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Foreword




  I got to know Armando Rodriguez well in 1962. Among the candidates in the usual half-dozen political races in San Diego County that year, I was running for Congress; he, for the state legislature. I came to think of Armando as the best qualified among all of us, present company included. Yet, while I was winning a hairline victory, Armando didn’t quite make it.




  And I think I know why. My name has a safely northern European ring to it, while Rodriguez is unmistakably Hispanic. Californians were not yet ready to elect a Hispanic.




  As his timely autobiography makes clear, Armando’s subsequent life—his endless succession of Hispanic “firsts”—has helped change things. California’s present state government is replete with Garcias, Hernandezes, and Bustamantes. Enough of them represent districts of non-Hispanic majority to suggest that the old prejudices are done for.




  If this is so, no one has contributed more to our state’s rising level of maturity than the man whose friends call him Shadow. He didn’t hear English spoken until he was six. And he endured many a put-down in a world he must often have felt was not meant for an undersized stranger—not even one endowed with the heart of a lion.




  That he has made it—and made it big—in this new world speaks well for his ability. That he did it without ever feeling sorry for himself attests to the man’s character.




  And there’s a supporting member of the cast—“The Girl from Across the Street.” Associate biographer Keith Taylor puts a fifty-eight-year love affair and a strong woman’s contribution to history in fascinating perspective.




  I’m prouder than I can say to have known both.




  Lionel Van Deerlin, member,


  House of Representatives, 1962–80




  
Preface




  They say life is a journey. If so, I haven’t reached the station yet, but for all I know, it’s just around the next corner. I don’t want to go away without giving the many members of my extended family, my friends across the country, and everyone else some idea of just who old Tio Mando (Uncle Mando) was.




  Sure that’s egotistical, but it’s also the prerogative of an old man—eighty-six years old on my last birthday. I just hope this story is interesting enough for folks to read. More importantly, I hope it inspires some youngster—inside or outside my family, Latino, black, or white—to keep on fighting to succeed when the odds against success are so great that the easiest course would be to give up.




  I once lived in a small house with nine relatives, and my sleeping space was any unoccupied spot—often as not on the floor. I sold magazines and tamales door to door. I picked up chunks of ice from an ice plant in San Diego and beat the ice company’s deliverymen to the door with cheaper ice.




  Later I dined in the White House, met some of the world’s most powerful people, and helped shape the future of my country and the world. I’m proud of all that, and I hope you can share my pride.




  This is more than my life’s story, though. It’s our love story, Beatriz’s and mine. More than half a century ago, Beatriz Serrano became my wife. Although it might have made a more exciting and salacious story if I’d had a succession of wives, she is still my wife. Bea was the one I wanted to marry. She’s the one I’ve grown old with and the only wife I ever wanted.




  If I have earned respect for any achievements, my lovely wife Bea deserves a lot of the credit.




  I love her, and I dedicate our story to her.
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  FIGURE 1. Andres Rodriguez (Armando’s father), circa 1939.




  
CHAPTER ONE
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  The Early Years, 1921–34




  What would be the odds of a poor Mexican boy, thirteenth kid in a family of fourteen, making it big in the rich country to the north?




  Long odds? Oh, but they get longer than that. Let’s say the kid was short and so dark he was called “Shadow.” When he first stepped foot in the United States, he couldn’t speak one word of English, and he was just old enough to start school, a school with few Spanish-speaking teachers.




  That was me as a brand new immigrant. About the only things going for me were that Mom and Dad insisted I get an education and that I learned to work hard. Most anything can be overcome with a combination like that.




  My knowledge of the history of my family is incomplete, but I do know that my life’s journey started on September 30, 1921, in Gomez Palacio in Mexico’s central valley, an area similar to California’s Imperial Valley. I’d say the population was about fifteen thousand.




  Dad’s name was Andres Rodriguez. Mom’s was Petra Cardenas. I was the seventh of eight living children; we think six others died. Our family history and official records from early twentieth-century central Mexico aren’t complete.




  I do know that my parents eloped when Dad was nineteen and Mom was fourteen. They did not even have a ceremony for several months, and then it was the one required by Mexican law, a civil ceremony. Later they satisfied their church’s and government’s requirements by being married in a religious ceremony.




  I also know that my father was successful, or as successful as a person who was not well connected or wealthy could be in an agricultural section of a poor country. In his youth, he worked as a farmhand. Later Dad was a conductor on streetcars connecting Gomez Palacio, Durango, and Torreón. After that, he established a corner grocery store near our home in Gomez Palacio.
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  FIGURE 2. Left to right: Felicita Cardenas (Armando’s grandmother), Silvestre Cardenas (Armando’s grandfather), and Petra Cardenas (Armando’s mother), circa 1899.




  One thing’s for sure: my dad always worked, whether it was in the United States or in Mexico. I learned a lot from him, but his most important legacy was his work ethic. It served me well throughout my life, even after I graduated from manual labor.




  Mom wasn’t really sure of all of her family’s history, but she was sure her maternal grandfather was a well-known general in the Mexican army during the revolution. She was less sure of which side he fought on.




  Poor, and descended from farmers, shopkeepers, and perhaps even generals, the Rodriguez and Cardenas families were close-knit. Even today they get together for family reunions complete with singing, dancing, eating, and reminiscing. It’s a great tradition, and I’m so glad Beatriz and I still work hard to keep it alive.




  I often reflect that I’d have remained a Mexican citizen except for Napoleonic law, a close-knit family, and fate. My father certainly didn’t want to leave his native land. The workings of Mexican law are based on a precept of the Napoleonic code that held a person was guilty until proven innocent. If a charge was severe enough, the person charged might well wait in jail until he proved he wasn’t guilty. Jail, especially a Mexican cárcel, is not a happy place, but a stay in jail was in the offing for my elder brother Encarnación, or Chon as we called him. Chon, an accountant at a local country club, was accused of misappropriating funds, and at that point he was considered guilty under Mexican law.




  My father had to make a difficult decision. He decided to move practically his entire family from their native country to protect one of them. Thus, all of us except my eldest sister Hermila and her family headed to San Diego where, foreign country or not, we had relatives. Dad’s two sisters and Mom’s former sister-in-law lived in San Diego.




  I remember little of the move that took place when I was a mere child, but I am positive we were legal immigrants because, these eighty years later, I still have the paper that says so. I keep it along with testimonials from presidents, governors, Congress members, cabinet officers, foreign leaders of all sorts, and other movers and shakers in my lifetime. I was a legal U.S. resident at age six, but I didn’t become a citizen until many years later, when I was serving my new country as a soldier in its army.




  My family, nine in all, was so large that we moved north in two shifts, each arriving by train. No welcoming committee. No hospitality wagon. We were on our own except for a couple of kind relatives. Aunt Cruz and her family of six put the nine of us up for a couple weeks. Then Aunt Valentina and her family of seven put us up for a few more weeks.




  Today, if you go to Fourteenth and K, you’ll see a San Diego bus-repair station, but if you had gone there in 1927, you’d have seen a small cottage. That cottage was our first home in the United States. At least it was the first place our family could call its own. It was unimpressive, so small that most of us had to search for a sleeping place that wasn’t already occupied by another body. At bedtime, such spots were scarce. For all that, it was better than trying to have two large families in the same house.




  Who else was on that corner? Beatriz Serrano, who would become the love of my life, was born there across the street some four years after I had arrived. There’s a lot of sentiment for me today when I’m in the neighborhood of Fourteenth and K.




  But, sentiments aside, in 1927 the cottage was just too small! After a couple months, we rented a real house, one with three bedrooms, a living room, a dining room, a bathroom, a garage, and a large yard. It was large enough for all of us to fit into if we held our breaths and squeezed. With more beds and a little imagination we usually got a good night’s sleep.




  And the yard! It was special for the Rodriguez family, but not because it was like something you’d see in Home and Garden. It wasn’t; but for our large family, it had a more utilitarian function. Our yard was a place where we could heat water for washing clothes and bathing. Perhaps best of all, we converted part of it into a garden. And thank heaven for my father’s experience in farming!




  I was now in los Estados Unidos. I was ready for school, but I could not speak a bit of the language. That problem was partially corrected by the Abraham Lincoln Elementary School in a special class that taught me English. Little did I know then that I was coping with problems I would later try to solve on a much higher level. When, as an adult, I worked at the U.S. Office of Education, one of my duties was to fund and help establish bilingual education. I only had to look back to my childhood to find my motivation.




  When I had conquered enough of my new language to handle subjects taught in English, I started kindergarten, but by this time I was seven. I could easily have skipped kindergarten, but my father wanted his children to have as much education as possible. Later, with the help of summer school, I skipped a grade.




  Of course, education wasn’t my family’s only problem. Although we didn’t have time to reflect on it, we were still poor. To this day, I can remember my mother cooking on an open set of burners, a primitive and dangerous way to cook.




  With three kids—Catalina, Carlos, and I—in school, and the adults at work, life settled into a pattern that included family gatherings on weekends, an especially happy time for our clan. We made new friends. I especially remember our neighbors the Torrescanos—James and Emma and their five kids.




  Isn’t it funny how some childhood memories stick out? One incident caused no particular problems, but I remember it vividly. When I was eleven, some of us kids were playing cops and robbers with rubber-band guns, and I ran out in front of a car. Later I realized how horrified the driver must have been, but then all I knew was the pain of having my foot run over. Still, no lasting harm was done. I wore a cast for a while and that was it.




  Of much more importance were two events occurring within about half a year. We lost two family members—Chon and Dad—and both were breadwinners. First, the country club in Mexico dropped all charges against Chon. (I’m guessing they found out who really stole the money.) Then the country club managers convinced a banana plantation to offer Chon an even better job than the one he had left behind six years earlier. The offer might have been an act of atonement, but it also must have served the plantation well, because they kept him on for about a dozen years. Later, Chon moved north to Tijuana so he could be closer to home but still remain in Mexico. He ended up as senior accountant at the Agua Caliente racetrack in Tijuana.




  The loss of a second family member didn’t turn out as well. It had its genesis in 1929 with the start of the greatest depression in American history. By 1931 our adopted country didn’t want its own native-born citizens, especially the white ones, to have to compete with foreign people for jobs. To make matters worse, our adopted country wasn’t particular how foreign was defined. Mexicans were easy targets. Some were, of course, here illegally. Many others, such as my father, were here legally. Yet others were U.S. citizens, supposedly with complete constitutional rights.




  Little of that mattered to a desperate nation. According to Decade of Betrayal, a book by Francisco E. Balderrama and Raymond Rodríguez, official records from both Mexico and the United States showed more than a million Latinos were deported between 1931 and 1940. Were they all illegal immigrants? Not at all. Some 60 percent were native-born U.S. citizens!




  Dad was one of the legal immigrants. Those years he was always looking for a job. One day, while standing in line for a construction job, he was approached by some government agents. They pulled him out of the line and had one of those infamous “heart-to-heart” talks with him. Their suggestion was that he’d be much better off in Mexico. The implication was obvious. Dad returned to Gomez Palacio.




  Our family was now reduced to five, and we had only two wage earners. That isn’t exactly correct. We all worked wherever we could make a buck. In desperate times, people take desperate measures. Mom and my eldest sister did piecework cleaning fish when the fishing boats came back full. As far back as I can remember, I tried to make a buck somehow. As we go along, I’ll list the various jobs I had.




  I’m not sure that working was all bad. Surely working and understanding the basic elements of economics are about the best hands-on experiences a kid can get. It’s a whale of a lot better than watching endless cartoons on television. Whatever success I had in life was due more than anything to my early acquaintance with “sweat-of-the-brow” labor.




  We kept moving, once to a smaller house in an alley. Then, when a vacancy materialized and our finances improved a bit, we moved to a larger house facing the street. This was part of life in Barrio Logan in the 1930s, and it wasn’t much different from the rest of Depression-era America.




  The Depression. Father expatriated to Mexico. It didn’t really matter. The 1930s were hard times for everybody. I was growing up, playing, learning, and even having fun. Being poor was just a fact of life. Everybody was poor.




  In the sixth grade, I learned something important: I wasn’t dumb! For some reason, our teacher publicly told the entire class their IQs. I had the second highest in the class. Although uncalled for and probably harmful to some of the other kids, Mrs. Brown’s act helped me indirectly. Understanding that I had brains helped sustain me whenever I felt like giving up.




  Years later I learned I might not have been as smart as I had thought. When I was a visiting teacher at my former school, I looked up the old records. I confirmed my score but learned it wasn’t an official test.




  When I worked for the U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, a fellow worker invited me to join Mensa, but I declined. The guy wanted money, and I had better things to do with mine. I surely could show people my ability to think without having a piece of paper to back it up. Probably it was just as well that I didn’t join the elite group of high-IQ folks. Mensa could be mistaken for the Mexican word menso (dummy). Hey, life would have been hell if my old buddies had been given an easy shot at me like that.




  In an ironic twist, years later I saw that fellow’s name in the papers. He had been arrested for soliciting a prostitute in the Washington DC area. Perhaps he wasn’t so smart. He was one of the few who got caught at that.




  In any case, I always reminded myself that hard work and perseverance beat sheer brain power any day. I’ll stick with that and urge others to keep plugging away, whether they are Mensa members or mensos.




  Our section of town was officially named Logan Heights. We Americans of Mexican heritage called it Barrio Logan, barrio being the Spanish-speaking district of a city. Despite living in Barrio Logan, my childhood friends were an eclectic group. Their names reflected northern European ancestry as well as Spanish and Mexican. I remember playing with kids named McGuire, Tucker, Johnson, and Valentine, as well as others named Fuentes, Marquis, and Luján.




  I wonder if I’d have been able to serve my government as well as I did, if I hadn’t learned to see things from the perspective of others so early in my life. Indeed, would I have learned English as well as I did? I had learned the basics of English at Abraham Lincoln Elementary, but it was playing with Jimmy McGuire that made it work. In turn, Jimmy learned Spanish as spoken in central Mexico, and he adapted to the idiom of the barrio of San Diego.




  I feel sorry for folks who “stick to their own kind.” They miss so much.




  
CHAPTER TWO
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  Junior and Senior High School, 1934–40




  MEMORIAL JUNIOR HIGH





  Life’s journey is just one adventure after the other, each tinged with the nagging suspicion that the next will be overwhelming. I have had a lifetime of those challenges. Some I conquered; some I didn’t. But mostly I’m satisfied. I’m also certain the challenges will continue, and I’m relying on education and experience to cope with them—especially now that I’m eighty-six and unable to outrun the more challenging ones.




  School is touted to be a preparation for adult life. It is, of course, but it’s more than that—it is a metaphor for adult life. Both contain the fear of the unknown and the awe of those above us in the hierarchy. Has there ever been a kid in the first grade who didn’t look at those big guys in the second and third grades and ask himself, “Will I ever be as smart as they are?” And as we move into junior high and then senior high, the ante is raised even higher. Puberty, machismo, and girls are mysteries all. And, at first, all seem unsolvable.




  I don’t want to do the “Oh, but you should have seen what it was like in my day” thing, but many things were different. Some were better, others worse. But they were different. Let me share those years with you.




  But first, a disclaimer: I didn’t walk uphill both ways through a raging blizzard to go to school. My sister Catalina and I walked to Memorial Junior High, now Memorial Academy. It was right there on Logan Avenue, an easy jaunt from our home. And instead of blizzards, we had weather typical of San Diego. Now and then we’d get wet in a rainstorm—at least local folks called it a storm. For a real rainstorm, one should take a stroll through Recife, Brazil, in the rainy season.




  One thing that hasn’t changed since I was a child is that kids don’t bother with political correctness. Kids of all races—and my school comprised mostly Anglos, Negroes, and Latinos—were quick to hang nicknames on people based on their looks or ethnicity. It was so long ago that I forgot who did it, but someone hung the moniker Shadow on me.




  It was a derogatory nickname given to me because I was even darker than the other kids of Mexican heritage. For all that, it didn’t bother me much. I simply accepted it as something that couldn’t be changed, and it stuck with me. Even a president was fascinated by my nickname. Long after I left school, Lyndon Johnson asked me about it. He was amused by the answer, but that was Lyndon.




  In common with public schools across the country, in elementary school (kindergarten through sixth grade) we had one teacher who taught all the classes in just one room. But we looked ahead and knew things would be different. Those big kids in junior high had different teachers for different subjects, and we would move from room to room. We would have the brand new experience of six classes in different rooms, each with a different teacher. After a lifetime of experiences as an educator on many different levels, I realize it wasn’t a big deal, but to a kid looking forward, it was one of the mysteries of life.




  Ironically, eating—a subject my sister and I excelled in—looked to be one of our biggest problems at first. Of course, everybody in school ate, but everybody did not eat tacos. Mom would pack leftovers from the previous night’s supper for our school lunch, and Mom’s cuisine featured tacos. The other kids usually ate sandwiches, so, like kids everywhere, they made fun of somebody who did something different.




  My sister and I solved that by sitting under the lunch table to eat our lunches. (As if that wouldn’t attract attention!) Peeking under the table to see what the two Mexican kids were doing down there, the other kids would taunt us. We offered one of them a taco; he exchanged a sandwich for it. Of course, Mom’s tacos were good. I think the sandwiches were also. At least they were a welcome change.




  That may have been my first foray into politics, perhaps international relations. A little problem in southeast San Diego was headed off by food. It led to more variety in the diets of two cultures and made us new friends in the bargain. That was better than a taco or a bologna sandwich.




  Mom interrupted that phase of our cultural indoctrination by changing our lunch to sandwiches. Sometimes good things come to an end too soon.




  In grade school, I learned that although I was smart, I wasn’t a genius. In junior and senior high I learned that although I was athletic, I wasn’t a star. Still, when I took part in organized sports I found I had good coordination and was able to compete well, even though I was shorter than most of the other kids.




  As a student, teacher, administrator, and public servant in Sacramento and Washington DC, I always wrestled with the proper place for athletics in our schools, especially high school and college. Exercise is important and is becoming more so every year. A 2004 study by Duke University told us that nearly 16 percent of our twelve-to nineteen-year-olds are obese. In the past, we didn’t think much about that. Now it is something we cannot ignore any longer. Exercise is vital in fighting what USA Today called an epidemic.




  But when we think of athletics and schools, we usually think of varsity games with all the pageantry and hoopla, and they are important too. No administrator would dare to de-emphasize the teams we so plaintively urge to “fight on.” Old grads proudly hang on to their teams’ nicknames: Cavers, Patriots, Barons, Aztecs, Trojans—even Banana Slugs. Furthermore, team sports, if taught properly, introduce young men and women to a concept of discipline often lacking in other endeavors.




  Of course I wasn’t thinking of all that when I tried out for track at San Diego High. I just wanted to belong to a team and beat somebody. Unfortunately track was the wrong sport. I wasn’t fast enough at any distance, and my attempts at throwing the shot put were equally futile. I didn’t beat anybody to speak of, and I wasn’t even good enough to make the team.




  Wrestling, though, was right down my alley, and it was so democratic because of the weight divisions. I didn’t have to tackle some behemoth from Iowa; I simply had to beat other kids who weighed about the same as I did. Frank Crosby, the coach, saw enough potential in me that he encouraged me, and I ended up on the team, wrestling in the 125- or 128-and-under division. I did well too; I lost only one match during my final two years of high school.




  The lessons of competitive sports have stood me in good stead all my life. Education isn’t limited to what we learn from books.




  I love competitive sports, in or out of school. I even became a boxer of sorts. Several of us would hang around the Coliseum over at Fifteenth and G Streets. There we watched the boxers and got to know some of them. We were also able to practice sparring, and we picked up a few pointers from the regular boxers. They even let us clean up the place!




  All that led to my short-lived career as a boxer. After a few years of just hanging around, I wrangled an invitation to box as an amateur, although there was a small—very small—amount of prize money. I entered four bouts and won every one. When I learned that the prize money would make me ineligible for high school sports, I quit.




  But my record stood until I was in the army. I was undefeated, and I would have stayed that way if someone hadn’t talked me into again putting on the gloves.




  One of my friends in the Catholic Youth Organization (the CYO), Manuel Monteverde, was a very good baseball player. He helped the rest of us learn the fundamentals of our national pastime. I learned them well enough to enjoy the game. Unfortunately, stardom in baseball wasn’t to be. If a grandson or great grandson of mine turns into a Fernando Valenzuela, I can assume his prowess comes from the Serrano side of the family.




  Perhaps some scion of mine will make it big as a football player. I played on the formidable Beardsley Street Bears, so named because we often played on Beardsley, a suitably unpaved street. We kids from the barrio played mostly among ourselves in the evenings. I don’t remember our record, but I’m sure we were a tremendous team.
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  FIGURE 3. Our Lady of Guadalupe Church in San Diego, as it was in Armando’s youth and when he and Beatriz were married.




  I was also an altar boy at Our Lady of Guadalupe, that church you can see right off Interstate 5. Being an altar boy led to my membership in the Catholic Youth Organization. Again, many of my activities revolved around athletics, and the CYO sponsored many of them.




  Still, school occupied most of my life, and it carries so many memories. Today a big park adjoins Memorial Academy. It has a gymnasium, a pool, a picnic area, and a Boys and Girls Club. Back in the early thirties, it was an undeveloped area. The kids called it “the Forty Acres,” although it fell far short of forty acres.




  The area was used by angry students to seek revenge for some insult, slur, or slight. There were no rules. The pair would just square off and have at it. In spite of all my ability in becoming an undefeated boxer, I never tested my prowess as a brawler in the Forty Acres.




  I’m glad the battlefield has been replaced by a park. Nostalgia aside, I see little good in kids fighting. Fighting usually accomplishes nothing. Come to think of it, that goes for countries as well as kids, something I wish my country would think of more often.




  On a more peaceful note, one special event was Memorial’s annual gala pageant, The Passing Review. Appropriately enough, the drama teacher was in charge. When I was in the ninth grade, my last year of junior high, the theme was “Dana Days in San Diego.” “Dana” referred to Richard Henry Dana Jr., author of Two Years Before the Mast.




  I landed the coveted role of an Indian doing a war dance. I’m sure I was a smashing success. Acting wild and warlike came naturally to me at that age. The director that year was Dr. Sue Earnest, who later became my mentor at San Diego State.




  That was not the only organized dancing I took part in. Dancing was a special subject we were taught so that at the end of junior high, we could actually dance with girls! That was, of course, met with misgivings by thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds of both sexes.




  Years later I was a teacher at Memorial Junior High. Guess what was one of the subjects I taught? Yep, dancing, and I was pretty good at it too, thanks to Dr. Earnest.




  Soon I was old enough for high school. From the perspective of a kid in Memorial Junior High, those guys over in San Diego High School were gods. Would I ever be able to make it through such a place?




  Of course, like almost all such bugaboos, the mystery of high school simply vanished once I walked through the front door. Far from being arcane rituals, daily routines were really similar to those in junior high. We went into the subjects more deeply, of course, and I had to balance study time with everything else that went on in my life as a teenager.




  One thing that didn’t vanish when I entered high school was that Shadow was still in a world run by Anglos. On the entire faculty, there was only one Latino teacher. People like me did not participate in the glee club, the school band, theater, Associated Student Body Council, student court, Boys Federation, Girls League, or the school newspaper.




  We Latinos wanted to feel like we also belonged. In institutions everywhere, there is always one person who seems to know the answer to everything. In San Diego High School, it was Jack Hoxie, who was an Anglo and a jock. He worked part time in the business office. When I was a junior, I approached him about the problem of Latinos not feeling like they belonged at the high school.




  Jack was more than willing to help, and he had a great idea. He suggested we form a club that would serve the needs of Latinos. Not only that, he helped organize it and gave all sorts of advice on how to get it going.




  Following Jack’s advice, we proudly started El Club Amigable, the friendly club. I am proud that I was an organizer and the first president. Unfortunately, the word amigable wasn’t embraced by the English-speaking students and faculty. So El Club Amigable became the “Gobble Gobble Club.” That stung, but we persevered.




  El Club Amigable organized successful events such as conferences about how we Latinos contributed to the school and community. We also honored our heritage by sponsoring fiestas on Mexican holidays. We reached out to the rest of the school and invited everybody, but El Club Amigable was mostly for ourselves.




  Alas, the Gobble Gobble Club story didn’t end with it having changed the entire school, and I’m to blame as much as anybody. By the time I was a senior, I was so involved in schoolwork, jobs, senior activities, athletics, and my social life, that I left our club behind.




  But the club was a great idea, and I’m glad I was a part of it. Lessons I learned from it became the basis for ideas I implemented during my career in education. My friendship with Jack Hoxie was also a good idea. I would hear from him again some seventeen years later.




  When I was in the tenth grade, I went out for class B football, which was limited to smaller and generally younger guys. I did stick with the sport until I was injured in my senior year, and that was it for football. Although I was first-string varsity, I never became a football star (except perhaps with the Beardsley Street Bears).




  Football led to track and wrestling. And wrestling introduced me to coach Frank Crosby. Coach Crosby showed me how to be a good sport, something hard to do in any sort of fighting, but especially hard when you’re grappling with a guy who is trying to immobilize you.




  Our coach encouraged me to do two things that are antithetical to wresting: help others and be kind. Coach was not only my teacher, but he also became a very good friend. I’ll never forget his lessons; I cannot overemphasize his influence on my life.




  Coach and I corresponded regularly, and we exchanged visits. He came to Sacramento and Washington to visit us, and I visited him in his hometown of Saint George, Utah. We kept in touch until he died about fifteen years ago.




  Ironically, Coach Crosby’s being kind came back to haunt him in a way. He was a teacher who was a hero to so many students. Long after our high school years, the Henson brothers—a couple of my teammates on the San Diego High wrestling team—visited with our old coach when he came by my house on his way to visit a sister in Connecticut. At the time I was working at the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and the Hensons were colonels in the army.




  The three of us took Coach Crosby to the train station for his return trip home. As happens so often with kind people, someone took advantage of him. A young man, with others hanging out nearby, approached him and “accidentally” dropped a bag of coins. When Coach stopped to help him, the other kids grabbed his wallet and ran. His friends, the Hensons and I, gave him money to make it back to Saint George.




  It’s appropriate that this was the guy who coached me, indeed the entire team, in the sport where we could excel. We won the league championship (the league covered all of southern California) in my senior year. I did my part by winning my weight class of 128 pounds for high school wrestling and 125 pounds for the Amateur Athletic Association. I even wrestled over my weight class in both, and we won both weights at the state championships.




  I’ve been asked for details about my wrestling, but I don’t really have any. I do know that the sport requires so much mental discipline that my toughest opponent was me myself. Coach Crosby instilled that idea in me. The result was that I lost only twice in all of my matches, and those losses were when I inadvertently let up. Twice was two times too many.




  I survived, perhaps thrived on, the rigors of high school, and in June of 1940 I was among the six hundred proud San Diego High School students who gathered to receive diplomas in the organ pavilion of Balboa Park. I’ll never forget the moment when I stepped forward, shook the hand of the school superintendent, and moved my tassel from the left side to the right side of my cap. I was now a high school graduate, but I was not yet a citizen of my adopted country.




  [image: image]




  FIGURE 4. Armando at graduation from San Diego High School, 1940.




  Yes, the Tio Mando of today was shaped by my school days, but not only by the school and its environment. I was also shaped by the people I knew there. I hate to burden a reader with a list of names, but this is my history, and these guys are so much a part of it I simply won’t leave them out. And my apologies to those who have slipped my mind.




  Perhaps one of the most interesting fellows I knew in school was Manuel Calles. We met because he was interested in joining El Club Amigable. He not only joined, he also became a good friend—and he was a good guy to be friends with.




  Manuel was a handsome dude, so handsome that the girls flocked to him. A good friend of a popular guy like that got pretty lucky himself sometimes. But Manuel’s, and to a lesser extent, my, popularity might have come from more than his looks: he was one of the few kids who had his own car. In fact, I’ll bet he was the only guy at San Diego High in the late thirties to have a brand new one—a spiffy 1939 Hudson convertible with big white sidewall tires.
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