of ten'  They would give i t

to the Anglos so they would have the weekends free'

How long were You in the Air  Force?

Is tayed fouryears ,and lex tended twoyears fo r thepurposeo fgo ing

to school .  But as you wou]d have i t ,  when I  extended they said my MoS

wasneededoverseas .Even though lwou ld t ry to te l l thesepeop le

tha t lhadex tended fo r thepurposeo fon lygo ing toschoo l , theys t i l l

sen tmeoverseas .A l l toge ther l s tayed f i i veyearsand14days .Bu t

whi le I  was overseas'  a new rul ing carne out that  said i f  you didn' t

have a 14 month reta ' inabi l i ty ,  you could getdischargedas soon as you

go tback . I th ink lhad12months re ta inab i l j t y , so ld idn ' tex tend

the other two months'  and I  got  out '

What did you do after you got out of the Air Force?

l^ le l l ,  I  d idn ' t  have a  iob ,  bu t  I  knew I  cou ldn ' t  s tay

So I  iust  came home and started looking for a iob'

Here in El  Paso?

in  the  A i r  Force .

J :

X:

J :

X: Yes,  here  in  E l  Paso '

one] I  had learned in

They would Prefer an

I had nowhere

the  serv ice .

Anglo to You.

to look ' in fget t ing

They s t i11  wou ldn ' t

a  iob  l i ke  the

hire You here.
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What year t^tas thi6?

In  1960.  I  went  to  severa l  p laces  to  look ,  and they  wou ldn ' t  h i re  me '

even though I  thought I  had met al l  the cr i ter ia that  they needed. I f

there Was an Anglo there that had a year of  col lege, or any background

fami l ia r  to  the  job ,  t l rey  wou ld  h i re  h im ins tead o f  me.  So I  f ina l l y

wound up being a salesman for a company that was out of  Odessa, and I

stayed with them for a year. Then I went to work for the city of El

Paso as a surveying crew member. I stayed there unti l 1967, Then I

went to work at  White Sands for the government.  Ever s ince, I  have

worked for the government in one capaci ty or another.

What type of  iob did you have at  White Sands?

The f i rst  job I  had there WaS a guard.  I  tooaseveral  tests,  and even

though I  passed them the only iob I  was cal led for  was the guard iob.

So I  took  i t .  I  s tayed there  6  and a  ha l f  months .  I  qua l i f ied  fo r

another job,  and I  got  i t .  But then there Were some openings at  Fort

Bl iss as radar repairmen, and I  got  i t .  I  might say that the [person

who interviewed me] for  the iob at  Fort  Bl iss was an Anglo of f icer,  and

he didn' t  know anything about the system that the posi t ion was open for.

When he asked me some of the very basic quest ions about radar,  I  could

answer  h im,  and I  cou ld  te l l  tha t  he  d idn ' t  know any th ing  about  i t .  So

he sa id ,  "Wel l ,  the  job  is  yours , "  because he  cOuldn ' t  ask  me any th ing

else.  That was easy, and I  got  the iob and stayed there for  about 6

months.  [But then] they had a reduct ion in force,  what they cal l  a

shi f t .  So, they pl .aced me dr iv ing a bus. From there I  put  in for  a

posi t ion they had as a computer aid,  and I  got  i t .

J :

X :
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Th is  i s  s t i l l  a t  For t  B l i ss?

Yes,  th is  i s  a l l  a t  For t  B l i ss .  F rom there  I  s ta r ted  go ing  to  co l lege.

I  a lso took the federal  entrance exam and I  passed i t ,  and got cal led

from the Social  Secur i ty of f ice.  The lady that was in charge there was

an Anglo lady and [she was] extremely helpful  to me. She is part  Indian,

so maybe she knew how minor i t ies had been treated. She helped me a lot .

I  pu t  in  a  lo t  a t  tha t  iob ,  bu t  i t  d id  he lp  me qu i te  a  b i t .  F rom there  I

transfered to the job I now have.

Whi le you were workr ing at  the Social  Secur i ty of f ice you began going to

schoo' l?

Yes.  I  cou ld  on ly  go  a t  n igh t  because the  iob  was a l l  day  work .  So

I at tended night school .  [ fne lady at  work]  to ld me I  could put in for

a grant that  the Social  Secur i ty had; i f  you took iob related courses

they wou' ld pay you for i t .  And so I  d id.

t^ las i t  then that you decided to go back to school?

X: No, not real ly.  I  wanted to start  working, but I  looked around and

saw that the f i rst  th ing they asked was how much cotr lege you had. When

I  f in ished [h igh ]  schoo l ,  i f  you  had a  h{gh  schoo l  educat ion  i t  was

okay. But later i t  became necessary to have a higher educat ion.  So

when I  was  a t  For t  B l i ss ,  I  asked the  superv isor  i f  I  cou ld  have the  n igh t

shi f t  [so that  I  cou]dl  to to school  [ fu l l  t ime].  He gave me the op-

portuni ty of  ruor ik ing the evening shi f t ,  which was from 4 to l2 pn.

J :

X:

J :
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So after you worked for Social Security, you. began working for customs?

Yes .

How did you get into that  iob?

I wai ted on a lady who had come in to apply for  death benef i ts on her

husband's account.  Her son had come al l  the way from New York to help

her.  He l iked the way I  handled the case, and when he lef t  he to ld me

that i f  I  ever wanted to work for  Customs to give him a cal l .  Not long

after that ,  I  started to have problems with my lef t  s ide,  s jnce I  sat

most  o f  the  t ime and d id  l j t t le  o r  no  exerc ise .  Th is  iob '  I 'm igh t  say '

Was no easy iob.  I t  was a pressure job.  You only had a few days to

get  your  app l ' i ca t ions  ou t  o f  the  o f f  i ce .

When did you start to work for Customs?

I started to work for cus.toms in March of 1973. I wanted to stay here'

but they said that  no openings were ava; i lable.  I  had to go to San

Ys idro ,  ca l i fo rn ia ,  wh ich  is  on  the  T i iuana border .  La te f  I  found ou t

thet they did have openings here, but the reason they wanted people

in San Ysidro vras because they had no Mexican Americans working over

there.  There had been some problem over there,  especial ly wi th the

Mexican people being treated in a bad way. In a way, I 'm glad I  went

over there, because so many things happened lttrat nade] you learn pretty

fast ;  you had to i f  you were gong to survive.  They have 24 lanes over

there where we have about 18. I t 's  qui te a di f ference.

J :

X:
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J : How long did you stay in SanYs i  dro?

X: I  stayed there about 9 months.  I  t ransfered back here because the cl imate

d idn ' t  su i t  my  w i fe .

Were there any interest ing exper iences that happened whi le you were

worki ng there?

Yes. People in Ti juana are more on the defense than here.  Several  of  our

ot t icers weie shot at ;  one was dragged about a quarter of  a mi le

before t t rey could stop the car.  When they did '  th is of f icer 's heel

had been dragging. He had to have surgery,  and just  about hal f  of  h is

heel  was gone-- I  mean down to the bone. Another of f icer got hi t  in the

eye.  As  a  resu l t ,  he  los t  h is  eyes igh t .  Another  [o f f i cer ]  go t  k idnapped.

The car crashed not far from the port of entry, and he managed to sti l l

hold the Marine that was try ing to get away. His knee got banged up,

and he had to spend some t ime in the hospi ta l .  People there are more

hos t i le .  They  Seem to  have a  ch ip  on  the i r  shou lder  a l l  o f  the  t ime.

People here are more fr iendly '  even af ter  wai t ing in l ine for  up to two

hours.  They st i l l  manage to give you a smi le when they get to the

[ inspec t ion  s ta t ion ] .  A lso ,  peop le  [here ]  a re  more  inc l ined  to  te l l  you

the truth;  people over there tend to just  f lat  l ie to you.

When did you come back to El  Paso?

I came back to El  Paso in October of  1973.

J:  What exper iences have you had whi le working in El  Paso that are interest ing?

Have you ever been offered a bribe?

J :

X:
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X: Yes, and that goes from ladies of fer ing you special  favors f i i f  you

le t  them]  come over .  They  w i l ' l  tb l1  you,  "You ' re  a  Ch icano;  le t

me pass .  You ' re  no t  l i ke  the  gr ingos . "  We used to  have a  ru le  tha t

people from the interior [of M6xico] who worked for the government

or any big industr ies could just  show their  credent ia ls and come across.

But then when we went over there, we had to go through the same

things everyone else did;  f rom showing our bir th cert i f icates to

car t i t les,  or  epecial  permits or let ters of  permission to take the

cars  to  in te r io r  i f  we d idn ' t  have the  c lear  t ' i t l e .  So  the  U.  S .

stopped this.  Courtesy that had been extended to people stopped. So

when these people come overr  they cou' ld f i rst  feel  you out to see i f

you would take something, f rom just  having a good tdme in Ju{rez

to  X  amount  o f  do l la rs .

What k inds of  br ibes have you been of fered?

I have been offered X amount of dollars to special favors from

some pret ty gir ls.  Some gir ls give you the cry rout ine,  where they

real ly put on an act  for  yog. When they know they're not going

to come across there,  somet imes they just  curse you out when they leave.

Have other officers been offered bribeS?

X: Yes. I 'm pret ty sure that al l  of f icers have been br ibed at  one t ime

or another.  I  might say that none of  us here in El  Paso have been

arrested because of  wrong doing. l ' lh i le I  was in Ti juana, two Immigrat ion

inspectors dnd one Customs inspector were caught se1l ing permjts for

J :

X:

J :
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$35-$50 dol lars.  When they f inal ly caught them, these inspectors

had about  a  quar te r  o f  a  mi l l ion  do l la rs  in  severa l  banks '  I t  took

about 2 and a hal f  years of  invest igat ive work to get these people '

Al l  [of  them] got Pr ison terms'

Have you ever seen anyone here in El Paso accept a bribe?

No. The Only person that I know of [tnat was arrested] was a customs

Patrol  of f icer that  got caught t ry ing to sel l  cocaine to some under

coveragen ts .TheGrandJury foundh imgu i l t y . Im igh tadd ' too '

that none of the officers named by this customs Patrol officer were

Mexican American. They were al1 Anglo.  They included the person

in charge, pi lots,  supervisors '  and other Customs Patrol  of f icers.

How many Mexican American customs officers are working here in El

Paso now?

Quite a [ few].  There's one Senior Supervisor and three or four

superv i  sors .

How are Mexican American customs officers treated by Anglo Customs

personnel ?

There is st ' i l t  Anglo preference. Those Anglo Inspectors that  have come

after I  d id have been given the image of ,  "This guy real ly has i t , "  when

he actual ly hasn' t  done any better than the rest  of  us '  At  one t ime'

an Inspector who. is now a Senior Grade l l  got  emergency leave so that

he could go f ishing with the Chief  Inspector '  Some of these tnspectors

J :

X:

J :

X :
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don' t  know any Spanish at  a l l ,  and of ten have to come for a Mexican

American Inspector to t ranslate for  them. These lnspectors made no

effort  to learn even a working knowledge of  [Spanish] .  About 90%

of the people that  come over speak Spanish, or would rather speak [ i t ] .

I  don ' t  b lame the  peop le ;  i t ' s  the i r  na t ive  language,  so  why shou ld

they change?

J: Have you witnessed any mistreatment of  Mexican nat ionals?

X: I  have never seen anyone beat up Eany] just  because the Inspector

wanted to.  I  have seen Immigrat ion Inspectors t reat  the persons

apply ing for permits real ly bad, use language that is i rot  professional

to use as an tnspector.

Have any Anglos refused to be inspected by you because you were

Mexican American?

Yes.  But  then I  jus t  ca l l  an  Ang lo  inspec tor  and te ' l l  h im tha t  they

wou ld  l i ke  to  be  wa i ted  on  by  an  Ang lo  inspec tor .  Th is  g ives  th is

Inspector more work,  and usual ly the Ang' lo inspector wi l l  inspect more

r ig id ly  than I  wou ld  have.

J: Are there any other comments you would l ike to make before we move

to another phase of  th is interview?

X:  I  l i ke  the  work .  The peop le  a re  genera l l y  f r iend ly .  I  en joy  see ing

someone I  know,  [wh i le  I 'm on  the  job ] .

J :

X:
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J: Do you relate to any of  the " founding fathers" that  we al l  learned

about  in  schoo l ,  l i ke  Wash ing ton ,  Je f fe rson,  Adams?

No,  no t  a t  a l l .  I  be l ieve  tha t  the  Span ish  d id  ius t  as  gooCr  i f  no t

better.  [The Indians] introduced the f i rst  wheel  and several

agr icu l tu ra l  p roduc ts  as  we l l  as  f ru i ts  to  th is  land.  So I  don ' t

re late to these f igures at  a l l .  I  do want to make this p ' lace a better

p lace  to  l i ve  in ,  no t  on ly  fo r  myse l f  bu t  fo r  my ch i ld ren  and the i r

ch i ' ld ren .  Most  o f  a l l ,  I  want  to  g ive  them an educat ion ,  i f  no th ing

else,  because this no one can take away f f rom them].

Do you feel  the role of  the Mexican American v, t i l l  be improving over

the next few years?

J :

J :

X:

I  feel  that  there is only one Place

glad when I  see a professor wi th a

men and have much to contri bute to

work  on  the i r  par t .  Most  o f  a l l ,  I

the  so-ca l led  " found ing  fa thers . "

I 'd  l i ke  to  thank  you fo r  th is  verY

in te rv iew.

I'ty pleasure.

to go and that is forward. I 'm

Mexican surname. These are learned

our benef i t .  I t  represents hard

can relate to them better than

interest ing and informat ive
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