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Would you tel l  me when and where you were born?

I  was  born  in  E l  Paso,  Texas ,  January  26 ,  
. |93 . | .

Did you grow up in El  Paso?

I  was born  and grew up in  the  same house t i l l  I  was  lB .

Where was this? What part  of  town?

I  guess  i t ' s  the  Nor theas t - -over  by  Aus t in  H igh  Schoo]  on  Nashv i l le  and

Stevens streets.

Could you give me a l i t t le bi t  of  background on your parents--where they

came from, what your father did,  what your mother did?

Both my parents were born in Mexico.  My father was born in Zacatecas.

I  honest ly don' t  know why they came to El  Paso or how they got up here,

but they came to El Paso. My father went into the Army, he was a Mexican

ci t izen. When he came out he went to work for  the c i ty of  El  Paso. At

some point  he was working for himsel f  as an auto mechanic and then

ended up working for the c i ty of  El  Paso as an auto mechanic unt i l

M :

R:

he

he

M:

R:

M:

R :

ret ' i red.  My mother was a housewife al l  the t ime.

Do you know when they came to El Paso from Mexico?

No;  somet ime before  the  beg inn ing  o f  the  F i rs t  Wor ld  War .

Dur ing  the  Revo lu t ion? A lo t  o f  peop ' le  came dur ing  tha t  t ime.

I t  was in that  per iod,  but I  never heard any stor ies about why or what

or anything 
' l i  

ke that .

You say your father served in the Armed Forces of  the Uni ted States dur ing

I^ lor ld War I?



Ri vera

R: Right.  He was in the Army and he was over in France in one of  the

per iods  where  I  th ink  a l1  peop le  o f  tha t  age were .  I  th ink ,  even

though they  don ' t  qu i te  say  i t  as  much now (bu t  they  s t i l l  do) ,  they ' re

proud o f  serv ing  the i r  count ry .  I t  was  sor t  o f  a  mi les tone,  one o f  the

few thjngs he had pictures and rememberances of .

D id  he  vo lun teer?

Yeah.

As  a  Mex ican c i t i zen?

M:

R:

M:

R : Yeah. In the group that he was

few other l, lexicans, but not very

Do you come from a big fami' ly?

in ,  he 's  go t  p ic tu res ,  and there  are  a

many.

M:

R: There were l ike two fami l ies,  even though i t 's  the same mother and father.

There were four of  us,  two sisters and then mysel f  and another brother

who d ied ;  and then my nex t  s is te r  i s  someth ing  l i ke  e igh t  years  younger

than my brother was. After that  there were three more sisters and another

brother.  So there were eight of  us,  but  sort  of  in two halves.  When I

was ' in col lege, they were ' in grade school  .  My older s ister has two kids,

I ' ve  go t  f i ve ,  my o ther  s is te r  has  f i ve ,  and the  nex t  ones  have two and

one .  I  guess  l i ke  a l l  fami l i es ,  they ' re  go ing  down in  numbers .

What inf luence did your parents have on you in terms of  fonmat ion of

character and personal i ty?

Wel l ,  a  lo tn ' in  the  sense tha t  they  a lways  to ld  us  what  to  do ,  they  a lways

made us do what they wanted us to do. You don' t  a lways fol low i t  to the

let ter ,  but  you kind of  knew who was boss even though they did i t  jn a

good way. They showed us a lot .  In whatever they did,  they taught us

to  be  po l i te  and to  respec t  peop le ,  what  was r igh t  o r  wrong.  I f  you  d id

r ight  or  wrong, at  least  you knew the d ' i f ference. They taught us to take
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care of  ourselves and to work.  l4y s ister started real ly support ing her-

se l f  I  guess  s ince  she was about  12 ,  work ing  down a t  Kress 's  and p laces

l i ke  tha t  where . . .Wel l ,  there  were  cer ta in  p laces  you cou ld  ge t  a  job

and certa ' in places where you couldn' t .  So she started working then and

worked al  I  the t ime; she works now. I  got  a paper route when I  was I  3

and kept the th ing t i1]  I  went away to col lege, and I  went a year here.

so I  was 18 when I  lef t ,  and my other s isters did pret ty much the same.

They d ' idn ' t  fo rce  us  in to  th ingsn bu t  we d id  th ings  somehow.

You ment ion  tha t  your  s ' i s te r  was  work ' ing  a t  Kress 's ,  and you sa id  tha t

there were certain jobs that you could get and certain jobs that you

cou ldn ' t .  What  do  you mean?

wel1 ,  she  app l ied  a t  the  te lephone companyn and Mex icans  d idn ' t  ge t  jobs

jn  the  te lephone company.  she app l ied  a t  S tandard  0 i l ,  and  Mex icans

d idn ' t  ge t  jobs  a t  S tandard  Oi l .  The te lephone company or  any  o f  those

others were always on the idea that they didn' t  want any accents,  even

though my sister never had anything that you could c lass as a Spanish

accent ,  jus t  because she d idn ' t .  Bu t  Mex icans  d idn ' t  ge t  jobs  in  those

part icular p ' laces at  that  t ime. At the gas company I  had a good fr iend

who was a  b ig  whee l  tha t  ended up  be ing  a  v ice-pres ident ;  he  was an  o ld -

t imer  f rom the  gas  company.  I  used to  de l i ver  h is  papers .  Wel l ,  he  go t

me a  job  and I  thanked h im fo r  j t .  I  don ' t  mean i t  bad ly ;  bu t  even there ,

where I  had a f r iend, the jobs that I  would get were out as a yardman in

the i r  pumping  s ta t ions ,  o r  ou t  on  the  p ipe l ine .  You d idn ' t  ge t  an  o f f i ce

job  or  a  c lean job .  They  do  now,  bu t  they  d idn ' t  then.

This was an Ang' lo of f ic ia l  in the company gett ing a job for  you, and yet

your Anglo peers would get better jobs-- is that  what you're saying?

Yeah.  0n  the  o ther  hand,  I  cou ldn ' t  te l l  you  fo r  sure  tha t  i f  I  had  to ld

M:

R:



R'ivera

M:

R:

M:

R :

h im,  " I  want  an  ins ide  jobn"  tha t  he  wou ld  no t  have go t ten  me one;  I

don' t  know. But i t  wasn' t  a common sort  of  th ing.  But,  on the other

hando summer  jobs ,  too ,  were  a  l i t t le  d i f fe ren t .  Bu t  I  do  know tha t

when I  th ink  o f  th ings  l i ke  tha t ,  my s is te r  i s  the  one tha t  I  look  a t ,

because she was in  f ron t  o f  us ;  and I  d idn ' t  t ry  the  th ings  she had done

i f  she  had run  in to  t roub le .  She was k ind  o f  b laz ing  the  way a  l i t t le

and made th ' ings a lot  easier.  My choices were based to some extent on

the recept ion that she had gotten at  d i f ferent places.

Are you convinced that your s ister was discr iminated against  in employment?

0h,  yeah;  there 's  no  ques t ion  about  i t .  Bu t  a t  tha t  t ime,  i t ' s  funny ,

because  you  d idn ' t  ca l l  i t  "d i sc r im ina t ion . "  You 'd  ge t  so r t  o f  mad,  bu t

you d ' idn ' t  th ink  about  i t  qu i te  as  much as  you do  now.  I t  was  sor t  o f

a lmosto  "Wel l ,  tha t ' s  the  way i t  i s .  In  the  spr ing t ime the  leaves  come

out ,  and a t  tha t  p lace  you don ' t  ge t  a  job . "  I t  was  jus t  as  na tura l ,  one

as  the  o ther .  I t ' s  funny ,  because i t  rea l l y  d idn ' t  leave you w ' i th  th is

fee l ing  tha t ,  " I 'm be ing  cheated . "  You knew tha t  you  were ,  bu t  you  fe ' l t

tha t  i t  was  sor t  o f  inev i tab le ,  and what  was the  po in t  o f  upset t ' i ng  your

breakfast  over i t .

What years are we talk ing about?

'44n somewhere  in  there ;  and la te r .  I  can  th ink  a long tha t  same l ine ,

but a l i t t le di f ferent,  about when I  went of f  to school  in Kentucky.  I t

was in September of  '49 and I  hopped on my bus here.  When I  got  to 0dessa

and the bus stopped and I  went in to eat,  I  made sure that I  ordered

break fas t  in  good,  c ' lear ,  Eng l ish  so  tha t  they  knew tha t  I  spoke Eng l ish .

I  don ' t  know tha t  they  wou ld  have th rown me out ;  bu t  i t ' s  jus t  percept ion

that you have, because of  the th ings that have happened in the past,  that

you might run into t rouble.  So you pay your insurance money by making
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these sort  of  outward sounds or mot ions or whatever to c lean yoursel f  up,

i f  you  want  to  ca l l  i t  tha t .  I  was  never  mis t rea ted  in  tha t  way ,  rea l l y ,

but you know i t  happened. I t  could have been a year,  i t  could have been

two years ,  i t  cou ld  have been s ix  months  be fore  ( I 'm no t  sure  o f  the  da te) ,

there had been a sof tbal l  team from here that had gone there,  and one of

the players was a Mexican from here (who, in fact ,  is  a coach at  one of

the  h igh  schoo ls  now) .  He had to  s tay  in  a  d i f fe ren t  p lace  than the  res t

o f  the  team d id  and he  had to  ea t  in  par t i cu la r  p ' laces .  So wh i le  I  say

I  was not evero that I  can remember,  d i rect ly af fected by that,  st i l l

these th ings  were  in  my mind.  "That  happened here ,  so  I  w i l l  watch  ou t . "

So you did.  You watched where you went and how you acted, which sounds,

maybe,  "ch icken; "  bu t  s t i l l  you  d id  i t  and  d idn ' t  fee l  bad about  i t .  You

d idn ' t  fee l  l i ke  you were  copp ing  ou t  o r  any th ing  e lse ,  ' cause there  was

never  a  d ' i rec t  con f ron ta t ion .  I t  was  jus t ,  " I f  I  do  th is ,  I  know probab ly

noth i  ng  w i  1  l  happen.  "

You were conscious that you were Mexican, you were conscious that you

were dark.

I  was  consc ious  tha t  I  was  ou t  o f  p lace  in  a  par t i cu la r  p lace .

You speak with no accent,  real ' ly .  Did you make an ef for t  to speak that

way?

I  don ' t  th ink  I  ever  had an  accent ,  because where  we l i ved ,  c lose  to

Aust in High School ,  at  the t ime we l ived out there,  there were about two

more  houses  w i th in  a  range o f  seven or  e igh t  b locks .  There  was the  h igh

schoo l ,  a  b lock  o f  no th ' ing ,  our  house,  another  b lock ,  two houses .  So

there was not much there,  and al l  the people around were Anglos.  And

this was the other th ing:  My father,  before he went into the Army and

bought  th is  house fo r  h is  mothero  he  l i ved .  in  the  reg ion  o f  Second h la rd ,

R :

M:

R:
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then down around Alameda Street and places l ike that .  Then when he came

back from the Army and he and my mother were marr ied,  he, in my opinion,

made an ef for t  to move out of  there and move into the Anglo terr i tory;

because he certainly had no reason to get out there,  because where he

worked was much closer to where he bought the house for his mother.  He

worked over on Lee and Magoff in,  by Cotton and the rai l road tracks.  So

he was moving far away from where he worked, and the only reason that I

th ' ink he could have done i t  would be that he fel t  we would get a better

educat ion ,  a  be t te r  l ' i fe ,  o r  whatever  you want  to  ca l l  i t - -aga in ,  r igh t

or  wrong.  These days  some peop le  wou ld  say ,  "Wel l ,  tha t ' s  a  cop ou t

th ing  to  do . "  But  he  never  los t  any  o f  h is  Mex ican fee l ' ing  or  any th ing

l i ke  tha t ;  he  jus t  fe l t ,  I  th ink ,  tha t  tha t  was  the  bes t  th ' ing  fo r  us ,

and so he did i t .  Maybe he just  moved out there because i t  was cheap; I

don ' t  know.  Somet imes you pu t  a1 ' l  o f  these thoughts  in to  o ther  peop le 's

mi nds .

But  never the less ,  we grew up w i th  no th ing  bu t  Ang lo  k ids ,  Ang lo  famj l ies .

My parents  wou ld  speak  to  us  in  Span ish  or  Eng l ish ,  equa l ly  one as  the

other,  and they probably spoke more correct  Engl ish than a lot  of  the

people around us,  even though they were supposedly uneducated. I  know

that my mother wrote better than 90% of the people around. But we would

genera l l y  answer  them in  Engf ish .  Whether  on  purpose or  no t ,  I  don ' t

know.  Whether  i t  was  a  consc ious  th ing  o f  say ingn  " I f  I  do  th i s ,  I  w i l l

not  be as much of  a Mexican,"  or  whatever,  I  don' t  know. But we very

seldom spoke Spanish to our parents,  even though they spoke to us in

Span ish  much o f  the  t ime;  maybe ha l f  and ha l f .  Bu t  i t  d idn ' t  mat te r ;  i t

was  jus t  one o f  those in te rmi t ten t  th ings .  You 'd  hear  a  word  and i t

d idn ' t  mat te r  i f  i t  was  in  Span ' i sh  o r  Eng ' l i sh ,  i t  meant  the  same.
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Did your parents emphasize the need to learn Engl ish correct ' ly?

Wel l ,  I  can ' t  remember  a  par t i cu la r  e f fo r t ;  bu t  on  the  o ther  hand,  I

know that school  and things of  th is type were pushed, and they always

corrected you whether i t  was' in Engl ish or whatever you were do' ing.  So

in that  sense, V€s. But I  don' t  ever remember any lectures of  how you

hear  th ' i s  th ing ,  "You 've  go t  to  do  th is  to  ge t  ahead. "  I  can ' t  remember

tha t  sor t  o f  approach ever  w ' i th  Eng l ish  or  any th ing  e lse ,  rea l l y .

In those days' i t  was common w' i th many fami l ies to push their  k ids into

learning comect Engl ish bec.ause this was the road to success. But you

don ' t  reca l l  tha t  in  your  fami ly?

Maybe we jus t  d id ,  so  tha t  i t  was  never  a  po in t .  We d idn ' t  have any th ing

to "unlearn" l ike some of the people that  come from Mexico and have learned

a ful l  vocabulary of  Spanish and no Engl ish;  then they have to come and

do the  swi tch .  We never  had to  do  the  swi tch ,  we were  jus t  learn ing  up

one t rack .  So i f  we happened to  learn  j t  we l l ,  then  there  wasn ' t  any

need for any lectures of ,  "You've got to watch yoursel f  and do wel l  at

th is , "  because i t  was  jus t  there .

l^ lhen you were a k id,  were most of  your f r iends Ang' los?

Al l  o f  them were .  In  th ink ing  back ,  when I  was  youngn VOU fe l t  somet imes

(and a t  the  t ime I 'm no t  sure  tha t  I  d id )  tha t  ins tead o f  fee l ing  uncomfor -

table that  you were a Mexican in an Anglo neighborhoodo you fel t  more

uncomfortable in going to v is i t  your relat ives and that you were an Anglo-

cized Mexican in a Mexican neighborhood. I  a lways fel t  more uncomfortable

in  go jng  to  my re la t i ves 'p laces ,  and maybe tha t ,  fo r  ins tance,  i s  one o f

the  reasons  tha t  I 'm no t  c lose  to  any  o f  my re la t i ves  o ther  than my ' imme-

d' iate fami ly--my brothers,  my sisters,  and my mother.  Uncles and cousins

don ' t  mean a  th ' ing  to  me;  they  never  d id .  I  shou ldn ' t  pu t  i t  qu i te  l i ke

M:

R:
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that,  but  I  mean, you know how some people are real1y c lose. I f  we are

go ing  to  ge t  together  on  Thanksg iv ing ,  we l l ,  you  know tha t  every  unc le

in  the  wor ld ,  every  cous in  i s  go ing  to  be  there ,  and they ' re  go ing  to  be

real ly happy to see each other.  I 'm happy to see them; but there are two

of  my mother 's  b ro thers  who I 'm rea l l y  c lose  to  and I 'm no t  sure  tha t  my

closeness to them jsn' t  more because of  the way they take care of  my mother.

I  don ' t  know;  I  shou ldn ' t  say  tha t ,  because  one  o f  them I 'm rea l l y  c lose ly

at tuned to in at t i tudes, and so we get together a lot  l ike that .  But I

wou ld  be  c lose  to  h im whether  he  was a  re la t i ve  o r  no t ,  I  th ink  i s  more

the  po in t .  My fa ther 's  re la t i ves- - there 's  one o f  my cous ins  tha t  I 'm

very  c lose  to .  My unc les  and my aunts  on  h is  s ide ,  I  can ' t  th ink  o f  one

o f  them I ' ve  seen  in  p robab ly  10  years .  I t ' s  tha t  k ind  o f  th ing .  I  don ' t

know what to at t r ibute i t  to.  Some of these relat ives of  my father,  I

probab' ly got a l i t t le bent out of  shape with them because of  the way that

they treated him and my mother with regard to money. He was taking care

of them and my grandmother,  and when he died, some of them ended up with

the house that he had paid for  on the premise that that  was the' i r  mother 's

house and they should get as much as my mother got.  But that 's a di f ferent

th ing ,  my po in t  be ing  tha t  I  wou ld  be  rea l l y  more  uncomfor tab le  in  go ' ing

down that way than with the Ang' los.  Al l  my fr iends when I  was growing up

were  Ang los .  There  weren ' t  any  Mex icans  tha t  l i ved  in  the  ne ighborhood.

I  can ' t  th ink  o f  anybody tha t  l i ved  c lose .  A f te r  a  wh i le ,  there  was one

that l ' ived about three blocks away.

D id  you fee l  d i f fe ren t ' in  tha t  se t t ing  w i th  your  Ang lo  peers?

I th ink probably about the t ' ime I  got  into grade school ,  I  started feel ing

a l i t t le d ' i f ferent because there was always someone to rem' ind you of  i t .

Maybe i f  i t  hadn ' t  been tha t ,  i t  wou ld  have been someth ing  e lse ,  because
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these were  genera l l y  the  k ids  tha t  you  wou ld  c lass  as  the  "bu l l ies , "  who

would say something or start  something. Where I  real ly started not ic ing

' i t  more was when I  got  into junior h ' igh and high school  ,  because then

is where you start  get t ing the social  separat ion--who you can go out wi th

and who you can ' t .  See,  then I  rea l1y  found myse l f  in  a  box .  I 'm no t

sure that maybe i t  was better that  way. But I  was in a posi t ion,  at

leas t  in  my own mind,  o f  k ind  o f  be ' ing  "ne i ther /nor . "  I  fe l t  uncomfor tab le

going to the Mexican houses, because, social ly,  I  was uncomfortable.  Then

soc ia l l y  I  s ta r ted  fee l ' ing  th ' i s  uncomfor tab leness  w i th  the  Ang los .  So as

far  as  I  was  concerned,  g ' i r l s  d idn ' t  even ex is t  t i l l  I  go t  ou t  o f  h igh

school  .

Weren ' t  there  o ther  k ids  in  your  same pos i t ion  tha t  you  cou ' ld  soc ia l i ze

wi  th?

Yeah.  Th is  i s  the  th ing :  I 'm  no t  su re  tha t  i t  was  rea l l y  the re ,  because

I 'm sure that you've known a lot  of  Mexican k ' ids that  have gone to pre-

dominant ly  Mex ican h igh  schoo ls  tha t  d idn ' t  go  ou t ,  and then you a t t r ibu te

i t  to something else.  Anglos are the same way. Anglo guys went to Anglo

high schools and for some reason they didn' t  go out.  So the fact  that  I

d idn ' t  foo l  a round w i th  g i r l s  th rough h igh  schoo l  may have been a t t r ibu ted

to th is or i t  may be at t r ibuted to something e ' lse.

But then again you did feel  uncomfortable.

0h ,  yeah;  because a l l  the  t ime I  wou ld  have my f r iends ,  bu t  then when

they  wou ld  have par t ies  I  wou ld  no t  be  inv i ted .

Your  Ang lo  f r iends?

Yeah,  o r  my Mex ican Amer ican f r iends ,  e i ther  ones .  Nobody wou ld  inv i te

me. I  was never invi ted to a high school  party of  any var iety,  and I

didn' t  go around dragging my head in the sand. I  iust  knew that,  "That 's
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coming up  and I 'm no t  go ing . "  I  was  aware  o f  i t .  There  were  cer ta in

t imes when I  real ly thought about i t  and fel t  bad about i t ,  but  maybe

I was a good rationalizer and maybe after a few years I sort of got used

to  i t .  "Tha t ' s  the  way  i t  i s ,  tha t ' s  wha t ' s  go ing  to  happen . "

Were you very studious?

Hal f  and ha l f .  In  h igh  schoo l  I  wasn ' t  near ly  as  much as  I  had been

a l l  th rough grade schoo l ;  in  g rade schoo l  I  was  super .  When I  go t ' in to

junior high I  th ink maybe I  made a mistake, because at  that  t ime you

could start  school  in September or January,  so I  had started in January

because of  my bir thday. So, anyway, instead of  graduat ing in the mid-

year,  I  went to sumrer school  at  the end of  the seventh grade, so I  got

ha l f  a  year  ahead o f  a l l  the  k ids  tha t  I 'd  gone th rough schoo l  w i th  f rom

k indergar ten .  So then I  go t  in to  jun io r  h igh  w i th  a  new group o f  k ids ,

none of whom I knew. So that threw me off some because again I was com-

p le te ly  a lone.

What incidents stand out in your mind from your elementary school  days?

Wel l ,  I  don ' t  rea l l y  th ink  there  are  any  par t i cu la r  inc idents .  I  was

real ly a good student.  Egot ist ical ly speaking, I  guess I  was smart ;  I

was  up  a t  the  top  o f  the  c lass .  I  d idn ' t  rea l l y  fee l  the  "Mex icanness" ,

' i f  you want to cal l  i t  that ,  at  that  point .  I  fe l t  through grade school

more of  a feel ing of  mixing with my mother and my father.  I t  wasn' t  that

they changed so much, i t  was just  that  you grew up. I  remember iust

s i l l y  th ings  l i ke  them tak ' ing  us  to  schoo l .  And then there  was a  park

r igh t  nex t  to  i t  and  we went  there .  So we 'd  do  a  lo t  o f  th ings  l i ke  tha t .

But as far  as school  goes, the only th ing I  can real ' ly  remember is that  I

d id  we l l  in  schoo l  and I  d id  we l l  in  spor ts .  In  schoo l  a t  tha t  po in t

there  wasn ' t  any  o f  th is  l j t t le  league s tu f f ,  and so  we mixed and we had
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a good t ime.  There  was a  lo t  o f  tha t  k ind  o f  soc ia l  ac t i v i t y .  I  had

a lo t  o f  f r iends ,  bu t  they  were  a l l  Ang ' los .  That ' s  jus t  what  the

neighborhood was.

Do you remember any teachers who had any specia'l influence on you?

Author i ty f igures?

t, le l l ,  I  k ind of  l iked al1 of  my teachers for  some reason. I  remember

my kindergarten teacher.  Then there was a Reading teacher who ended up

be ing  a  b ig  whee l  in  the  pub l ic  schoo ls  here- -Marguer i te  Smi th - -who

in f luenced me a  lo t ,  I  th ink ,  because I  l i ked  to  read.  And I  don ' t  know

how much of  that  was her or how much of  that  was my fami ly,  but  I  used

to  read jus t  tons  o f  books  o f  a l l  var ie t ies .  But  as  fa r  as  g rade schoo l ,

I remember those two more than any of the others.

Are there any ethnic related or or iented incidents that  you remember when

you were  a  k id  in  g rammar  schoo l ,  jun io r  h igh ,  o r  h igh  schoo l?

No.  The on ly  th ing  tha t  I  th ink  o f  a long tha t  l jne ,  tha t  I  th ink  a f fec ted

me in  any  s t rong way,  was  jus t  the  soc ia l  th ing .  That  i s ,  as  you go t

older,  you were restr icted more in what you were included in.  In grade

schoo l ,  there  wasn ' t  any th ing ;  be fore  grade schoo ln  you a lways  had these

l i t t le  g i r l f r iends .  There  wasn ' t  any  prob ' lem wi th  tha t ;  you  ge t  in to

grade school  and that 's okay too. But then you get into high schoo' l  and

the  sor t  o f  p res t ige  th ings . . .  h le l1 ,  you  never  saw any th ing  bu t  Ang lo

cheer leaders ,  and  th is  was  a  b ig  dea l .  Now I  th ' i nk  i t ' s  rea l l y  s tup id ,

but that 's okay, too.  I  don' t  rnean I  ever wanted to be one, but you iust

knew tha t  wasn ' t  go ing  to  be ;  those th ings  were  Ang lo  th ings .  The

Nat iona l  Honor  Soc ie ty ,  schoo l  c lubs  were  no t  fo r  you .  I  don ' t  th ink  I

be longed to  any th ing  in  h igh  schoo l ;  none o f  those th ings .  You ius t  d idn ' t .

Look ing  back ,  I ' f f i  wonder ing  i f  no t  be long ing  to  any  o f  these groups  and

M:
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not  f i t t ing  in to  the  Ang lo  g roup or  Mex ican group,  i f  tha t  was  no t  a

b less ing  in  d isgu ise ,  because then your  energ ies  were  concent ra ted

into your school  work and i t  d id not interfere wi th future plans to go

in to  h igher  educat ion ,  and i f  ac tua l l y  very  few ind iv idua ls  f rom your

background were in that  k ' ind of  a posi t ion.

That  cou ld  be .  You d idn ' t  d i rec t l y  ask  me about  peop le  tha t  a f fec ted

me, but you asked me about teachers;  and I  have of ten thought that  there's

one guy that I  th ink real ly af fected me, or one per iod of  my l i fe that

I  th ink  rea l ' l y  a f fec ted  me.  I t ' s  funny ,  because i t ' s  one o f  these mundane,

noth' ing th ings. This was my paper route.  Th' is guy that was the distr ict

manager,  in those days they didn' t  do l ike they do now and change every

two months;  these guys were peop' le that  real ly had an ef fect  on you. For

one thing, they were author i ty f igures;  they were bosses, they were direc-

tors,  they were encouragers,  they were helpers.  These were good people.

Not al l  of  them, but rnost of  them were uneducated, older--not ancient,

probably about as old as I  am now. (Chuck' les) But you'd have to go out

and collect your money every week. Every Saturday I knew where I had to

be; I  had to be paying old Ben Rush his money for the stuf f .  I f  you

weren ' t  there ,  there  wasn ' t  any  o f  th is ,  "Gosh,  I  wonder  where  he  is . "

I t  was  jus t  a  lo t  o f  he l l  ra is ing  or  f i r ing  or  ge t t ing  on  you or  whatever .

So you rea11y learned how to take care of  respons' ib i l i t ies and you had to

be there to do things. People always feel  that  i t 's  not  now how i t  was

in the good old days, but I  real ' ly  do th ink that  the idea of  a job meant

npre from both sides. You took it as more and they demanded more.

The  th ing  tha t  i t  d id  to  me mos t  was . . .  I  don ' t  know i f  I  was  a  "sh r ink ing

v io le t , "  bu t  I 'm sure  tha t  I  p robab ly  kept  to  myse l f  more  than a  lo t  o f

people did.  So on this th ing you had to go every day and every week and
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knock 200 to 300 doors and ask them for your quarter,  and i t  a l lowed me

to meet a lot  of  d i f ferent people and a lot  of  d i f ferent types of  people--

guys that were ready to break your neck because the paper was l5 minutes

late in the morning and real ly crazy th ings; and then people that  were

very nice to youn that went out of  their  way to do anything that you

wanted.  You go t  r id  o f  some o f  th is  fee l ing  tha t  you  had bu i l t  up  in

yourse l f  over  the  years ;  I  th ink  you migh t  even ca l l  i t  lack  o f  respec t

or  o f  se l f - respec t .  I  never  consc ious ly  fe ' l t  tha t ,  bu t  I  th ink  tha t  you

have to af ter  you start  get t ing exc' luded from things whether you ever

admit  i t  to yoursel f  d i rect ly or not.  You just  know that i t  has af fected

you in some way, where you feel  restr icted from going somewhere, not

because anyone has told you not to go there,  but because no one has in-

v i ted you, but they have jnvi ted everyone else.  I t  sounds crazy somet imes,

but I  honest ly th ink I  got  more of  an educat ion in everything in my years

of throwing my paper route and being mf own boss 'dnd nreet=ing tl l  these

people,  good people and bad people,  and learning how to deal  wi th them,

the ones that were prejudiced against  me and the ones that were prejudiced

for me. I  th ink that  was the best th ing that ever happened to me. I t 's

a  funny  sor t  o f  th ing .  Th js  guy  tha t  was  my boss ,  when I 'd  come back

from school  he'd always encourage me.

I t  seems that your t ime was taken up by act iv i t ies that  in the long run

wou ld  he lp  you a  grea t  dea l .  I t ' s  i ron ic ,  because in  a  sense you were

on the  "ou ts"  in  schoo l .  I  re la te  to  what  you ' re  say ing  because I  went

th rough a  s imi la r  exper ience.  I t ' s  in te res t ing .

I  hadn ' t  fo rgo t ten  about  tha t ,  bu t  you  jus t  k ind  o f  go  around i t .  That

was one of  the th ings that my parents,  mainly my mothero did push me

into.  I  wasn' t  keen on taking one of  those paper routes because of  the
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fac t  tha t  I 'd  have to  ta lk  to  peop le  and co l lec t  money.  Get t ing  up  and

throwing  papers  d idn ' t  bo ther  me;  i t  was  the  conf ron ta t ions  w i th  peop le .

So she djd pret ty much push me into that  and I  was real ly happy for i t .

My boss just real ly took care of me and trusted me and forced me to do

th ings .  And he  was an  o ld  Miss iss ipp i  t ype ,  a  redneck ,  i f  you  want  to

cal l  h im that.  He was just  a p]ain, lormal ly uneducated guy that knew

rea l ly  how to  t rea t  peop ' le .  Aga in ,  see ,  vou  don ' t  know what  to  a t t r i -

bute th ings to.  I  was very interested in sports al1 through school ,  and

I  s t i l l  am.  In  g rade schoo l  we a lways  had these teams and we 'd  go  a l l

over  and p lay .  when I  go t  to  h igh  schoo l ,  I  guess  I  had rea ] ly  s ta r ted

get t ing  th is  fee l ing  o f  be ing  on  the  "ou ts"  more  or  less ,  bu t  you  don, t

know whether i t 's  real1y that  or whether you are not aggressive enough

to get into the th ing. So when I  went out for  the footbal l  team, wel l ,

I  a lways  had th is  paper  rou te  to  fa l l  back  on .  I 'd  go  prac t ice ;  I 'd

go throw my papers.  I  was always late,  so af ter  a whi le,  as i t  became

a d rag  and  I  wasn ' t  ge t t i ng  to  p lay  on  the  teams,  we l l ,  then ' i t  was  easy

for  me to  sayo "We ' l l  ,  I ' ve  go t  to  do  th is ,  so  the  he l l  w i th  i t .  "

One th ing  tha t  rea l l y  does  bo ther  me is  tha t  I  don ' t  know in  my own mind

what my mot ivat ion was there,  whether I  real ly gave i t  a shot and some-

body kept  me out  o f  i t ,  whether  I  d idn ' t  g ive  i t  a  shot  because I  was  no t

aggress ive  enough,  o r  whether  I  rea11y  had th is  ob l iga t ion  fee l ing  fo r

o ther  th ings  tha t  I  had to  do .  That ' s  one o f  the  few th ings  tha t  I ' ve

got  tha t  I  jus t  fee l  very  mixed about ,  bu t  I  can ' t  do  any th ing  about  i t .

One impor tan t  th ing  here ,  pu t t ing  th is  s i tua t ion  in  a  la rger  perspec t ive ,

is that  i t 's  interest ing to categor ize the exper iences that people of

your  genera t ion  went  th rough;  and g iven a  se t  o f  c i rcumstances ,  i t  wou ld

be in te res t ing  to  see what  peop le  eventua l l y  d id ,  g iven  those cond ' i t ions
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and those circumstances. Where did peop' le in your own part icular s i t -

ua t ion  w ind  up ,  g iven  the  ac t iv i t ies  they  were  or  were  no t  invo lved in?

Then, other categor ies,  of  Mexican students doing other th ings and where

d id  they  w ind  up? Then the  re la t ionsh ip  w i th  the  Ang lo  popu ' la t ion ,  be-

cause very few people f rom your background went on to higher educat ion.

l ^Je l l ,  tha t ' s  t rue .  One th ing  egot is t i ca l l y  tha t  I  fee l  i s  tha t  I  know

myself  pret ty we]1,  and I 've of ten wondered whether in having not gotten

in to  a  lo t  o f  these o ther  th ings  tha t  I  spent  more  t ime th ink ing  about

me;  I  don ' t  know.  There  are  a  lo t  o f  th ings .  For  ins tance,  when I  go t

th is  Navy  R0TC scho larsh ip r  we had to  go  to  Da l las  to  ge t  a  phys ica l

and ge t  in te rv iewed.  I  was  a  l i t t le  uncomfor tab le ,  bu t  I  th ink  I  was

ius t  as  uncomfor tab le  as  anyone wou ld  be  in  tha t  s i tua t ion .  I  can ' t

remember  hav ing  a  fee l ing  o f ,  " I  m igh t  be  in  bad t roub le  because o f  be ing

o f  Mex ican  o r ig in , "  and  so  on .  Tha t  d idn ' t  bo ther  me.  I t  d id  jn  the

sense tha t  I  to ' ld  you,  when I  was  in  the  bus  go ing  up  to  Lou isv i l le ,

and I  was  a  l i t t le  apprehens ive  in  go ing  th rough rexas ;  and then as  you

go th rough Arkansas  and you s ta r t  th ink ing ,  " I  wonder  i f  they '11  th ink

I 'm b lack ;  i f  they  don ' t  know what  I  amo they '11  jus t  dec ide  to  t rea t

me as  one , "  and  th ings  1 ike  th i s .

we were  ta lk ing  about  th is  ques t ion  o f  ingred ien ts  fo r  success ,  in  a

la rger  sense,  a t  the  t ime tha t  you  were  go ing  to  schoo l .  For  Mex ican

Americans, what was the path that they had to take to go on and get de-

grees in higher educat ion? What were the special  c i rcumstances that

needed to come together in order for  people of  your own si tuat ion to be

able to get on that path to success?

I  don ' t  know.  Wel l ,  I  pu t  a  lo t  o f  va lue  on  the  fac t  tha t  I  had two

people to fo l low, my two sisters;  so I  had two people who had gone through
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grade school  and always done wel1,  had gone through high school  and always

done  we l l .  When I  go t  ou t  o f  h igh  schoo l ,  my  o ldes t  s i s te r  was  f in i sh ing

col lege and had always done wel l .  So there were some of those choices

tha t  I 'm no t  sure  were  rea l l y  cho ices .  I  someway jus t  assumed tha t  I

was  go ing  to  co l iege.  But  on  the  o ther  hand,  I  know there  are  a  lo t  o f

o ther  peop le  who assumed tha t  they  were  go ing  to  co l lege and d idn ' t .

Then I  got  th is Navy ROTC scholarship that  paid my tui t ion and my books

and $. |00 a month,  so th is put me in a di f ferent category f rom having to

s i t  the re  and  sweat  ou t  a  lo t  o f  the  money  th ing ,  though  i t  s t i l l  d idn ' t

cover everyth ' ing.  But I  was certa ' in ' ly  more independent.  h le l l  ,  I  could

have stayed here and gone to school ,  and probably in terms of  money I

would have been about the same off ,  maybe even better.  But I  went of f

to school ,  and once I  got  started there was never any thought of  not

f in ish ing .  Then when I  go t  th rough w i th  tha t ,  I  went  o f f  to  the  Navy .

So I  had a path.

0 f  courseo I 'd  l i ke  to  th ink  tha t  I  go t  there  by  what  I  had done on  the

way up ,  bu t  I  had a  lo t  o f  l i t t le  b reaks  here  and there ,  and peop le  he lp -

ing me, in a sense. But I  do also feel  that  my parents always encouraged

me,  wh i le  some parents  in  the  same s i tua t ion  as  mine  were  say ing ,  "Go to

work. I ' ' lhat are you going to school for?" My parents never did that;

mine were always encouraging us to go to school  and to get as much educa-

t ion  as  we cou ld .  But  they  never  thought  in  te rms o f  a  Ph.D.  "Get  as

much educat ion as you could" meant at  least  f in ish high school  and proba-

b' ly go on to col1ege. For instance, when I  got  out of  the Navy I  went

to work in Fort Worth for two years. Then I decided to go back to school.

I  d idn ' t  know i t  un t i l  somet ime a f te r ,  in  fac t  I  th ink  my Dad was even

dead, but one of  my brothers- in- law told me that my Dad had asked him i f
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i t  was real ly worthwhi le for  me to go of f  and do that.  I  had a degree

and I was making good money. t, ' lhy did I want to quit my job and go back

to school? [ , las i t  rea] ly worth i t  or  not? But he never discouraged me.

In  fac t ,  he  never  sa id  any th ing  to  me about  j t .  I  th ink  there  is  a

l im i t  as  to  how h igh  "h igher  educat ion"  cou ld  rea l l y  be  v isua l i zed  by

peop le  in  h is  f rame o f  re fe rence.  A  doc tora ten  I  don ' t  th ' ink ,  had any

mean ing .  I  don ' t  mean tha t  they  d idn ' t  know what  i t  was ,  bu t  i t  wasn ' t

the k ind of  th ing everybody just  went and got.

Where  d id  you ge t  your  B .S.?

At  the  Un ivers i ty  o f  Lou isv i l le .  That ' s  what  I  go t  w i th  my Navy  R0TC

scho larsh ip ,  and then I  went  back  and go t  my Ph.D.  a t  the  same p lace

on  the  G. I .  B i l l .  So ,  I  mean,  tha t  was  ano ther  th ing .  I  l i ke  to  th ink

I  had someth ing  to  do  w i th  i t ,  bu t  s t i l l ,  there  were  a  lo t  o f  c i rcumstances

that went to make my thing fal l  into place, and maybe easier than for

other people.  You could argue that I  got  into th is Navy thing rather

than get draf ted.  That could be, I 'm certain that  that  was in there some-

where .  I f  there  hadn ' t  been a  dra f t ,  i f  the  Korean War  wasn ' t  a round,

maybe I  wou ldn ' t  have ever  thought  about  i t .  I  can ' t  remember  consc ious ly

th ink ing  o f  tha t ,  bu t  a l l  those th ings  en ter  in to  i t .

I  don' t  know i f  anyone has made the statement to you, but one of ten hears

i t .  You have a  Ph.D. ,  you  have a  good pos i t ion  in  a  un ivers i ty ,  and

people hear of  these statements regard' ing discr iminat ion jn the past;

and they look at  you and say, " l^ Ie ' l l ,  look,  W.q made i t .  That means there

was opportuni ty.  What 's wrong with the rest  of  them?" How do you respond

to that?

I  respond to  i t  l i ke  th is .  I  was  fo r tunate  in  how I  was  brought  up  in

terms of  being raised learn' ing Engl ish f rom r ight  when I  was born and
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so on. I went into an Anglo school that was in the "good part of town"

so that the schools that  I  went to were good schools and the people were

s t i l l  tak ing  care  o f  you .  And wh i le  there  migh t  have been d isc r im ina t ion ,

there  wasn ' t  segregat ion ,  because there  weren ' t  enough o f  the  "me 's "  fo r

any of  them to worry about.  So I  got  as much as anyone else did out of

the school ing.  Somebody who had come up, being born and raised in the

Second Ward  or  someth ing  l i ke  th is  and learned Span ish ,  i t ' s  easy  enough

for  someone to  say ,  "Wel l ,  you  made ' i t ;  they  cou ld  have,  too . "  ! ' l e l l ,

they always sort  of  preface i t  wi th,  " I f  they real ly wanted to."  When

do you rea l i ze  what  i t  i s  tha t  you  need to  make i t?  When you ' re  14 ,

you ' re  14  years  beh ind .  That ' s  a  he l l  o f  a  th ing  to  overcome.  I  d idn ' t

have to  overcome tha t  k ind  o f  th ing .  I  d idn ' t  know what  I  was  ge t t ing

into;  some of  these things just  happened to me. I  might have had to over-

come some prejudice,  but I  d idn' t  real ly have to overcome the educat ional

barriers that people who are born down in the Second l,{ard had to do.

There's no comparison. That 's what always makes me mad when I  hear peop' le

w i th  th ' i s  s tu f f ,  " I f  they  wanted  to ,  they  cou ld  do  i t . "  I  fee l  l i ke

te l l ing  them,  "Chop a  1eg o f f  and then te l l  yourse l f  tha t  you  can be  a

wor ld  champion  h igh  jumper . "  You ' re  s ta r t ing  w i th  such a  hand icap tha t

i f  you  make i t  you ' re  rea l ' l y  unusua l .  There 's  no  way tha t  you  can pu t  i t

toge ther  w i th ,  " I f  you  don ' t  make  i t ,  i t ' s  ' cause  you ' re  lazy ;  anybody

can do  i t . "  I t  doesn ' t  go  tha t  way .  That ' s  my op in ion .

But  th is  a t t i tude  is  w idespread.

0h ,  cer ta in ly ;  sure .  I t ' s  there .  The man tha t  gave me my f i rs t  job . . .

See,  th is  i s  another  reason why,  when peop le  te l l  me,  "You ' re  there  be-

cause o f  us , "  I  say ,  "8u11.  The guy  tha t  h i red  me d id  i t  because I  was

from here and they needed somebody to f i l l  the job.  I  had a Ph.D. and
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that 's what he needed."  He was not certain ' ly ,  how would you sayn "bend-

ing over backward" to take care of  Mexicans. I  had been a student of

his c lass the one year that  I  went here and we were fr iendly,  but  h is

at t i tudes would always come out.  0n an everyday scale,  they were al l

r igh t ;  bu t  when i t  wou ld  come down to  the  i r r i ta t ion  po in t ,  i t  was ,

"Those damn Mexicans. I f  they wanted to learn they could learn.  This

happens because they are just  too lazy to do that."  As you say, that

a t t i tude  is  there  among peop le  who have been here  a ' long  t ime.

This was the at t i tude with the professoro the person who hired you even-

tual ' ly  at  UTEP?

This was af ter  I  was hjred that he was making those comments about stu-

dents  tha t  had done par t i cu la r  th ings .

Your  Ph.D.  i s  in  Chemis t ry?

Yes .

At the t ime that you got your Ph.D.,  do you know how many Mexicans there

were  w i th  Ph.D.s  in  Chemis t ry?

No.  I  was  consc ious  tha t  I  was  in  a  very  smal l  m inor i ty ,  bu t  i t ' s  funny

because I  was  more  consc ious . . .  See,  aga in ,  th is  was ego.  A t  the  t ime,

I  thought ,  as  we a l l  do  when we f in ish ,  we say ,  "Th is  was a  damn good

t r j ck  I  pu l led  o f f . "  Then you s ta r t  count ing  up  and say ing ,  "How many

people are there l ike me in the United States th is year?" So you play

that game. But there weren' t  very many; I  don' t  honest ly know r ight  now.

I  belong to an organizat ion that keeps changing i ts name, but I  th ink

at the moment i t 's  the Society for  the Advancement of  Chicano and Nat ive

Arner ican Scient ists,  and there are very,  very few scient i f ic  Ph.D.s in

the  U.S.  (These are  sc iences  or  eng ineer ing . )  There  jus t  a ren ' t  very

many.  The ros ter  o f  what  we c la im to  be  the  ros ter  o f  essent ia l l y  a l l
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of  them is just  not  very th ick.

About how many are there?

I  wou ld  say  f rom 90 to  100 a t  the  most .  I  don ' t  th ink  there 's  even tha t

many Ph.D.s .  I  can ' t  even th ink  o f  50  tha t  I ' ve  heard  o f .  There  are  a

lo t  o f  Cubans .

They fa'l l  under a different category.

That ' s  why  peop le  wou ld  te l l  me,  when I  s ta r ted  te l l ing  them numbers ,

they'd say,  "There are a lot  of  Spanish names in the American Chemical

Soc ie ty  D i rec tory . "  But  they ' re  Cubans,  South  Amer icans ,  Span iards ,  o r

Puer to  R icans ,  no t  the  Mex ican Amer ican Ph.D.s .  There  jus t  a ren ' t  very

many; very, very few.

When d id  you ge t  your  Ph.D.?

In  
. |962.

You don ' t  have any  in fo rmat ion  about  how many Ph.D.s  in  Sc ience or  Eng i -

neer ing there were at  that  t ime, who were of  Mexjcan background?

No. When you go out to one of  the Chemical  Society meet ings,  you wouldn' t

see very many brown faces in there.  You st i l l  don' t .  I  mean, they weren' t

res t r i c ted  to  Ph .D.s ,  bu t  you  jus t  d idn ' t  see  them.

Could you trace the jobs that you've had over the years beginning with

that job as a newspaper boy? What other jobs have you had?

We1 l ,  I  haven ' t  had  a l l  tha t  many .  I ' ve  had the job  o f  th row ing  the  papers ,

so that was as a paper boy. Then I  worked as a distr ict  manager for  the

newspaper in the summer,  just  taking over when these guys would go over

on their  vacat ions.  Then I  worked for the gas company as a yardman in

the summert ime, water ing grass and cutt ing weeds and this sort  of  th ing.

When I  went of f  to school  in Kentucky,  I  worked in the cafeter ia and

worked as  a  bar tender ;  I  worked de l i ver ing  mai l .  That ' s  a l l  tha t  I  can
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think of .  Then I  went into the Navy for three years and was an engi-

neer ing of f icer on the ship.  When I  got  out,  I  went to work for  General

Dynamics in Fort  Worth as a nuclear engineer.  Then I  lef t  there and

went back to Graduate School ,  and from there I  came here.  Then I 've

been a  consu l tan t  ou t  a t  Whi te  Sands.  That ' s  the  on ly  regu la r  consu l tan t

type thing of  major importance that I 've had. Then I 've gotten into

d i f fe ren t  l i t t le  bus inesses  in  town,  in  and ou t  o f  them.  That 's  most

o f  i t .

You were in the Korean War?

At  the  ta i lend .  I  went  in to  the  Navy  in  1953,  f rom ]953 to  1956.  That ' s

the other th ing.  You start  looking for Mexican American of f icers or

b lacks  or  any  minor i t ies ,  and a t  tha t  par t i cu la r  t ime there  weren ' t  very

many. There were some. There was one Mexican American admiral. I was

at a conference in May, and there was a very smal l  number of  Mexican

American captains.  The numbers are gett ' ing larger,  but  that 's ' in the

range that I  would have been. I  should have been a captain,  probably

in four or f ive years by now, had I  stayed in;  so that 's the range that

h i ts  the  age group tha t  I 'm in .  There  jus t  weren ' t  very  many.

Were you conscious of  that?

I  was more conscious of  i t  in the Navy than I  was anywhere else--not be-

cause people made me conscious, but I 'm not sure what i t  was that made

me aware of the fact that there weren't very many offi cers that weren't

Anglo.  I  was there for  three years,  but  certainly in the squadron that

I  was in-- there were f ive ships,  probably 250 men--I  never saw another

one. After that  I  can' t  remember seeing any. There must have been, but

I  can' t  remember seeing any in any of  the ships.  I  just  don' t  remember

seeing any in my whole Navy career.  I  see a number of  them now.
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M: Are there any ethnical ly or iented or related exper iences whi le you were

in the Service?

R:  No,  no t  bad [exper iences ] .  Th is  i s  the  th ing  tha t  i s  funny .  Par t i cu la r ' l y

in Hong Kong, the or ientals would take you as an oddi ty,  because they

were brown, too, but you were a different brown. Like when I went to

Kentucky, it was the same way; that was always strange to me. You get

conscious of  being brown in an Ang' lo neighborhood and there are part ic-

u la r  t imes in  your  l i fe  when i t  h i ts  you  when you jus t  want  to  e rase

yourse l f .  Then you go  in to  a  d i f fe ren t  s i tua t ion- - i t ' s  so  s t range to  me- -

you go up to Kentucky and here they are prejudiced against the same type

of  co lo ra t ion ,  bu t  i t ' s  a  l i t t le  darker  and o f  a  d i f fe ren t  background.

But you come out there and you are an oddity and they've seen too many

movies about the Spanish lovers and so on, so al l  of  a sudden you f ind

yourse ' l f  be ing  pu t  in to  th is  sor t  o f  ca tegory .  For  a  wh i le ,  I  wasn ' t

sure  how to  take  the  th ing .  Th is  sounds rea l l y  s tup id ,  bu t  I  was  s i t t ing

there in a c lass and here comes this sweet young thing and she plopped

down in  rny  lap .  So you th ink ,  "My God! "  Not  tha t ,  tha t  i t ' s  an  unusua l

sor t  o f  behav io r  fo r  an  l8 -year -o ld  g i r l  and  an ' I8 -year -o ld  boy ,  bu t  i t

wasn ' t  the  sor t  o f  th ing  tha t  wou ld 've  happened to  me around here .  See,

af terwards I  started f inding out that  a l l  of  my percept ions of  my class-

mates were not qui te what they would have been; maybe that would have

happened here,  maybe I  was react ing in such a way that I  sort  of  resisted

any approaches from Anglos.  I f 's  hard to say what causes things. But

that was one thing that I  found out very quickly.  I  was there two days

and there were a lot  of  country gir ls that  would come to the big c i ty to

work,  so there were tons of  g i r1s.  I  was walking in th is park one day

and they  s ta r ted  th is  k ind  o f  fo rward  f l i r t ing  wh ich  I  hadn ' t  exper ienced.

22
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I knew what was coming of f ,  but  i t  was just  unusual .  To me i t 's  very

in te res t ing  tha t  these g i r l s ,  who wou ld  no t  even be  seen ta lk ing  to  a

blackn would then be at t racted by pigmentat ion wi th a di f ferent person.

Do you have the feel ing that somehow you were placed in the exot ic

category?

Yeah.  I t  was  l i ke  a  new brand o f  snake.

I  heard some gir ls ta ' lk ing about the Arab students here,  and at  one point

they were "the" boys to date. There were something djfferent and exotic.

That ' s  exac t ly  the  fee l ing  I  had.

During your youth,  d id you feel  the need to achieve?

I  d idn ' t  fee l  i t ,  bu t  i t  may have been there ,  because I  a lways  d id .  See,

that 's the funny thing. I  never have fel t  that  I  knowingly had that

fee l ing  o f ,  " I 'm go ing  to  ou tdo  somebody. "  I  jus t  d id .  I  never  fe l t

tha t ,  " I 'm go ing  to  show them,  by  God,  tha t  I 'm as  good as  they  are . "

I  d id  j t ,  I  th ink .  Aga in ,  ego t i s t i ca l l y ,  I  th ink  I  d id .  I  don ' t  ever

have tha t  fee l ing  tha t  consc ious ly  I  sa ido  " I ' l l  show them."  Someway

I always did for  some reason.

You just  took i t  for  granted that you were going to go up.

Yeah .

How do you account for  the many Chicanos of  your generat ion who have not

made i t?

They had too many str ikes against  them. I t 's  so easy when you've got

th is  educat iona l  d raw back .  I t ' s  hard  to  keep go ing  to  schoo l ,  i t ' s

hard to get hanrmered with stuf f  that  you're doing badly;  and then you

get  mamied and so  i t ' s  eas ie r  to  do  tha t .  You 've  go t  a l l  these pres-

sures  o f  peop le  te l l ing  you,  "WhV go to  schoo l?"  So you don ' t ;  i t ' s

too hard.
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0f the people in your age group who have achieved a measure of  success,

have you not iced a correlat ion between skin pigmentat ion and posi t ion?

Yes.  "The l igh ts  sh ine  on . "  There  is  where  I  fee l  more  odd about

whatever my success might be. That is one thing I  a lways fe ' l t  and may-

be i t 's  something that everyone feels.  But I  know that the peop' le ( l ike

when I  was talk ing about cheer leaders),  whenever you would have an ex-

cept ion ,  i t  was  the  l igh t -sk inned person.  You never  sa lv  a  dark -sk inned

person have an except ion of  that  type, no matter what i t  was. There

were some that were super students,  but  they were not the included.

As  you look  around today  in  h igher  educat ion ,  as  we l l  as  in  o ther  a reas ,

of  people in your age group or older,  do you not ice that  most of  these

Mexican Americans are l ight  skinned?

I  th ink  i t  ex tends  even down.  I  th ink  i t ' s  s t i l l  there ;  no t  as  much,

bu t  i t ' s  s t i l l  t he re .  The  funny  th ing  i s  tha t  i t  k ind  o f  goes  l i ke

th is :  I f  you  speak  per fec t  Eng ' l i sh . . .  And l i ke  you say ,  I  have no  accent .

Maybe this was part  of  i t .  There were a lot  of  these things that my

parents pushed that I  never did rea' l ize or maybe I  pushed on mysel f  more

than I  real ized. To get r id of  the accent you wi l l  be accepted or some-

th ing  l i ke  th is .  But  the  non-accent ,  dark  sk inned person is  a t  a  d is -

advantage to  a  l igh t  sk inned,  accented  person.  0 f  course ,  the  bes t

combina t ion  is  the  no  accent  and the  l igh t  sk in .  That ' s  rea l l y  a  g ross

thing. But the th ing that a ' lways bothered me is,  why is i t  that  people

can be fr iends' ,  but  in social  gather ings other than the incidental  day-

to-day confer meet ings,  then in appearance the dark skin is out of  p ' lace

in an Anglo society,  l ike you were p ' la in f igures around the room. I

never  cou ld  qu i te  unders tand tha t .

What about the place of  or ig in? How does that enter into the posi t ions

M:

M:
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achieved by people? I 'm thinking about regional  d i f ferences within the

United States or f rom being from a part icular region in Mexico.  Have you

perceived any di f ference?

No, I  haven' t  perceived any di f ference, except f rom the standpo' int  that

I  th ink  i t ' s  as  c razy  as  the  sor t  o f  th ing  I  was  t ry ing  to  descr ibe  about

th is  d isc r im ina t ion  o f  wh i tes  aga ins t  b lacks ,  bu t  no t  wh i tes  aga ins t

la t ins  o f  whatever  var ie ty  in  the  Midwest  and p laces  l i ke  th is .  I  th ink

that you get down here and there are a certain group of  people who wi l l

be  pre jud iced aga ins t  Mex ican na t iona ls  a lmost  as  much as  an  Ang1o.  I

don' t  know whether i t  is  a matter of  coming in and cutt ing of f  too much

of  the  p ie .  But  I  f ind  a  number  o f  peop le  I  fee l  a re  p re jud iced aga ins t

the  Mex ican Nat iona l  la t ins .  There  is  ge t t ing  to  be  th is  g rea t  con t ingent

o f  Mex ican Amer icans  in  the  Midwest ;  M inneapo l is ,  supposed ly ,  has  more

Mex icans  than we have in  E l  Paso.  I  don ' t  know whether  i t ' s  t rue  or  no t .

Where my wife is f rom in Indiana, the migrant farmers would come up and

work for  one of  the big companies,  and then they start  staying there.

So, there are beginning to be groups of  Mexican Americans throughout the

Midwest ,  and i t  wou ld  h i t  me tha t  they  are  in  the  same k ind  o f  s i tua t ion

that Mexican people were in El  Paso some years back because they certainly

are  ca tch ing  a1 l  o f  the  pre jud ice  and every th ing  in  a  smal l  town,  wh ich

canr l  th inkrbe  pre t ty  b ru ta l .  Bu t  on  the  o ther  hand,  they  are  see ing

the same type of  th ing that I  d id,  of  being forced to know nothing but

Eng l ish ,  o r  p re t ty  much,  because tha t ' s  a l l  there  is ;  except  tha t  they

have the thing of  having learned Span' ish as their  f i rst  language, having

the i r  paren ts  speak  in  Span ish .  But  I  th ink  they  are  go ing  to  ge t  s tuck ,

at  least  be af fected by th is double cul ture.  Double cul tures can be good

i f  they ' re  doub le  cu l tu res  by  cho ice .  I 'm no t  sure  what  I  th ' ink  o f  cu l -
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tures that are forced on when one is

you l i ke  i t  o r  no t ,  a  second cu l tu re

as  a  bad th ing .  That ' s  ny  op in ion ;  I

mi ght say.

M: Were you ever made to feel ashamed of

or 
' later?

kind of  looked down on. Whether

in a smal l  community is looked on

don ' t  know what  a  soc io log is t

26

R:

be ing  a  Mex ican,  dur ing  your  youth

No. I f  I  ever was, i t  was by nysel f ,  I  th ink.  You say that,  but  every

once in  a  wh i le  (and i f  you  ask  me fo r  a  spec i f i c ,  I  cou ldn ' t  g ive  you

one) there have been t imes when people have made some l i t t le aside that

they  don ' t  even take  as  impor tan t ;  bu t  i t  cu ts  you.  I t  doesn ' t  re la te

to  you d ' i rec t l y ,  maybe,  bu t ' i t ' s  say ingn "Because you are  one o f  these,

you are  o f  th is  type . "  There  are  a  lo t  o f  those th ings  tha t  go  on ,  bu t

I  can' t  real ly th ink of  where anyone said anything to me d' i rect ly that

ever  made me be ashamed o f  be ing  a  Mex ican.  I  can ' t  th ink  o f  any th ing .

How do you explain the lack of  representat ion or the lack of  part ic ' ipa-

t ion  on  the  par t  o f  Ch icanos  in  E l  Paso  in  po l i t i cs ,  h i s to r i ca l ' l y ,  go ing

back to when you were a youth and to the present? Al though, nowadays

we have more representat ion,  proport ionately i t  st i11 lags far  behind

what  i t  shou ' ld  be .  How do you exp la in  the  lack  o f  th is  par t i c ipa t ion

in  loca l  ins t i tu t ions  and leadersh ip  pos i t ions?

A res ignat ion ,  in  a  sense.  Whether  i t ' s  jus t i f ied  or  no t ,  peop le  jus t

fee l  tha t ,  " I  can ' t  do  any th ing  about  tha t .  I t ' s  jus t  too  b ig  fo r  me.

To be  in  po l i t i cs  you have to  be  a  b ig  whee l . "  I  th ink  un t i l  we ge t  to

be where more and more people have been through the educat ion cycle,  that

i t  won ' t  change apprec iab ly .  I  don ' t  be l ieve  tha t  vo ter  reg is t ra t ion ,

and f reedom o f  reg is t ra t ion  w i l l  s t ra igh ten  i t  ou t .  I  jus t  th ink  tha t

there is a certain bunch of  people that  don' t  feel  they have any ef fect .
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l ,Jhe ther  th is  i s  a  lack  o f  se l f - respec tn  I  don ' t  know.  I  don ' t  th ink  in

those terms; i t  just  doesn' t  h i t  me that way. But some peopie just  feel

that  the th ing is too big for  them, that  they don' t  real ly have a part

to  p lay  in  i t ,  and  so  they  jus t  don ' t  vo te .  I  th ink  there ,s  a  lo t  o f

educated people who feel  the same way. I  say that because with most of

these elect ions here lately,  I  have fel t  therne is no way they could have

gone the way they went,  i f  anybody is th inking. So they happen and so

I say,  "How did i t  happen? They happened because of  the pol i t ical  struc-

ture,  and that must be something that I  don' t  completely understand,"

because they are so far of f  f rom what I  would th ink would happen. I

don' t  know what happens. Some of these guys that I  th ink are very bad

iust  keep gett ' ing e ' lected. You talk to everybody and they a1l  feel

that  th is guy is not any good, but somebody must have voted for him.

I t  wou ld  have to  inc lude a  lo t  o f  the  educated  peop le ,  because i f  you

look  a t  the  l i s t  o f  the  po l l s  and go  down to  the  Mex ican d is t r i c ts ,  you

see that they're general ly not vot ing as much as they ought to.  I  feel

that  they're used to having the boss system and they just  resign them-

se lves  to  the  idea tha t  there  isn ' t  any th ing  they  can do  to  change i t .

I  don ' t  th ink  tha t ' s  r igh t .  Bu t  I  f ind  myse l f  vo t ing  w i th  no t  qu i te  the

enthusiasm that I  used to have. I  t ry and vote everyt ime, but somet imes

i t ' s  jus t  a  mat te r  o f  fo rm.

When did you f i rst  become a pol i t ical ly conscious person?

I  th ink  I  was  probab ly  more  po l i t i ca l l y  consc ious  in  h igh  schoo l  than

I  am now,  in  te rms o f  fee l ing  tha t  i t ' s  someth ing  to  do .  I  never  cam-

paigned or anyth ' ing l ike that ,  but  I  used to keep up with th ings and

keep t rack  o f  th ings .  I  used to  do  a  lo t  o f  read ing .  I t  wasn ' t  d i rec ted

read ing  in  te rms o f ,  " I 'm go ing  to  read a l l  th is  h is to ry  about  Rooseve ' | t , "
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or someth' ing l ike that ;  j t  was just  a complete spectrum--magazines, news-

papers ,  books ,  f i c t ions ,  non- f i c t ions .  I  was  a  b ig  reader  and I  read

pret ty good stuf f .  Maybe I  know more about i t  now than I  d id then, but

I  fe l t  more than I  do now. I  just  somehow can' t  work up too much enthu-

siasm anymore. Like th is t ime, I  don' t  feel  that  I  care that  much one

way or  the  o ther .  I 'm a  Democra t ,  so  in  tha t  sense I  care .  But  I 'm

not that  enthused about ei ther one, or,  in fact ,  anybody that was even

proposed. Maybe I 'm gett ing old sty le,  but  the on' ly one that I  could

generate any enthusiasm for was Hubert  Humphrey, and he had no chance

a t  a l l ;  so  the re  goes  tha t !  (Chuck les )

The other th ing to some extent wi th Mexican funer ican part ic ipat ion in

pol i t ics (maybe this is what people say about ne),  when they ask the

quest ion ,  "Why don ' t  more  peop le  par t i c ipa te  in  h igher  educat ion?" ,  in

some you can part ic ipate and some you have to work your way into.  I

was  go ing  to  say  about  po l i t i c ians  tha t  I  th ink  in  a  lo t  o f  ways  we ' re

let t ing ourselves get t rapped (and maybe that 's what 's happening to me)

in  these admin is t ra t i ve  pos i t ions- -ou t  o f  the  ac t ion ,  f igurehead sor t

of  th ings.  What I  was going to ta lk about was the peop' le that  I  see

when I  go to these conferences. "Here is so and so who is in charge of

the minority program for the Department sf Defense," and here comes Mr.

Super  S l i ck ,  who isn ' t  anymore  ta lk ing  about  Mex ican Amer ican prob lems

than any th ing .  But  on  the  o ther  hand,  tha t ' s  what  you shou ld  want ,  th is

integrat ion;  so he has integrated completely into the system. He is just

l i ke  an  Ang lo ,  b lack r  g r€€r  o r  any th ing  e lse .  He  i s  a  po l i t i c ian  now.

Does that mean that we f inal ly made i t ,  or  d id we just  jump out the door

on the other s ide of  the car? I 'm not sure.  Some of those things bother

me.  My po in t  i s  tha t  some o f  these peop ' le  look  so  s l i ck  tha t  you  say ,



Ri vera 29

M:

" I  don' t  have any way of  ident i fy ing wi th him. t^ lhy should I  go vote for

h im? He looks  jus t  l i ke  the  o ther  guy  except  h is  name is  Garc ia . "  We

don' t  have very many people,  e i ther Anglo or Mexican American, that  make

the  b lood run  in to  you and you say ,  " I 'm go ing  ou t  and vo te  fo r  tha t

guy . "  I  th ink  tha t  has  someth ing  to  do  w j th  i t ,  bu t  no t  a l l  o f  i t .

I 'd l ike to ask you about your exper iences since you came to UTEP. You

came in 1962 and you have been at  th is inst i tut ion ever s ince. What

changes have you seen regarding the posi t ion of  Mexican American students

and professors here?

The s tuden ts 'pos i t i on  has  changed  a ' lo t .  When I  came here ,  ( i t ' s  been

a  long  t ime,  bu t  no t  tha t  l ong) ,  i t  was  s t i l l  t o  the  po in t  tha t ,  i f  you

go back  to  the  ro l l s  o f  the  soror i t ies ,  you  won ' t  f ind  a  Mex ican Amer ican

name in  there .  You might ,  bu t  i t  i sn ' t  a  non-Ang lo  mix  fami ly ;  and even

of those, there are very few of  them. So the soror i t ies were st i l l  Anglo,

the  f ra te rn i t ies  were  s f igh t ly  bend ing .  The idea o f  hav ing  a  Mex ican

ed i to r  fo r  the  newspaper  o r  s tudent  body  pres ident ,  you  d idn ' t  do  tha t

k ind  o f  th ing .  Now,  o f  course ,  a l l  o f  those th ings  are  a l l  chang ing .

In fact ,  some of  these things may have gotten to the other extremen

which  is  in  a  sense bad,  because now nobody is  par t fc ipa t ing  in  some o f

these things. You win i t  and then everybody e' lse abandons i t  and then

i t  goes down to nothing. I  don' t  mean that a Mexican American student

shouldn' t  get  in there and try what he wants to on that grounds; but

in  some senseo tha t  happens,  o r  a t  leas t  i t  appears  to  me tha t  i t  happens.

I  know there are more opportuni t ies and things that the students can

part ic ipate in.  The biggest th ing in the facul ty is that  there are more

Mexican Arner icans here certainly than there were then. I 'm try ing to

think who was here then. I  guess Fred Brewer.  I  can' t  real ly th ink

R:
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of  anybody else.

Just Fred Brewer and yoursel f?

That 's  a l l  I  can  th ink  o f .  I  can ' t  th ink  o f  anybody e lse .  That  i s  why ,

as I  ment ioned to you before,  when somebody te1ls me, "You're here be-

cause o f  my e f fo r ts , "  I  say ,  "Bu l l .  Whatever  I  am,  I 'm here  because

of  me and a  lo t  o f  good fo r tunes  and a  lo t  o f  he lp . "

Le t  me ask  you a  re la ted  ques t ion  a long the  same' l ines ,  bu t  fo r  the

ci ty of  El  Paso as a whole.  What changes have you seen, what progress

have you perceived in relat ion to the general  Mexican American popula-

t ion in El  Paso since you have l ived in th is town up to the present?

Wel l ,  there's been an intrusion of  the Mexican American on the power

s t ruc ture ,  bu t  I  th ink  we ' re  s t i l l  sor t  o f  n ibb l ing  away a t  the  base.

I t ' s  l i ke  any th ing  e1se .  I  was  th ink ing  o f ,  fo r  i ns tance ,  houses  and

things of  th is type. Now you can pret ty wel l  move into anywhere that

you can af ford,  which before you cou' ldn' t  do.  These things to some

extent are tied to money. The downtown power structure depends on how

much money and inf luence you've got,  but  there are people moving into

these th ings .  The po l i t i cs ,  peop le  a re  regu ' la r1y  showing up  w inn ing  in

po l i t i ca l  con tes ts  tha t  they  wou ld  never  w in  be fore- - th ings  l i ke  the

school  board.  Some people would argue as to the ef fect iveness of  the

peop le  tha t  a re  ab le  to  w in .  I  th ink  tha t  the  ones  tha t  a re  ab le  to

win general ly have to have the Ang' lo support  because of  the lack of

Mex ican par t i c ipa t ion  in  the  po l i t i ca l  sys tem.  So the  guy  tha t ' s  ab le

to  ge t  enough Ang lo  suppor t  i sn ' t  go ing  to  do  the  job  tha t  Mex icans

want .  Some I  agree  w i th ,  some I  don ' t .

I  th ink  in  te rms o f  h i r ing  or  the  ab i ' l i t y  to  ge t  a  job ,  you  can ge t  a

job  in  any  occupat ion  in  E l  Paso;  bu t ,  s t i l l ,  as  you know bet te r  than

M:
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I ,  i f  you  look  in  the  rea l  power  pos i t ions  in  these compan ies  and so

on,  we haven ' t  made i t  ye t .  That ' s  why  I  say ,  as  fa r  as  I  can  te l ' l  ,

we ' re  s t i ' l l  j us t  n ib l ing  around the  base.  tJe ' re  no t  fu1 ]y  spread

throughout  the  who le  th ing .  Th is  to  me is  s t i l l  i us t  a  mat te r  o f  peop le

holding onto the reins of  the th ing, because there's no other reason

tha t  I  can  see o f  why  there  isn ' t  more  o f  a  mix .  To  be l ieve  tha t  i t ' s

al l  purely by chance, then you have to become a complete disbel iever

in stat ist ics.  That you can take a large group of  people and the only

ones that r ise to the top are the Anglos,  that  th is is pure' ly probabi l i ty ,

I  can ' t  be l ieve  i t .  What  I  am say ing  is  tha t  as  fa r  as  I  am concerned,

there  is  s t i l l  p re jud ice  in  E l  Paso,  to  a  la rge  ex ten t ,  where  i t  counts .

Maybe things haven' t  changed, because this is going back to when I  was

in  g rade schoo l .  As  long as  i t  d idn ' t  count ,  you  were  a l lowed to  do

what you wanted to do. As i t  started count ing more, which was when i t

got  more social  wi th the older teenage type thing, then i t  started be-

coming impor tan t  and then you ' re  pushed o f f  a  l i t t le  b i t  as  to  what  you

can do and what you can' t  do.  This is k ind of  the same way. Now you

can come and p1ay, but when i t  real ly gets ser ious about you being boss

and rea l ' l y  runn ing  the  th ing ,  then you 've  go t  res t r i c t ions  as  to  what

you can do  and what  you can ' t .  Maybe i t ' s  se l f -p ro tec t ion .  I f  I ' ve

got  the  job ,  do  you th ink  I 'm go ing  to  le t  you  s ta r t  compet ing  up  here?

Would you put the Conmunity Col lege si tuat ion in that  f ramework--what

happened to de los Santos?

Yes, I  th ink so.  They can say what they want about him doing a bad job

with the money, but there are a lot  of  people who do a bad iob wi th the

money.  I  don ' t  know i f  he  d id  o r  no t ,  bu t  tha t ' s  the  excuse they  used- -

that you just  can' t  do that and survive.  l , lJel ' | ,  I  th ink i t  depends on
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who you are as to what you can do l ike that .  He may have been bad enough,

but at  least  I  feel  that ,  in th inking that I  know a number of  the peop' le

who were involved, there was certain ' ly  a lot  of  that  feel ing of  being

somewhat threatened by th is group of  Mexican Americans that were gett ing

something going. That may be unfair  to the people running i t  because

they did have a lot  to do with gett ing the thing started. Maybe they

wanted i t  started, but then i t  started going in a dj f ferent direct ion

than what they wanted and were prepared for.

B i l l ,  i s  there  any  o ther  ques t ion  tha t  you  wou ld  l i ke  to  dea l  w i th?

Anything that you feel  that  I  should have asked you?

I hadn' t  thought of  i t  too much, except you asked i f  I  ever had the feel-

ing  o f  be ing  pu t  down,  o r  someth ing  l i ke  tha t .  The th ing  tha t  I  can

th ink  back  on  (and aga in ,  spec i f i cs - -p robab ly  no t ,  because i t ' s  spread

over too long a per iod of  t ime),  the t ime that you fee' l  maybe put down

the most js whenever anybody says anything or impl ies anything about

your parents.  Sometimes i t  is  th ings that you imagine. As I  say,  my

parents both spoke Eng' l ish,  but  somet imes not as wel l  as they might have.

So th ings  come out  every  once in  a  wh i le .  I 'm sure  every  ch i ld ,  thoughn

whether Anglo or what,  at  some point  has been ashamed of  Daddy or Mama

or both because of  something that went on. But that 's about the only

t ime tha t  I  cou ld  ever  th ink  o f  about  fee l ing  bad about  be ing  a  Mex ican

American or feel ing that somebody had put me down, even though i t  was

' indirect ly through something that they said or some act ion that they

took about my parents.

Because they  were  Mex ican,  o r  in  re la t ion  to  the i r  e thn ic i ty .

Yes .

Wel l ,  I  want to thank you very much for your t ime. I  certainly have
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enjoyed the conversat ion.

Thank you.  I  apprec ia te  i t .
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