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Preface


José Mendoza López was an authentic hero, a person who risked life for his country. Unapologetically, this book is for him and others like him, men, and women, who came to the aid of the United States during World War II. Their courage on the battlefield and work ethic in the factory transformed how they were viewed and how they viewed themselves. In the process, they became witnesses to their own history.

When I was ten, my father drove me to downtown Brownsville almost every Saturday and gave me a dollar. I used half to purchase a ticket to view four movies at the Capitol Theater. Starring were Vincent Price, Boris Karloff, Peter Lorre, and World War II hero Audie Murphy. With the other half, I bought popcorn, a fried chicken plate at White’s Restaurant, and two DC Superman comic books at Hanshaw’s Department Store, which also had comics of Murphy.

Audie Murphy was popular and marketable. I was impressed with his courage and ability to overcome all odds. One of his movies, To Hell and Back, was biographical and specifically about his World War II experience. There was no denying that he was a legitimate war hero, but there were other heroes who were not in films or books. Some, like Henry Montalvo from Brownsville, lived through the attack at Pearl Harbor and wept as he recalled it. My tío (uncle) Ramón García served courageously in the U.S. Navy and had the medals to prove it. We grew up not being taught that soldiers who looked and spoke like him contributed to the war.

It was not until I was a junior in college that I was really exposed to such information. My conduit was Dr. Billy Chandler, a professor who taught Latin American history. I was not even in his course; we met by coincidence at the History department office. There, I asked him about Mexican Americans in World War II. He spoke with authority and knowledge and suggested some articles to read, including one about Sergeant José Mendoza López. Available sources about Anglo soldiers and contributions were more numerous and lengthier, but to me, not as relatable.

Nearly forty years later, I met and interviewed López, the Congressional Medal of Honor recipient and former Brownsville resident. By sheer serendipity, when I mentioned him in my Mexican American history class, a student auditing the course informed me that he knew Sergeant Lee González, who had served with López in Korea. There, they became friends and remained so. After class, the student asked me if I would like to meet Lee, and I said, “yes.” That week, we drove to Porter High School and met González, the Reserve Officers Training Corps ROTC instructor there. I asked him about Sergeant López, and he replied that he and his wife were living in San Antonio. Lee then asked if I would like to meet him. I said “yes,” so we set a date and time that were agreeable with don José. On the drive to San Antonio, I was so excited that the baba (saliva) was dripping from the right side of my mouth. Four hours later, we arrived at a small wooden home on the Westside of San Antonio. There, I met José and Emilia. Although less than five-and-a-half feet tall, don José’s presence was unmistakable. Immediately, I sensed a dignity and energy about him. When we shook hands, his hand felt like a vise. With an uncanny sense of humor, he was as genuine and likable as Lee had described him. We chatted and I asked if he would give me permission to interview him. He said he would but would have to clear it with Maggie, his daughter, who scheduled his speaking engagements and interviews. She agreed, and the interviews began in a few weeks.

Before our initial interview, I asked if he preferred to speak in Spanish or English. Without hesitation, López chose English. Minutes after the interview began, however, he began to answer in Spanish. He seemed more comfortable using his native tongue and relied on it during most of the interviews. In some instances, however, he used both languages, sometimes coding them. When he did that, I knew he had lived in South Texas where spell sometimes becomes “espeliar.” Throughout the process, José was attentive and pensive. If he could not answer immediately, he paused, put his right hand on




















Note


	1. Interview of Américo Paredes, Austin, April 22, 1994.
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To my wife, Chavela, and my sons, Estevan, Daniel, and Noe, thank you for your patience and support. You are amazing.

This book acknowledges Mexican American men and women for their valor and work ethic during World War II. Its focus is José Mendoza López, a World War II recruit, who received the nation’s most prestigious military award, the Congressional Medal of Honor. He was one of the most decorated Latino soldiers in U.S. military history, second only to Audie Murphy in the war. His humble origins and working-class background were not unlike that of thousands of Mexican American soldiers. José was one of them, and his outstanding record embodied their valor and sacrifice. Most were poor, second-generation Americans, treated like poor second-class citizens. This was their opportunity to prove themselves by defending their country. Additionally, the book proposes to add to the literature that records the achievements of López and those of so many other Mexican Americans involved in the war. Finally, it intends to convey the story of an ordinary, but extraordinary, man with the ability to overcome challenges on and off the battlefield.

Traditionally, Mexican American contributions to the war have been underdocumented or omitted. There are, however, some important works based on oral history interviews. Among these is Raul Morin’s groundbreaking 1963 book, Among the Valiant: Mexican Americans in WW II and Korea. His first-hand accounts of a war that occurred only two decades before the book’s publication are informative and inclusive. From enlistment to battle to war’s end, Morin was there.

More recent works edited by Maggie Rivas, Emilio Zamora, and others are Mexican Americans and World War II (2005), A Legacy Greater Than Words: Stories of U. S. Latinos and Latinas of the World War II Generation (2006), and Beyond the Latino World War II Hero (2009). They produce meticulous accounts that are original and relevant across several generations. Much of the oral history information about Latinas in the war is precedent-setting in scope and content. If there are no college courses on this topic, there should be. A fourth book is Dave Gutiérrez’s World War Patriots from the Barrio: The Story of Company E, 141st Infantry: it was the only all-Mexican American Army Unit in World War II. Included are personal accounts of survival, friendship, and war. The interviews in this book document the graphic recollections of individuals, including his older cousin Ramón, who was the family World War II hero. Previously unpublished, his experiences provide the foundation for the book.
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