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An Oral History: A Lifetime of Learning
MARY ALICE CARNES

For Mary Alice Carnes, the power of oral history was evident from the start. She was somewhat familiar
with the life during the war in the European theater of her World War II veteran father; he told a few
anecdotes to his children as they were growing up. But now, he added details and answered questions
she had never before thought to ask. There were some parts of his story he did not share. And it wasn’t
until after his death that Carnes and her siblings learn about another aspect of his life.

W

hen I first heard about the opportunity to volunteer
with a project focusing specifically on Hispanic World War II
veterans, I was very interested in sharing my own parents’ stories. It never occurred to me that documenting an oral history
could be so life changing. It was. I didn’t know this experience
would lead to some remarkable insights for my family and me. I would explore fascinating details about my father’s military service, and there would be the discovery
of a family member we didn’t yet know about.
In 2000, I was working in the School of Humanities at St. Edward’s University in
Austin, Texas. While there, I took the opportunity to finish my degree and started
taking classes as a part-time student. Needing to fulfill another history credit, I noticed one interesting option, the course
keywords
History of Mexican Americans. Being Mexican American, I World War II, Mexican
thought I would have some familiarity with the area that would American, citizenship,
naturalization,
give me a little bit of a head start. I soon realized our histo526th Armored
ry was more complex as I came face-to-face with Dr. Hector Infantry Battalion
P. Garcia (American GI Forum); Felix Z. Longoria Jr., from Three
Rivers, an hour away from Corpus Christi, where I grew up; and César Chávez and
Dolores Huerta (United Farm Workers). I was finding that behind every movement
Mary Alice Carnes was born in Corpus Christi, Texas. She began her college work in music
at the University of Texas at Austin and received a BA in theater in 2003 from St. Edward’s
University. She lives Austin with her husband, Richard Muscat, and enjoys her work in communications and as an actor and director.
US Latina and Latino Oral History Journal, Vol. 2, 2018
© 2018 by the University of Texas Press
published by the University of Texas Press on behalf of the Center for Mexican American Studies and the Latino Research Initiative
DOI: 10.7560/OHJ204

36

an oral history

leader there were countless Latinos turning the wheels toward change, one day at a
time. Though never discussed in any of my previous history classes, these were just
some of the people I heard about from my parents or from the community when I
was growing up. This class was going to be
enlightening in so many ways.
My professor, Dr. Joanne Sanchez, shared
with the class that she was a volunteer with
the US Latino & Latina World War II Oral
History Project at the University of Texas at
Austin, now Voces (vocesoralhistoryproject
.org). The project, she explained, needed
volunteers to help document stories of Latino veterans. We were losing them at increasing rates, she said. It was critical to
document the stories of unheard men and
women who served during the war and
whose experience would propel the movements and changes that came after the war.
Figure 1. Headshot of Luis Leyva from his
If we were interested, the program would
years serving in the US Army. Courtesy of the
train us to prepare preinterviews and to reauthor and the Leyva Family.
cord veterans on video. I remember calling
my mother and father in Corpus Christi to ask them if they wanted to participate. My
father had been in the army and my mother worked at the Naval Air Station in Corpus
Christi during the war. This was an opportunity for them to share their stories and
contributions to the war effort. My mother, Trinidad Medina Leyva, and father, Luis
Leyva, both said yes.

The First Steps
After the initial meeting and training with the project, the next step was to have
my parents complete a preinterview form. This would help create their profile on the
basis of when they were born and raised, the names of family members and occupations, service in the armed forces, political affiliations, and more. The information
would make it easier for me to formulate the questions for the following step, the
actual videotaping. In the weeks that followed, I arranged for a trip to Corpus Christi
specifically to complete the long preinterview forms with my parents. Unfortunately,
early in 2000 my mom was diagnosed with pulmonary fibrosis. Her work during
World War II, and from the 1970s through 1993, as a sheet metal mechanic exposed
her to asbestos from the firewalls of the aircraft she repaired and helped build.
By the time I started her preinterview, she was already experiencing a lot of sick
days. So, at my mom’s bedside one weekend, we started. I asked each question, and
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my mother responded as I notated her answers. Much of what she shared I knew,
especially the information about her parents and siblings, but I also heard things I
either didn’t remember or had never heard before.
For my mother, a young girl growing up in Laredo, Texas, during the Depression, survival meant finding work and feeding the family. This was difficult to do when jobs were
scarce or nonexistent. Her dream was to become a nurse, but the outbreak of World War
II brought unique opportunities. The US National Youth Administration was recruiting
young men and women for work training programs. Many of these led to jobs in defense
plants. Her plans had changed. At the age of
seventeen she left school and along with others from Laredo, boarded a bus, and headed
for Corpus Christi and the Naval Air Station
(NAS). Once on the base, the young recruits
were housed in Quonset huts, and my mother
began her training, learning to use tools for
work as a sheet metal helper. During this time
she also sent money to her family in Laredo.
She would work for the Navy Department
throughout World War II.
After the war she left to raise her family
and years later was reinstated as a sheet metal mechanic at the Corpus Christi Naval Air
Station working on helicopters in 1974. I was
in high school at the time of her reinstatement, and I remember how happy she was
to be back, because openings at the base had
been frozen and were hard to come by. This
time, instead of the navy, her job was with
Figure 2. A young Trinidad Medina poses
the Corpus Christi Army Depot (CCAC). My
wearing a borrowed uniform, ca. 1942. Courmother had promised herself she would fin- tesy of the author and the Leyva Family.
ish school before her last child did. She kept
her promise. Mom completed her GED right before my youngest sister graduated from
high school in 1988. This was a great source of pride for her and my family.
It was moving to hear my mother talk about her early life as we filled out her form.
She had shared many stories with us as we grew up, but this time it was distinctly different knowing that we were writing these down to share with others. We wrote down
the loss of both of her parents and unborn twin siblings in a home fire when she was
only ten years old. Thereafter, she was raised by her grandmother, a cousin, and one of
her brothers. The fire caused her to have many scars on her body because she ran back
in the house to get her two-year-old baby brother. The scars on her legs, midsection,
ears, and back of the neck made taking part in social activities very limited. I know her
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discomfort was always with her. However, I think she was able to move past some of
it later in life because she and my father were very involved, sometimes jointly, with
many community organizations. She was active in civic organizations like the Círculo
Social Mexicano, the American Business Women’s Association, the Corpus Christi
Sister Cities Committee, and the VFW Ladies Auxiliary. My parents attended countless
dances, fund raisers, Christmas posadas, fish fries, barbecues, and picnics, among so
many activities.
It was good to hear my mother talk about her journey as a young, single, Catholic,
Mexican American woman. She left her home and family in Laredo for job training
and to work in another city during wartime. As we sat in her room, I understood
a little better her early life and all she did to survive. Sadly, I wasn’t able to do my
mother’s video interview after this initial first step because we lost her to her illness
in January 2001. Even all these years later, it is heartbreaking not to have captured
her in a recording. I know that there is something special that happens when a
camera is focused just on you when you’re being interviewed. What I do know is
that she wanted us to learn from her struggle. She was among the force of women
who left their homes to make some of the most patriotic of contributions—joining
the workforce and supplying the country the equipment needed to fight the war. We
knew how much her work provided for the defense of the country and the needs of
her family. There is still a lot of work I have to do to tell her story.

My Father’s Interview
It took a few months after my mother’s passing to set up a place and time to do my
father’s video interview. January stretched into November, and then, as if to give us a
little extra incentive, the project was having a Veterans Day reception at the University
of Texas. I was so happy that my father and two of my sisters came from Corpus Christi
to attend the event at the Sid Richardson Hall breezeway, adjacent to the LBJ Library.
It was a great opportunity for project members, volunteers, and the community to
thank and commemorate veterans. Attendees also got a sneak preview of the next
issue of Narratives, the project’s own newspaper of stories and photos culled from
recent interviews. My dad wore his Catholic War Veterans uniform and was having a
good time meeting and talking with other vets that day. We would later be even more
grateful for this special event because we would lose him the following year.
By the time of the 2001 reception, a plan was in place for my father’s on-camera
interview. My family would be gathering at a sister’s house in San Antonio for Thanksgiving just ten days later. Because I didn’t own a video camera, the search was on
for some help. A call to the project helped me find Jerry Gonzales and Thomas Vogt
with Lone Wolf Productions in San Antonio. They were on call as project volunteers
and were available to join us the day after Thanksgiving with their own equipment.
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On the big day we created an interview
space in my sister’s living room with a few
photos of my parents in the background
to complete the setting. Wired for sound
and flanked by Jerry and Thomas’s camera,
lighting, and sound equipment, we were
about to start, and I was nervous. I knew
from the project training and from my own
experience that veterans have a hard time
talking about their wartime service. In my
father’s case, he had shared a few passing
bits of war stories as I grew up, but it was
usually for the purpose of teaching me a
lesson. In those situations I would hear
about digging a foxhole in the snow, repairing a tank, eating K rations, and of course
always being worried that the enemy was
near. As we prepared to videotape, I was so
grateful for the preinterview process and
my prepared questions, because these became the rudder we needed to keep him
engaged and talking.
The beginning of the taping was slow
just as I had expected it would be. We were
both new to this, and it took a few minutes for each of us to warm up. Then after
a few opening questions, there was a big
surprise: my father started talking—a lot.
He was answering questions about his early
life. He talked about being born in Mexico
and being brought into the United States
as a child to be raised by adoptive parents
in Laredo, Texas. He talked freely about his
family’s struggle with poverty, his limited
education, and how everyone was trying to
survive during the Depression, looking for
work anywhere they could find it:

Figure 3. Photographs taken at a Veterans Day
reception hosted by the Voces Oral History
Project at the University of Texas at Austin.
Courtesy of the author and the Leyva Family.

That’s when the Depression hit and my daddy was laid off completely
from Tex Mex (Refinery) and then my mother had to struggle to make a
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living. She had to do laundry and whatever to help people that can afford to hire her to work and make two to three dollars a week. That was
enough for us to eat for about a month. At that time they gave you two
loaves of bread for a nickel. So, the food was very cheap. The money was
hard to get . . . so I decided to quit school and went to work in the fields
or whatever I can get.1
I found out I had to let my father talk and, when I could, ease him into the next
question. There were several things he was talking about that suddenly reminded
him of a related story, and he would spur off to capture the memory. I also found I
couldn’t avoid tearing up at different moments as I listened to him. I was very conscious of that as I sat in my chair, just to the side of the camera, holding my pages of
questions. It was hard because this was only our second Thanksgiving without my
mom. Hard because there were some stories I had never heard before, or in quite the
same way. This was definitely the pivotal chance for all of us on this day to contribute
even a little to my father’s story.

Learning My Lessons
Growing up in the 1960s and 1970s in Corpus Christi, I had a significantly different
childhood from that of my parents. I had not specifically heard about discrimination issues from their life in Laredo. The ones I did know about were from their struggles after
the war. I heard about Hispanics being limited to specific areas of town, or the time my
father wanted to buy a certain car and the salesman wouldn’t sell it to him even though
my father had the money. There were stories about struggling to find work or wanting
to eat in certain restaurants and being turned away. These I heard about. It wasn’t until
my father’s interview, however, that I understood that in his early life he hadn’t dealt
with discrimination until he joined the army. During his training he befriended some
African American soldiers when he was assigned to work with them doing KP (kitchen
patrol). My father invited them to his barracks and he was surprised to learn from them
they weren’t allowed to go with him because they were soldiers of color:
That’s when I learned about discrimination. I learned it right there. My
mind went . . . I don’t know. I didn’t know [how] to understand that I
was in the United States Army fighting for freedom, for the freedom
of whoever they had their feet under over there in Europe, and we’re
having the same problem over here in the United States. I could not
understand those guys.2
I knew about the segregation of the armed forces, but it was eye opening to hear my
father’s own experience just from trying to befriend fellow soldiers. Sadly, for soldiers of
color, change was slow to come even after the armed forces were desegregated in 1948.
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Citizenship
For most of us, memories can fade with age. Details can be easily be missed or
remembered in the wrong order. However, feelings can reach across decades. For my
father, the issue of citizenship comes up many times in his interview. After Pearl
Harbor, his friends were either being drafted or, like him, were trying to volunteer:
I already sent the [questionnaire] they sent to see if you would go in the
army. They were already drafting and a lot of my friends came already
into the service. . . . I was already finished with my [questionnaire] and
they sent me another [questionnaire] besides the one they sent me. One
special to see if it was my own will to serve in the United States [Army]
because I was not an American citizen. I said, “Yes, I’m ready to go any
time.” . . . When they called me, I went.
My father was born in Monterrey, Mexico, but his birth was registered in Nuevo
Laredo, Tamaulipas, Mexico. His birth name was José Luis Ramírez and became Luis
Leyva after his adoption by a couple in Laredo, Texas, where he was raised. These complexities probably added to his citizenship issues by the time he joined the army in
1942. Citizens and noncitizens alike were joining, or trying to join. They wanted what
my father wanted—a national identity, basic freedoms, a better future for themselves
and their families, and they wanted to serve the country. The country was also on a fast
track for qualified servicemen and even enacted laws to expedite noncitizen naturalizations. The United States had to determine potential servicemen’s loyalty to the country,
their basic requirements for battle, and to vet them for citizenship. Actual citizenship,
however, was optional. According to the US Citizenship and Immigration Services,
during World War II members of the military were not forced to naturalize, and they
didn’t automatically gain citizenship. As a USCIS web page on the history of military
naturalization states, “To become a citizen, a naturalizing service member needed to
file a petition for naturalization and swear the required Oath of Allegiance.”3
My father said he was asked sometime during basic training about his entry into
the service:
[They asked.] “Why’d you end up in this United States Army? You’re not
an American citizen.” I tell them, “Well, I don’t know. I was drafted. I
volunteered in a way because I’m not an American citizen, but I’m in
the country so I’m ready to fight [for] this country.”4
In this segment of his interview my father says he was drafted. It’s possible he was
registered as a noncitizen living in the country and was sent an initial request to report
to the Selective Service office. Another possibility is that he viewed the army’s response
to his second questionnaire, and approval to join, as being subsequently drafted.
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Once in the army, the issue of citizenship came up again, as he was given a basic
test to prove his ability to serve when asked to write his name as a qualification:
And I remember they gave me a piece of paper. “You will qualify to be
in this United States Army [if] you know how to write, “I’m an American Soldier.” . . . I wrote that down, they looked at it [and said], “You’re
qualified. Go back over there. . . . You want to immigrate to this country?
You wanna be legalized?” “I’m ready,” I told him. . . . “I’m ready to be
legalized. Whatever it takes to be an American.”
The military also had difficult time categorizing race. My father was variously listed
as either “Mexican,” “White,” or “Caucasian.” How did he identify himself in his first
questionnaire? Had he filed his intent to naturalize, or was his documentation lost in
a military pipeline? According to his military registration card, “white” was the only
choice available to consider. In doing some research for this article, I submitted a request to the National Archives to find some of my father’s military documents via the
Selective Service System. An earlier request to the National Archives didn’t result in
any records because of a fire at the St. Louis
facilities in 1973.5 So it came as a big surprise to me when they found a copy of his
military registration card. The back of the
card (D.S.S. Form 1) lists race categories as
“White,” “Negro,” “Oriental,” “Indian,” and
“Filipino.” The race category box on my father’s registration was marked “White.”
I was also recently able to get a copy of a
1950 US Census record that lists my father
as naturalized. It’s hard to know exactly
when his naturalization would have taken
place, as we don’t have a citizenship document for him. If his early citizenship disappointments bothered him, I don’t recall him
voicing it as a setback. His interview was the
first time I remember him specifically talk- Figure 4. Luis Leyva (center) with two fellow
soldiers during training. Courtesy of the author
ing about his citizenship in this way.
and the Leyva Family.

Secret Tanks
While stationed at Fort Knox, Kentucky, my father began with Company B of the
80th Armored Regiment, then transitioned to the 526th Armored Infantry Battalion.

43

The 526th was unique in that it had the flexibility to go where it was needed. One of the
battalion’s special duties was the canal defense lights (CDLs), or “gizmos,” outfitted tanks
originally conceived by the British and designed with a special bright light to blind and
disable the enemy. Training with the CDLs was the second most top-secret project, next
to the atomic bomb, according to the 526th Armored Infantry Battalion Association.6 In
2012, Eniko Jordan reported on the canal defense lights for the Idaho State Journal: “The
light was a 13 million-candle power carbon arc lamp, including a mirror, an automatic
shutter that would cause a flickering effect, and several colored filters.”7
The 526th and other battalions received secret nighttime training at Arizona’s Camp
Bouse.8 The Desert Training Center was a series of camps set up by General George Patton.
Because of their top-secret activities, Camp Bouse wasn’t known about for many years.
My father described seeing the tanks as they prepared for night training:
So that night, they took us out in the desert. . . . And I saw those tanks
without the turret. They throw a light and in that darkness, you can see
for miles. It was a light better than the daytime and a light I’ve never
seen before.9
In the end the CDLs were not used during the war, at least not as intended with their
distinctive lighting, but my father definitely talks about guarding them overseas:
And we was over there in Luxembourg, we had to guard those tanks
and you know where they had those tanks? They had them lined up in
the front line. Right behind the lines. They had them lined up in case
we had to use them. The ones with the . . . the bright light to blind the
enemy. We had to guard them thirty days.10
In 2007, I spoke with Sherrie Morrison, editor-secretary and treasurer of the 526th
Association’s Pekan Newsletter. I shared some photos with her, including one of my
father with two other soldiers (Figure 4). He’s the one with the pistol on his hip.
Morrison thought the trio was most likely guarding the CDLs, which had to be transported under strict top-secret conditions. She also said because the CDLs were so top
secret, there may have been duties the 526th did with them that were not known
about for many years, if at all.

Two Late Letters
By April 1944, my father arrived in Wales with the 526th Armored Infantry Battalion. The 526th would cross the English Channel, landing at Omaha Beach in France
by August. That fall, in September or early October, he received the news of the death
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of his adoptive father. The letter arrived late. A few days later, according to his recollection, he also received another letter. This one was regarding his naturalization.
This letter was also late:
While I was overseas, when I went to . . . right after D-Day, the company
commander called me over there and said, “Leyva, I have bad news for
you. Your daddy has just passed away about a month ago.” It took a month
for the telegraph to reach me over there. . . . And about two, three, four
days later, he called me—the company commander overseas after we had
arrived in France. “Leyva, we have a letter for you. They want you in New
York. . . . In New York City in such and such an office by the immigration
department. They want to legalize you before you go overseas.” That was a
month later, after we was already over there—to legalize me as an American citizen. So I just kinda laughed. My commander, you know, he was
like a Latino, half French and half Cuban. He laughed at [with] me, “Okay,
go and get yourself legalized and then come back.”11
Of course my father was unable to leave in the middle the war. My youngest sister
recalls a conversation in which she thinks he talked about being given a short time
offline to mourn his father’s passing before continuing his duties with the 526th.

Bed Check Charlie
I asked my father whether there had been any scary moments during guard duty
assignments. He mentioned three distinct times overseas. The first was about “Bed
Check Charlie,” usually a lone enemy German plane flying overhead that put soldiers
on high alert and sometimes flat on the ground as they defended the area:
Well, once in a while when Bed Check Charlie used to come around. . . .
We hear the “errrrrrr” [of the plane.] Like hell, we don’t know where he
was coming from. We hear the noise from here and there. The only thing
[is] we, we [were] the experts on how to be in an enemy territory, [and]
we got down on our knees, or lay down flat, and be ready with whatever
weapon you had to shoot in front of whatever aircraft was coming our
way. . . . Then an airplane came over there with machine guns wide open.
We used to call it Bed Check Charlie because he check us at night [when
we were] in bed already. They came out almost . . . every night.12
The next fearful time came with the Battle of the Bulge, the surprise push by the Germans that broke through several areas along the war’s front including the Ardennes:
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That night they call us. “Everybody up and let’s go.” . . . We was . . .
Company C. They told us Company A is surrounded. The Germans broke
the line. It was down below there where the front line was and I believe
that was the Battle of the Bulge. And that’s when hell turned loose. We
hit the Germans almost in the Siegfried line [defensive system built in
the 1930s], on their own territory and they broke, broke, they broke loose
and wherever the rest of the outfits went, our C company was the only
one together and I don’t know, we move over to Namur, Belgium.13
Sometime between 2007 and 2015, the 526th Association sent me a copy of an old
transfer list with my father’s name on it. The legal-size page was full with the names
of soldiers who had been transferred in, or had joined around December 18, 1944,
to assist 526th Company A. They were most likely replacements for those who were
killed or missing in action after the battle at Stavelot, Belgium, during the Battle of
the Bulge, according to the association. You can read more about the 526th Armored
Infantry Battalion’s involvement in the Battle of the Bulge on the Battle of the Bulge
Memories website (http://www.battleofthebulgememories.be/). The 526th’s page
contains information by historian George L. Wendt, who made many contributions
about the battalion to the association’s Pekan Newsletter.14

Guarding the Generals
The 526th’s Company C was tasked with guarding some of the army’s highestranking generals (Bradley, Patton, Eisenhower) at Eagle TAC, the main headquarters
during the European theater. My father remembered a time when General Eisenhower
was sleeping in his quarters and another officer with the name “Eisenhower” arrived
by jeep and had all the guards on edge. It was a known tactic for the enemy to disguise
themselves in American uniforms, sometimes infiltrating as spies:
I know he was an officer because he had an officer’s uniform but all
muddy . . . an officer got up with a beard, about a month without shaving, and I look at him and the guards that were there by the gate, they
say, “Stop! Who goes there?” and he say, “I’m 2nd Lt. Eisenhower.” And
he [the guard] said, “The hell you are. You stay right there.”
The officer was asked to show his credentials, and as he presented them my father
said he was ready just in case anything unexpected happened:
That was the sleeping quarters and I went with my M-1 [rifle] ready to
shoot . . . if that guy made the wrong movement . . . and then I saw
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General Eisenhower running, coming over there with his sleeping robe
and all that, “He’s my son. He’s my son!” That was 2nd Lt. Eisenhower.

Final Duties and Home
My father would continue his duties after the Battle of the Bulge with the 526th
and its entry into Germany. The 526th AIB’s chronology lists them engaged in TForce or occupational duties. Sometimes that would involve protecting infrastructure,
gathering enemy science and technology information, or preventing looting. A 1945
“Transmittal of Records” form for my father lists his transfer to a “Wiesbaden Detachment.” This corresponds to the 526th’s chronology for May 1945:
Well, we wound up between Frankfurt and Wiesbaden. . . . And by the
way, they put us to guard a field of airplanes. There was a lot of airplanes, German airplanes there. And . . . we went over there looking at
them. Oh, they look like Swiss cheese. They had holes all over the place.
One of them was Bed Check Charlie, the one that they used to send us
to scare us over there.15
This assignment seems to mark the end of my father’s service in Europe. He mentions being prepped for the return home through a “Repo Depot,” or replacement depot,
commonly known as the “Repple Depple.” Of note is his mention of how fast the army
was processing everyone and the fact that none of what he shared with us in our 2001
interview was ever discussed or included on his discharge form or other records. “They
don’t put nothing on my record, what I talk about all this time with you here,” he said.16
Many of the 526th’s AIB duties would remain top secret for many years. In 2001 in
my sister’s living room in San Antonio, we had the honor of hearing it directly from
our father. I would find more stories and details of the 526th Armored Infantry Battalion in the years to come.
My father’s honorable discharge lists him being given the following citations:
American Theater Campaign, EAME Campaign Medal with four Bronze Stars, Good
Conduct Medal, Victory Ribbon, one Service Stripe, and three Overseas Service Bars.
He had served three years, three months, and twenty-three days from 1942 to 1945
in northern France, the Ardennes, the Rhineland, and Central Europe. His total final
pay when leaving the army is listed as $300, probably $100 for each year served. Most
army veterans were given their service pay in increments after their discharge.
Every step on his journey home after the war in 1945 seemed like a dream to my
father. His discharge included a transition to Camp Chesterfield in La Havre, France,
then transportation back across the English Channel. After a few days of R&R (rest and
relaxation) in London, it was time to go home. The trip to the United States included a
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ride back on the Queen Mary. He had been one of the very lucky servicemen who made
the ride on the ship both times across the Atlantic according to his recollection. This
time the trip over was in a straight line and not in the defensive zigzag pattern used in
the first crossing to avoid being hit by German U-boats. His arrival in New York Harbor
was mixed with emotions of happiness, pride, and a reflection on all who had been lost:
So I made it back. And you ought to see when that boat arrive in the
. . . in New York harbor. . . . I never forget that. Water in different colors
shining. . . throwing water in different colors. And from the buildings
they was throwing confetti or whatever they can throw, and you can
hear music and you see signs from one building to another. “Welcome
Home. Well Done.” And I have tears in my eyes because a lot of men
stay behind.17
In 1984 on a family vacation to California we made a visit to see the Queen Mary
docked in Long Beach. We tried to imagine the ship full of young hopeful soldiers,
not sure if they would make the return trip home.
Back in Texas, he was officially discharged on December 5, 1945, at the Separation
Center in Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. From there he made his way to Laredo
to reunite with his mother:
So, I arrive with my mother over there, two, three, four o’clock in the
morning. I embrace her and kiss her and to me, it was a dream. I was
not there. It sound like only spirit was there because my mind stay way
behind. Because I dream and think so much to be home, that when I
was home, it was not real. Next day I told my mommy, I better go get my
prieta [my little dark one] to get married. I don’t even know which way
was Corpus [Christi].18
A month later he went in search of my mother who was still working for the Navy
Department in Corpus Christi. He took off dressed in uniform and hitched a ride:
I stop and the first one that pick me up was a sailor that was getting
back. He had come from overseas and he had been stationed in Corpus
Christi . . . and he gave me a ride all the way to Corpus Christi, to Agnes
Street. And I got out from there and I went up to where 12th Street was
and, by the way . . . there was a theater and the lady was selling the
tickets, she say, “Who are you looking for?” “I’m looking for Trinidad
Medina. She lives with Miss Santos, eh, Santos Alvarez Saenz.” She says,
“She’s my aunt. She lives two blocks away from here. Just over there and
turn over there.” . . . She just went around the corner.
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So I walk to the corner. It was about nine o’clock at night and there
she was coming. I knew her right away. And I still go and kiss that post
every time I have a chance over there at Laredo and 12th Street. Right
on the corner there. I stood right in front of her and I said, “Prieta, mira.
¿No me conoces?” [My little dark one, look at me. Don’t you recognize
me?]” She says, “Hágase a un lado. Yo tengo miedo.” [Move to one side.
I’m afraid]. “Pero mírame. ¿No me conoces?” [But look at me. Don’t you
recognize me?] She told me that I look about seven feet high. Well, I had
my boots on. My uniform and all that. And then, she looked at me. Finally, she recognize me and went over there. I never forget that minute
[moment]. And like I told you, to me it was a dream that [I] was there.19
The emotion in his voice during this story went straight to the back of my throat
and I couldn’t swallow. Tears slowly worked their way down my face as he spoke.
They were married in Laredo in 1946 and returned to Corpus Christi to begin their
lives together. He notes his difficulty being considered for a civil job with the Navy
Department at the Corpus Christi Naval Air Station (NAS) because his citizenship
letter had not reached him:
So, I went over there and I put my discharge [papers] right in front of
them. He say, “We cannot hire you because you’re not an American
citizen.” At that time, the letter hadn’t caught up with me. They don’t
give me a job at the Naval Air Station because I was not an American
citizen.20
After a series of jobs, he was finally accepted for work with the Navy Department:
Oh, and after that I went to. . . [during the] Korean War, I went to work at
the base at the Naval Air Station. Finally they accept me over there, but
before that I went to work for Standard Plumbing Supply . . . American
Standard Corn Products. I fumigate boxcars and then went to work for
the Naval Air Station for about twelve, fifteen years. Finally the Naval
[Air Station] closed and I took off and I didn’t want to go back. Even if
you do good mechanic work, you wound up as a helper all the time. They
don’t give you the best jobs in there.21
At the local employment office, my father learned that the City of Corpus Christi was
in need of people with experience using DDT to help with a rat infestation in the city.
One of his duties by the time he reached Germany in World War II included work with
DDT to help combat a scabies outbreak. He eventually became a licensed exterminator
and in the years that followed he created his own business, Leyva’s Pest Fog.
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Dr. Hector P. Garcia: Moving Forward
I asked my father if he thought things had changed for Latinos since World War II.
He thought they had, especially for those who took the opportunity to get an education like Dr. Hector P. Garcia. In Corpus Christi a month after the war, he sought out
help for a sprained ankle and a doctor refused him care. The doctor said they didn’t
tend to non-service-related injuries. My father’s response was loud enough that another doctor heard him:
So I backed out [of] there raising hell with him and saying all kinds of
words in English and Spanish. And there was a man standing there.
He said, “¿Qué pasó? Ven pa’ca.” [What happened? Come here.] . . . I
said, “Well, I sprained my foot and he doesn’t want to take care of me.
My check or whatever they gonna send me [from the army] here hasn’t
caught up with me yet.” And he said, “Come inside. . . . Take off your
sock.” . . . I said “Sir.” . . . He said, “I’m a doctor. Hector Garcia.” I said,
“Doctor, I have no money.” . . . [Garcia responded] “I have no money
either, but this has to stop. This guy’s supposed to treat everybody, or
send [them] to a doctor. One of these days, we’re gonna get organized.”
So he fixed me up and he gave me, I believe, a dime to catch the bus
back. . . . Later on I found out he was Dr. Garcia and he was out there
trying to help every GI that was mistreated by somebody else.22
When my father started work at the Naval Air Station, workers were told to quit
any political organization they were participating in. He said the workers were told,
“You guys belong to any political organization, you better check out. . . . we want
nobody to speak Spanish here in this base. This is a United States installation and
nobody will speak Spanish here.”23
My father had joined the American GI Forum because of Dr. Garcia but had to stop
when he started work with the navy:
From thereafter, I tried to join the VFW (Veterans of Foreign Wars) and
the American Legion. I went there and do you know what they told me?
That there was no openings. . . . There were no Mexicans there. And
they don’t want no Mexicans [to] come in there.24
He said that one by one more Mexican Americans joined. Over the years enough
barriers were broken allowing for Mexican Americans to take places of leadership in
those organizations, making it easier for later veterans of color.
These veteran organizations must have brought him a considerable amount of satisfaction and camaraderie. In my closing questions of the interview I asked him what
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advice he wanted to offer the next generation. He enthusiastically said new veterans
should join the American Legion and the VFW. And for those not in the military, how
could we help?
Well, to help all you can. Especially what you are doing right now. To
bring us up to date and to let new generations [know] . . . why we are
free. And what it takes to be free. It’s a lot of sweat and tears. But at the
end, you’re 100 percent brown. 100 percent proud that you’re an American. My background is Mexican. I’m 100 percent proud of that. But this
is my country. And viva the USA. This is my final answer.25
By the end of the taping we were all tired and so happy to have documented so
much. Except for a few small breaks to wipe off my father’s perspiration or change
out videotapes, we had forged through about an hour and a half of questions and
answers. At this particular moment it was appropriate that it was Thanksgiving weekend. Everyone was so grateful for what we had accomplished. It would take time, a
lot of it, but I would come to appreciate all we had done in the years to come.

Submission
Getting my father’s oral history interview on camera was done. It was a huge incentive to keep working and move on to the final step of gathering photos and documents
and scan them for submission. Thanks to my father and siblings I ended up with a
good assortment of materials to consider. I spent most of Mother’s Day 2002 at a
Kinko’s with everything I had collected. I can admit it was a very emotional day. At the
same time, I thought of no better way to celebrate my parents. As an additional gift,
I found many of the items I was scanning to be just as enlightening as the previous
steps had been. We had collected my father’s discharge papers, photos of my parents
before and after the war, an article about his enlistment into the army—probably from
the Laredo Morning Times, and even a copy of his US Alien Registration Form he had
filed when joining the army in August 1942. All noncitizens were required to complete
the form as part of the 1940 Alien Registration Act. The act was one of several ways
before the war, including the Selective Service Act, that the country used to register
male citizens and male noncitizens with the intention of becoming American citizens.
On the form my father confirms he was two years old and carried into the country by
his mother and indicates his nationality is Mexican, noting his residence as Company
B 80th Armored Regiment, Ft. Knox, Hardin (County), Kentucky.
Ultimately, the entire process of completing my parent’s interviews captured a specific time of their lives for my family. We could see them as young, hopeful Hispanic
Texans who lived challenging lives during the Depression. They had gone through
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personal tragedies and served in significant roles during the war. We will continue to
learn from their experiences for many years.
At last on May 20, 2002, I submitted to Dr. Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez and the US
Latino & Latina World War II Oral History Project my parent’s preinterview forms,
my father’s raw video, and several scanned files of photos and documents. I had an
incredible sense of relief and personal accomplishment. My father fell ill just a few
months later, and after several weeks in the hospital he passed away on September 25,
2002. We displayed countless photos and played a portion of his interview video at
his funeral service and the reaction to it was incredible. I remember so many friends
and relatives saying how wonderful it was we had captured his stories. Many of them
wanted to know how the interview happened and asked about the project, wishing
they could honor their parents in the same way.

A Very Special Gift
The next milestone came with the project’s Spring 2003 issue of Narratives, a newspaper produced by the oral history project, which included my father’s story right there
on page 4 for everyone to see.26 Journalism student Monica Flores had reviewed his
video—no small feat. Her reporting highlighted the topics he
talked about that Thanksgiving weekend in my sister’s living
room. Everyone could now read about his early life and understand why he had claimed the United States as his country.
They could also see why he and other Hispanics were ready to
defend the country after the attack on Pearl Harbor.
There is no way to fully describe the feeling of seeing his
story in print. It was overwhelming. It had been a remarkable and difficult journey since I had first heard about the
project in my class in 2000. How proud my parents would
have been to see this. How proud my family was. Maybe this
contribution would also encourage other Hispanic veterans to
do the same and share their wartime stories. Sometime after
my father’s story was published in Narratives, the project also
posted the story on their website.27 And that would lead to a
Figure 5. Newspaper
new chapter in our family’s story.
report on Luis Leyva’s
In the spring of 2004, I had been working at a new job for
experience and perforonly a few months when I received an email with my father’s
mance while serving in
name in the subject line. The sender was a friend of a family Europe during World
looking for the family of Luis Leyva. I almost deleted the email War II. Courtesy of the
but decided to forward it to myself at home. One email turned author and the Leyva
into a series of them over the next few days as I discovered that Family.
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I had a half sister from a brief relationship my father had with a woman in Belgium
during the war. My half sister had been searching for our father for a very long time
when a friend of hers and her husband learned about her search. He had an intimate
knowledge of World War II as a member of an association remembering the allies and
soldiers who helped win the freedom in Europe. Her friend also did annual jumps in
Normandy as a parachutist to commemorate D-Day. One day while at an association
event, he saw my sister with a group of families who were all searching for their GI
fathers from the time period around 1944–1945. He joined in immediately to help. He
contacted a friend of his—a veteran officer—and within twenty-four hours received
a response that included an article from the Voces website featuring a picture of the
soldier in question.
The article was Monica Flores’s story about my father’s interview. From there he
was able to find and email me directly at work. On the same day he also emailed Dr.
Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez, the director at the project. By the time I got home, I had
both the email that I had forwarded to myself from work and one from Dr. RivasRodriguez. She had copied me in her response to him saying she was forwarding his
email to me. Thereafter, very gently over many emails, he connected us to our sister,
Yvonne.28 With my father’s passing just two years before, it was a bittersweet and
amazing discovery for both families, especially for Yvonne. “I had been looking for a
long time. Without results!” Yvonne said recently. “Thanks to our friend, I found the
family. Glad, but unfortunately it was too late.”29
I can’t imagine all the struggles Yvonne went through, growing up without knowing
her biological father and trying to answer questions about her own identity. It’s hard
to think of all those years she was searching for her father, our father. It was quite a
surprise of course. For me, it was like reading about characters in a story, but step by
step we confirmed our strong connection, and I accepted this very special gift in my
life. By the time Yvonne found us in 2004 through that first email, I had been through
a series of emotional life events. There was very little time for recovery in between. In
1999, I was divorced. In 2001, my mother passed away after her long illness, and then
my father died in 2002. All of this deep, personal mourning left a big gaping hole at
the center of me. It’s hard to explain, but finding Yvonne, or her finding us, rather, put
a stop to a lot of the sadness. My saying yes was what helped me move forward.
The next several months were spent with our families getting to know each other,
exchanging photos, and expanding our families and circle of friends. By May 2006 I
was finally able to make a visit to Belgium to meet Yvonne, her husband, her adult
son, and their friend who had made it possible for us to find each other. Our first
meeting was the beginning of both of us trying to understand the challenges our
parents faced and the decisions they made. On that trip I brought photos of our father and other family members. One sister sent Yvonne a three-dimensional photo
family tree with pictures of all her new siblings and extended family. I also brought
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copies of the Narratives newspaper with our father’s article as well as copies of the
new book, A Legacy Greater Than Words: Stories of US Latinos and Latinas of the World
War II Generation, by Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez and coeditors Juliana Torres, Lindsay
Fitzpatrick, and Melissa Dipiero-D’Sa.30
While visiting Yvonne for the first time I had a few emotional moments that overtook me. One was when I said that I thought I was there to follow through on what
my father couldn’t do during his lifetime. With saying that out loud, I broke down
crying. Yvonne and her family were so comforting and accepting that they soon had
me composed and cheerful again. Another moment was the quiet realization that our
family dynamic was different now. My older brother wasn’t the oldest sibling anymore, and I wasn’t the oldest daughter. I think for both Yvonne and me, finding each
other brought an incredible amount of healing, because we had lost so much. In a very
special way Yvonne brought my father back to me as I hope we have for her. And yes,
we have questions that we’ll probably never find the answers to, but we continue to
fill in the pieces of our father’s life that we were both missing. This is the true gift.
Yvonne and her family visited us in Texas a couple of years later. She was able to
meet most of her new siblings, their families, and many new friends in Austin, Laredo, and Corpus Christi. This was only the beginning. For all of us, it was the start of
learning about each other and understanding our respective countries and cultures
and the dynamics of being a special family. Happily I’ve been able to visit Yvonne a
few times now and I plan to visit her again sometime in 2018. There are challenges
with speaking and understanding each other’s languages. Before my first trip I took
a conversational French class and drove around for months with language CDs in my
car. Fortunately too, Yvonne’s son is a multilingual businessman in Brussels who took
on a lot of the initial interpreting for us.

Denouement—The Learning Continues
What have I learned since I first began this unique adventure in 2000? I can tell
you this has given my family a number of very special gifts. It’s helped us learn an
incredible amount about our parents’ history. Our parents’ dreams for an education,
better jobs, and an American identity had to be put on hold because of the war, and
then often because of discrimination. It helped me understand the many different
civic organizations they belonged to. It wasn’t just for socializing. They were working
with other Mexican Americans to get out the vote, to feed the hungry, or to provide
educational opportunities for young Hispanic students hoping to go to college. These
are the other things I learned:
• When I was scanning documents to submit with my father’s video,
I discovered a newspaper article. He had supported getting out the
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vote for former Texas senator Carlos Truan. An old folded-up copy of
the November 3, 1973, issue of the Corpus Christi Caller-Times shows
my father at the Truan headquarters celebrating as the returns came
in. The article reported that Truan’s election was as the “1st MexicanAmerican in history to hold the 20th District Seat.”
• Trying to track down more information about my father’s military
service and citizenship, I submitted a request to the National Archives,
where World War II military personnel records are deposited. Tragically, a 1973 fire in St. Louis at the National Personnel Records Center
(NPRC) destroyed millions of World War II military records, including
my father’s documents. Fortunately, our family records include a copy
of my father’s discharge papers, which indicate he was not a citizen by
the time of his discharge in 1945. However, in 2018 while working on
this article for Voces, I had the opportunity to visit again with my sister
Yvonne’s friend, the man who first emailed me when he was helping
her look for my father. He was able to track down a copy of my father’s
official “Petition for Naturalization.” In the petition is typed, “My entry
into the United States was on about December 1920 on the Footbridge.”
It also mentions his entry and service with the army from 1942 to
1945. There it is with my father’s signature, along with that of the US
Naturalization Examiner, dated April 2, 1946. It is amazing to find this
piece of my father’s citizenship journey. The search for more information continues.
• Because of my father’s interview we found our sister, Yvonne. Although
she didn’t get to meet my father, our families are now connected, and
we’ve taken this amazing opportunity to learn more about our parents
and the impact of World War II on their lives. Because of Yvonne, I was
also motivated to take our father’s oral history to another level. With
a friend’s help in Austin, I had his oral history video transcribed and
hired a translator to convert it to French for Yvonne and her family. A
copy of the transcription is now a part of the project’s collection.
• World War II was when my parents were young adults. It’s impossible
to avoid an interest in the era from the music, rationing, women working in defense plants, discrimination, and the contributions of citizen
and noncitizen Hispanics. The project and my parents’ passing reignited all of this for me. I’ve read at least three of historian Stephen E.
Ambrose’s books, including the celebrated Band of Brothers: E Company,
506th Regiment, 101st Airborne from Normandy to Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest.31
More enlightening was Ambrose’s Citizen Soldiers: The US Army from
the Normandy Beaches to the Bulge to the Surrender of Germany because
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Figure 6. Top of Luis Leyva’s petition for naturalization. Courtesy
of the author and the Leyva Family.

it focuses on the everyday soldier.32 My father’s rank throughout the
war was a private. What was interesting for me was Ambrose’s thought
that German tanks were superior in design and more powerful, but US
tanks were easier to repair by the everyday solider and put back into
operation quickly. Earlier I had mentioned recollections of my father’s
stories about digging foxholes, repairing tanks, and eating K rations.
Ambrose touches on all of this and from many different perspectives. “It is about the G.I.’s, the junior officers and enlisted men of
ETO (European Theater Operation)—who they were, how they fought,
why they fought, what they endured, how they triumphed,” he says
in his introduction.33 Ambrose was the founder of the National D-Day
Museum in New Orleans, now the National World War II Museum,
which my husband and I visited in 2014. After going through the many
incredible exhibits, guess what I found in the museum store? It was
copies of Dr. Rivas-Rodriguez’s A Legacy Greater Than Words: Stories of
US Latinos and Latinas of the World War II Generation. What a wonderful
and emotional surprise. I was so proud of the project and Voces and all
the veterans whose stories were being shared with everyone.
• In the years since the interviews I found the 526th Armored Infantry
Battalion Association and joined as the child of one of their veteran
members. Through the Pekan Newsletter, I found an infinite amount of
information about the battalion’s three companies, their training with
the canal defense lights, special forces and duties, contributions to the
Battle of the Bulge, and their chronology from activation through deactivation. In the newsletter I read personal stories from the veterans
themselves, their families, as well as in-depth research about the 526th
AIB from historians, including George L. Wendt and Tom Hanchett.34
The association continued until 2015, when it officially closed with the
loss of so many of our 526th veterans.
I was fortunate to have participated as a volunteer for Voces because it painted a
clearer picture of the paths that my parents and their generation had paved. Even
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if they had to continue the
fight for their own freedoms
at home, the opportunity
would not have been there
without preserving it for humanity first. Their story also
gave me a glimpse at how
their lives were affected by
war and discrimination, and
how much the human spirit
can make a difference in a
person’s life. This experience
also meant taking a closer
look at family documents
and photos, discovering
past joys and old wounds,
and asking hard questions.
The 1973 fire that destroyed
my father’s records, along
with those of millions of
other World War II veterans,
made me more grateful than
ever for the Voces program.
When the National Archives
indicated there were no records of his service, I had an
Figure 7. Mary Alice Carnes poses with a copy of A Legacy
immediate moment of sadGreater Than Words at the National World War II Museum
(formerly the National D-Day Museum) in New Orleans,
ness and then a sudden reDecember 2014. Courtesy of the author and the Leyva Family. alization. Except for the copy
of my father’s discharge papers I submitted with my request, they didn’t have any of his service records, whereas Voces and the University of Texas had copies of everything we had submitted with
my father’s oral history. Everything we had accomplished for the interview was even
more important than I could have imagined.
If you’ve done an oral history of a Hispanic veteran, especially a family member, I
encourage you to revisit it. Consider contacting the National Archives to see if they
have the veteran’s materials, and if not, share some of yours with them. You can also
do research about the veteran’s branch of the service and share information with any
existing associations that support them. And as my father suggested, if you’re a war
veteran consider joining the VFW or American Legion and other veteran groups who
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have seen their memberships shrink over recent years. They could use your energy
and support and your stories. As my father found out, there is strength in numbers.
In 2002, when I submitted my father’s video and materials to Dr. Maggie RivasRodriguez, project director, I said: “The project was suggested to me by my professor
Dr. Joanne Sanchez at St. Edward’s University. I am forever indebted to her for sending me on this incredible journey. It’s been a pilgrimage of joy and tears, discovery
and pride, and ultimately a reflection of my own cultural heritage.” This is still true
today because the journey, and the learning, continues.
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