Robert Gonzalez: Today is March 25th, 1995 and I am interviewing Mr. Al Alva at his
home in Redlands. Mr. Alva, could you tell me your full name and date of birth?
Al Alva: Okay. My given name is Isabel, I-S-A-B-E-L, middle initial N, last name
Alva, A-L-V-A. My date of birth is July 8th, 1933.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me a bit about your family, your mother and father's side, and
your mother's maiden name.
Al Alva: Okay. Let me start with my mother's maiden name before I begin. My
mother's name is Aurelia Nabor, N-A-B-O-R. And my father's name is Jesus, Silva Alva, De Alva.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me a bit about your parents.
Al Alva: Okay. My father came from Aguas Calientes, Mexico in the turn of the
century, at fourteen years old.
Robert Gonzalez: And your mother?
Al Alva: My mother was born in San Bernardino. Her parents also came from
Mexico but she was born here.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me a bit about your grandparents on either side.
Al Alva: Okay, as far as I can recollect, both my grandmother and my
grandfather came from Mexico by way of Juarez, Mexico. For a short period of time they lived in El Paso before my grandfather got an opportunity to work for the railroad, Santa Fe railroad here in San Bernardino, and that's what brought my grandparents to the valley of San Bernardino, again, at the turn of the century.
On my father's side, he came from Aguas Calientes according to his sayings to me. He was raised by his grandmother. And his grandmother was concerned that he would not serve with the Revolutionary people at the time that was going on in Mexico, so she sent him to the United States and he came by way of Laredo, Texas into this area.
Robert Gonzalez: What did your father do when he arrived in the area?
Al Alva: Well my father was a laborer and became associated with the citrus
industry at the time.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me about your earliest memories of Redlands.
Al Alva: Well, my recollection of Redlands was a place that was identified as a
citrus industry community. And the work was, in the Latino community at the time, was that Redlands was a place that really did not reflect the needs of the Latino community at the time. Because the majority were associated with the citrus industry and most of the Latino community was involved in some manner or another in the citrus industry. But they never did own any citrus themselves, so I guess you would identify them as workers in the menial field at the time.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me about your childhood, mostly school and some of the things...
Al Alva: Okay. I was raised and educated in the west end of San Bernardino
that's now identified as the Mt. Vernon area. That was the west side, West of Highway what was it, 310? 310. Which was identified as a barrio. I was raised and educated there. The school was Ramona Elementary, now known as Casa Ramona. At the time it was a segregated school for Latinos only and then from there I went to junior high, called Alessandro Junior High, which consisted of the same children that were graduating from Ramona, all they had to do was walk one block and Alessandro Junior High was there. And of course, again, it was segregated.
Robert Gonzalez: When did you first come to Redlands?
Al Alva: I came to Redlands in the sixties, early sixties.
Robert Gonzalez: Now you said that your father worked in the citrus industry?
Al Alva: Yes.
Robert Gonzalez: What did he do?
Al Alva: Okay. He initially started picking oranges of course, in the Fontana-Rialto-Redlands areas and from there he kind of worked his way up to field foreman. So he spent about thirty-five years in the industry itself.
Robert Gonzalez: Did you work with your father when you were young, when you were
a boy?
Al Alva: Kind of late in the teens. I was the youngest of three boys, and of course
being the youngest of three boys in a latino family, the last one is kind of left behind a little bit, versus the oldest one. But all three of us saw times when during the summer, we went to work with my dad until we were old enough to break away from that.
Robert Gonzalez: And about how old were you when you stopped picking and what did
you do after that?
Al Alva: Well let me recall, the picking was around, if I recall correctly, they were in my high school years.
Robert Gonzalez: That would have been about the mid-forties?
Al Alva: Somewhere in there, yeah.
Robert Gonzalez: Even later than that, they were...
Al Alva: Well it was closer to the fifties.
Robert Gonzalez: The fifties?
Al Alva: Uh-huh. It was summer work because at the time, well everything for
the Latino, available for the summer work was citrus or labor work. There was nothing else that was available for them at the time.
Robert Gonzalez: What kinds of labor were available after World War Two?
Al Alva: Well as far as the Latino community, there was the Santa Fe, of course.
The Latinos that made it anywhere, quote, then was Santa Fe. That was thing, if a Latino made it to the Santa Fe, you had something, okay? And if you didn't make it to Santa Fe, citrus was the next thing, and that was picking fruit.
Robert Gonzalez: What about factory work after the War and during the War, there were
a few industries that came up in the area, mainly Kaiser?
Al Alva: Well Kaiser at the time was the next competition to working at the Santa Fe, okay? But it was Santa Fe first and Kaiser by virtue, after the Second World War. It kind of flourished and the Latinos were going in there.
Robert Gonzalez: Now the work for both Kaiser and Santa Fe, was that primarily unskilled labor or did they have any skilled labor in the Latino workforce at either of these?
Al Alva: If there was any it was very, very minimal, okay? It was mostly labor,
unskilled. And of course don't let me forget, there was also the cement industry in Colton, which a lot of Latinos were in that area as well.
Robert Gonzalez: So after you left the groves, what other kinds of work did you do after
that?
Al Alva: Well at the time I happened to take a test at San Bernardino High
School, which was the only high school in the area. For a job, I took a written test there that people in the senior class would take. And I had the capacity, I didn't know what I was taking the test for, but in any case, I took it and I won the work at Norton Air Force Base.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me about Norton.
Al Alva: Well Norton was of course my first organized experience as far as
working is concerned. It was a feeling of wanting to better myself and I felt that it was better than the fields, it was better than Santa Fe and Kaiser, because what I saw there was menial work and I, myself could not identify with menial work, even after going to work with my dad during the summer. I went because I had to, not because I wanted to. So Norton became kind of an open door for me at the time.
Robert Gonzalez: What did you do at Norton?
Al Alva: Well I wound up, my first job was as a clerk. I had no idea what a clerk
did, okay, but it was a job that had to potential to other things. Unfortunately the Korean War was hot and heavy at the time, that’s why Norton was hiring quite a bit. And I happened to be the type of person that I wanted to do something, so I volunteered in the Air Force. So I spent four years with the Air Force, from Norton. And I served my tour in Korea.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me a little bit about that, what did you do and where did you go in Korea?
Al Alva: Well, of course during the Korean War I was assigned to a group in what's now called Air and Sea Rescue. It was mostly a helicopter, weather situations that we had to encounter. At that age I guess you don't realize the dangers that go along with serving in the Service. Compared to what I, the way I can see it now, it was crazy. But nonetheless, I saw combat for about eighteen, twenty-four months.
Robert Gonzalez: Now that was the first war that Blacks weren't segregated, correct?
Al Alva: Well it was the beginning, okay?
Robert Gonzalez: How were the Latino soldiers treated within the Service? Was it
different than what you were normally used to? How was it different?
Al Alva: Well the difference that I saw at the time, of course at that age, was that
at least it was some type of opportunity. Because I can't lie, I had the opportunity to go up in rank. But there was a lot of dissension between the White soldier and the Black soldier. The Latino kind of was looked more as identifying with the White than the Black, but the integration was taking place. I saw, I had the opportunity to experience some bad clashes between White and Black.
Robert Gonzalez: Really? •
Al Alva: Oh, yes. Even in combat.
Robert Gonzalez: But that didn't spill over to the Latinos at all?
Al Alva: Not in my experience, no.
Robert Gonzalez: Okay. So you came back to San Bernardino, this area, after the war?
Al Alva: Well, from Korea of course, I had to finish my tour of duty so I spent
the rest of my time in New Mexico.— Air Force Base and from there I
came back home. Because in the meantime I married a local girl from San Bernardino, so I wound up back.
Robert Gonzalez: Okay. So what happened after that? You're out of the Air Force, what
year are you out of the Air Force?
Al Alva: '57, '58, somewhere in there.
Robert Gonzalez: Where did you go from there?
Al Alva: Well I came back to San Bernardino and of course unknown to me, with my experiences being in a segregated school during my earlier years and being exposed to some of the clashes between Black and White in the military service sort of grew in me. But of course I needed to come back to some type of stability in my life, so I came back to Norton. So I worked at Norton for a period of time.
During that period of time I was attending Valley College, night classes under the G.I. Bill. And as I progressed through Valley College and I got more involved in the academic world, so to speak, I became dissatisfied with the clerk work because I gained the understanding that I had more to offer than being a clerk. I could not perceive myself being a clerk for the rest of my life, for the rest of my career.
But at the time I found that the federal government Civil Service had their barriers against minorities. I ran into quite a few barriers. And this would lead me to where I'm at today, without knowing. I constantly ran into obstacles called tests, written tests, that were to me, I reflect back on them, I wasn't aware of them in the immediate time, was that they were culturally biased, okay? Some were racist in a sense. So even with that I was able to pass some of them. The majority, I would say.
However, the next layer of barriers over testing I kept running into and that was, 'You didn't score high enough'. Well I kept asking, "Well how high are you supposed to be?" Well then I learned a new word, 'depending on the curve'. I had no idea what the curve was, but in time I did. So I kept retaking it. And of course the answers were, "You weren't high enough." "Or the curve didn't pick up the right mode" or whatever. But I kept insisting, okay? Until I ran into this young man Harry. And he was a white gentleman, okay? Because I used to spend most of my lunch time in the Personnel Office at Norton, okay? And one day I guess he noticed that I was there every day, eating my lunch right there and asking questions. He pulled me to the side and he says, "You know you've been here for quite some time, and I noticed you spend quite a bit of time."
So basically I told him why I was there. So he said, "You know what? Sometimes it's best that you go out of Service and come back from the outside in. Because there's less barriers that you can run into," he said. He didn't tell me why the barriers were there but I had an idea.
So in the meantime the 1960's came into being, because I'm talking of a given length of time. The sixties came into being and there was a program that came out of the anti-poverty program, okay. And I somehow or another tied into, because I have always been involved in the community, I turned into an official that was put in what was called the Dependency Prevention Commission. At the time, I had no idea what it was until I got involved. And that was the first of the anti¬ poverty programs.
So I took the advice of the gentleman that counseled me a Norton. So what I did, I managed to get a leave of absence from Norton because I had a commitment by an official at the Dependency Commission. I guess they saw potential there or something, to work for them. And I hated to leave, maybe this is a cultural thing that we have, security behind, so I took a leave of absence with the help of the people that I was involved with, okay?
Because up to that point I didn't even know there was a leave of absence, but I managed to get one. So I went with the Dependency Prevention Commission. After a year then I sent in my resignation. So I broke away from Norton. And that's how my career, and then I continued to pursue my college education from Valley College to the University of California, Riverside, still at night because I had a family to support. And I continued with the Dependency Prevention Commission up to the early 70's.
Robert Gonzalez: Now what kind of work were you doing with the commission?
Al Alva: Well I started out as what was called an Advisor to the Neighborhood
Youth Corps. I don't know if you're familiar with it but there were two parts to the Neighborhood Youth Corps. It was a sixteen week crash course for youth, I believe it was 15 to 18, to gain work experience. During that process they were given a stipend to encourage them, to motivate them to go to work.
So I was a Field Advisor, I started out that way. Within a period of two years I was directing the program, okay? Handling a five and half million dollar budget for the County of San Bernardino. That was the portion that the commission had. The school boards, school system had the Neighborhood Youth Corps for those attending full-time high school. That's why I say it was a two part. So I spent about five, maybe six years with the Neighborhood Youth Corps.
Robert Gonzalez: Now you said you moved to Redlands when?
Al Alva: Around 1964, '65. It was during that period that I came to Redlands.
Robert Gonzalez: Okay. What prompted the move to Redlands?
Al Alva: Well, when I got back from the Service and I was attending Valley College, I wanted, we were in the process of our first child being born and I could see no improvements in the school system, okay? Leaving the barrio and traveling with the Air Force, I saw the other side of things, the way they could be, what should be done. And with that feeling I came back, okay? And my wife was working at Norton at the time but nonetheless, my first daughter was about ready to be born. And she was born in the barrio of San Bernardino on Ramona Street, right next to Casa Ramona.
And I couldn't see any betterment. The school district was involved on rhetoric, I call it, okay? 'We are going to integrate', 'We are going to do this'. You see nothing happening at the local level. So my sister-in-law, my wife's sister, had married someone from here, okay? And she encouraged us, 'Well why don't you just move over here because here we have schools that are a little bit more open', okay? Of course not much different, but a little bit more open. And I had the opportunity to move out of the San Bernardino barrio and I moved over here, in fact this same place and I've been here since.
Robert Gonzalez: So that's what, thirty, it's over thirty-one years you've been here?
Al Alva: Yes.
Robert Gonzalez: About thirty-one years? Okay. What did you find, well okay, this is a
two part question. Coming from San Bernardino, what was your impression of Redlands, and then what did you find when you moved here?
Al Alva: Okay. My impression at that level was that the Hispanics living-here,
that I became acquainted with were I felt, were a little bit more should I call it, more advanced with trying to cope with the local community problems than San Bernardino. San Bernardino was nothing but rhetoric, and you would not see things happening, okay? I felt that the activity of Redlands, especially within the community was closer to doing something about their community as a group. So that impressed me.
The school district impressed me. It was not as segregated as San Bernardino, because don't forget, what I'm referring to was one grammar school and one junior high in the vast number of Hispanic community. It was Casa Ramona and Alessandro Junior High. That was a heavy concentration. The rest of the community was scattered on the east side of San Bernardino in smaller numbers. But the biggest bulk was where I was educated. Comparing that to what I saw here, what drawed me to this was it was more open, okay? So I finally obtained this property from a man called Tommy Martinez. He had a little neighborhood store, market. I forget the street.
Robert Gonzalez: It was on Brockton and Lawton, I think.
Al Alva: Yeah. And he brought me and I saw this lot and he encouraged me to
buy it because he felt that, and he was proud of the community we have here. So that's how I wound up here. Once I arrived I got involved in the community and then I saw in our Latino community that we were divided. Divided three ways, if you will. Those that have, those that think they have, and those that don't have. And that's reflecting more in those three categories.
I started looking around and the biggest population of our Latino community was the group that felt they had, okay? Otherwise known, I guess, in today's social standards as middle class. In that middle class was the heaviest movement in this community. And I saw something in there that San Bernardino didn't have.
And in that middle group I saw the fact that many Latinos, if you will, I use that word to identify every group and sub-group in between, that the middle class group felt that they were not discriminated. Because they kept repeating to me, "When Lincoln was the school that was several years back..
I got involved in the Lincoln School situation when I first arrived here. I served a period of time with the school district, they formed a committee to look into segregation with schools and we found that Lincoln was the heaviest one. In serving with the Lincoln School area through the school board, we managed to kind of disband Lincoln, if you will. Because the way the boundaries were designed by the school board, there was no option to keep Lincoln intact.
Robert Gonzalez: Why?
Al Alva: Well, because again, we had three groups within the Latino
community that couldn't get together at the time. I was under pressure and I remember one quote, one of my own colleagues said, I won't go into names, right in the committee, right in the school board said that, "If Lincoln remained open and remained untouched, the way it was, we would be idiots maintaining idiots."
With that quote I knew that Lincoln had to go. Because it was the heaviest population of town, that's why, for Lincoln to remain the same. And if our own people thought that way, I was thinking twenty, thirty years ahead, that if we didn't do it then, we'd never do it. And you have to break away sooner. If s gonna hurt, people are gonna bleed emotionally, I'm not speaking physically, I'm speaking emotionally, ifs gonna take a while.
But a lot had to depend with those serving on the school board because at that time there were no Latinos in the school board. So we were being directed by an all-White, upper middle-class and middle-class White and the emotions were very high in the Latino community over here over Lincoln School and there still is.
Robert Gonzalez: Yeah, there is.
Al Alva: Very strong. But I see the results now in the youth coming back. They
look, at least to me, this is my own personal opinion, is that they feel more advanced than what I've projected that Lincoln was gonna maintain. Because Lincoln needed a lot to be desired both in the academic area and the environment which they were raised. I felt that if we didn't unlock that area it would never be unlocked. It would take years before it came through again.
Robert Gonzalez: I know that there were a variety of issues behind Lincoln closing.
Al Alva: Oh yes, yes.
Robert Gonzalez: And there were concerns over the poor staffing, there were concerns
because integration, but was there any attempt made on the part of the district to balance it out by moving kids from other parts of the city to Lincoln as well as moving, as well as moving Lincoln students out into the community?
Al Alva: Yes. There was talk, nothing with any substance to it, but there was
talk. The talk brought out the white parents in the upper-middle class, shall I say their prejudice and their biases. Because quoting them now, on some allegations that were made. Don't forget, I was sitting in the committee. One said, "I do not my child to be associated with them." They used the word 'them' a lot, or 'the/. And they were addressing the fact that they were looking at the Lincoln area citizens as a lower class society and there was much discussion on it. And there were some very right-wing philosophies involved there from this community.
That's another thing I learned about Redlands once I moved in here. Being more exposed to the community than I was in San Bernardino, there was and there's a lot of, and it still exists...they have gone underground now, but they come up every so often by virtue of the publication in newspapers, their comments that our educational system then needed a lot to be desired.
Emotionally, as far as a student is concerned, you give a student things they like and you take them away, what are you gonna get? And that’s what we had because the Latino community was given things to make them happy, to make ‘those’ people happy. So all of a sudden they saw a committee called the Desegregation Committee that was saying, “You have to give it up for better things.” And they couldn’t see the better things, because they had no idea that they better things would come around.
They weren’t used to the word ‘grants’, if you will, they weren’t used to saying ‘your child has a better chance of going to college’. It’s frightening because I went through that experience when I started Valley, and I had already been in the Service. And I have an insight as to, you no longer have a cluster of people, you tend to disband the cluster both socially, economically, and otherwise.
You’re gonna have to share your child with someone in the professional ranks in the white community that’s used to going to Hawaii for vacation and you can’t afford to compare that with a child. That’s a frightening experience and I can understand that. But at the same time, the cycle had to be broken. And that’s where the controversy lay.
Robert Gonzalez: You got here in ‘64. I’ve been trying to get people’s impressions on what the freeway coming through that area did.
Al Alva: Okay. Let me take a break for a minute.
Al Alva: Let me back-talk to you before we take the freeway…Community Action Committee under the Dependency Prevention Commission. I was the first chairperson on that committee, unknown to me. I happened to see an article in the newspaper and I happened to attend the meeting and before I knew it I was the chairperson.
At the time there was two programs that they needed some type of community input, some type of consensus form the community. One was the Teen Challenge, I don’t know if that name seems familiar to you.
Robert Gonzalez: It sounds familiar, I’m familiar with it.
Al Alva: Okay. It was in other words, it was a recreation facility for young people that were in their teens. Because at the time the YMCA was too far down the south side and the other recreation facilities were not available to the Latino communities without some type of clash. There were of course, there were the few that had no problem. But the program was not to address those few, but rather the bulk of the Latino community, so that’s what they called that program.
The other was Head Start, you’re probably familiar with the Head Start. But it was the part of the Head Start that would be run by the community for the community, not, because the school district had their own, and they were separate organizations.
So, unknown to me that there were certain ultra right-wing groups here in this community that deal with these types of issues, that have a tendency to go in there, squash them and dismantle them before people get organized.
So I remember my first meeting and it was in the school board, the school board room. And, I forget the date, and I was very pleased because I had a full room, standing room only. But as I studied the group a little bit more I found the numbers in the group were very few Latinos, the biggest part were White Anglo-Saxon.
So the minutes of the meeting are somewhere in records somewhere, we started to talk about and bring in before the group the Head Start. And lo and behold they attempted to take over, that is the right-wing group. And I won’t name names because some of those people still are in this community.
I finally had one of my friends to make a motion to accept the Head Start, and quickly, by using my best experience with the rules of order, he made the motion. And there was another lady that I’m sure you know, seconded it and I didn’t call for anything else, it was passed. And right behind it they called for an adjournment and we left the right-wing waiting. We just got up and left.
But some of the discussions, some of the allegations were, quote “We take care of our own, we don’t want to fight with anyone in here, but we take care of our own where it’s not to be found.”
So this is how Head Start started. Then twenty years they’ve gotten consolidated they’ve moved the school and they community together. But that was another battle that was quite rampant. But that was my first encounter with the Redlands power structure, if you will.
Now going to this highway division, it always has been has been seen with contention. Part of the philosophy that and the mentality that was put into that was that initially, the freeway was not going to go where it’s at now, previously. It was to replace the old Highway 99 which is otherwise known as Redlands Boulevard now. The freeway was to go south of the boulevard but through political gerrymandering and back¬ room politics they brought it north of Redlands Boulevard as a barrier. And if you notice, north of the Boulevard is most of your industrial areas. It's a catchment area. That was the thinking at the time. "We don't want 'them' over here, because they steal, they murder, they rape and other things."
And you still hear that in the newspaper every so often, the 'north end', and you still hear people address this area as the 'north end'. And the freeway has always maintained that. You go to the Planning Commission still today. You might have heard about the planning of a mall over here towards it, okay?
Robert Gonzalez: At Tennessee Street.
Al Alva: Right. They don't want it downtown or south of the freeway. The high
school, you probably know, they call it East Valley High School. It's another division that's gonna take place. Not only will we have north, we have east now. That's gonna splinter the problem more. The freeway has always been a divider in a community. You go to every community they have a freeway, and it comes down to a 'them' and 'us' type situation. And this is why the freeway is going to continue to divide us in more ways than one, economically and politically because they have taken all the power from the north and they're maintaining control in the south.
Robert Gonzalez: Getting onto that, now you said that the people, as far as Lincoln
School, the Hispanics were divided into about three general categories. Is this the same reason why there was and still is no effective political organization among the large percentage of Latinos that live in Redlands now?
Al Alva: Right. We do not trust one another because of the three categories I
initially stated. Those that have, those that think they have and those that don't have. Unless we work those things out and bring them together and come out with one united thing we will possibly have a 'muscle' or political clout. Right now it's individual clout and when it comes down to pushing and shove one individual can not do it, it’s impossible.
Robert Gonzalez: Although for the last twenty years it's been fairly non-existent in terms
of solid political organization among whatever you want to call them, north side residents, whatever you want to call them. But in the late sixties and early seventies there were a few attempts at organization. You were involved with the Sunday Concern Group?
Al Alva: Yeah, the Menudo Group.
Robert Gonzalez: The Menudo Group, tell me a little bit about it.
Al Alva: You've seen where it initially started.
Robert Gonzalez: Really?
Al Alva: Yeah, one day I was back home back there and I have two daughters,
both have been educated here, and I was reading the same old news in the local newspaper, this and that and who's fault and who's not at fault, blah, blah, blah, and I kept seeing that one or maybe two Hispanic names were mentioned which are quote 'traditional old-time families'. And I was interested the local group, so I made some calls to some of the people that I knew that were interested, and I invited them for menudo. A kind of a round-table discussion, so to speak.
From that discussion I got some verbal commitments for some people, to invite other people there. My purpose at the time was to gain some type of uniformity in an organized manner by all segments of our Latino community so that we could start talking some kind of common ground. We don't have to agree on everything but if we can work on a common ground, power would come not too far behind. So I managed to do that.
Then we got too large, some days we would move over to the American Legion, and then it got too large there, then we moved over to the school board room. That was the last place that we met. But we met for three or four years. And we were moving, we were moving, until some people felt that we were moving ourselves from the community. Because then we were talking to dty hall, we were having meetings with the police department, Edison Company. We were getting more into affirmative action at the time.
And of course we were having meetings with the school board that was on issues beyond Lincoln. Because at that time Lincoln was already being changed over. And we had issues on bussing, we had issues of how our kids were being accepted in south side schools, some of the
prejudice, some of the problems that go along with integration. So we were moving.
But some felt that we needed to deal with the issue of the young people, with the police department. Police brutality, school expulsions, teachers that...parents felt that teachers were racist. So the emphasis of the group started to be an advocate, if you will, rather than a political group. And then it kind of started disbanding the group, okay? Because mothers would come and raise all kinds of heck with the committee, again, the expectations of a group, they wanted immediate satisfaction. They wanted us to go picket here and picket there, and the purpose of the group was not to be an advocate but a working group to deal with major problems.
Robert Gonzalez: Long-term concerns.
Al Alva: Right, right. And people were coming in, "I want you to represent me
because my son was stopped and given a ticket for nothing," blah blah blah, but those types are so nominal we can't deal with all the details. We have to deal with the big problems, the big picture. And that's how, in the process, I was also chair along with my wife, it was called the Redlands Educational Advancement League. That group was strictly set up to deal with the desegregation problems within the school system.
Robert Gonzalez: For example, what are some of the things that you...
Al Alva: Well I just mentioned some of them. School teachers' behavior, if you will. Treatment of young people being bussed to other schools, there were a multitude of problems. Also we were trying to deal with scholarships at the high school because we found through statistics that our kids were not receiving the share of scholarships that they should have received.
That educators were not, they could not identify to the educators. We were having difficulty with the school district then that they were giving us that, “Well we recruit, but there’s no Hispanic teachers.” And that was not the case, the case was just the opposite. So we were dealing with that. And then came the Race Relations Office with the school district, I don’t know if you ran across that.
Robert Gonzalez: No I haven’t.
Al Alva: We wanted that office to be an office where the person would be responsible to the Superintendent of Schools directly.
Robert Gonzalez: And you wanted that office, now did you want that office to, how was…?
Al Alva: Well we wanted to neutralize that office to where whoever occupied it would be an ombudsman for the community education. But the political reality was that we were not strong enough to get it across. Because we had divisions within the group as well because some of the Latinos felt, ‘Well I don’t go through what you’re talking about, I knew Mrs. So-and-So and she was outstanding,’ and we got hung up on individualism as far as the impact of what was going on and we were not able to convince the school board at the time because of course we didn’t have any Latinos in the school board that we could count on to lobby for us at the time. So the school board wound up establishing, what they established was an educator. My comment at the time was, "How can you police yourself?" An educator will not turn over his own peers no matter how liberal that educator is, because he knows where his bread comes from.
Robert Gonzalez: I'm not familiar with what it was then, but in my experience with
Redlands schools I was never educated by any Mexican, let alone Latino teachers up through and as a substitute in the district here, I never met any other Mexican or Latino teachers, and this is recently. So I am assuming that this is still an ongoing situation but it hasn't been addressed for many years.
Al Alva: For many years, since the Menudo Group and since the Redlands
Educational Advancement League, okay.
Robert Gonzalez: So the community at large has been so divided that it can't mobilize for
anything effectively.
Al Alva: No, and I don't foresee it in the very near future. My only hopes are
young people like yourself that are more advanced academically, let me put it that way, of course I don't want to insult anybody but academically, the young people are more prepared to deal with it. Because it's necessary if we just manage to be.
On the other hand is that many Latinos are not aware that we have a very crucial crisis going through the Latino community right now that will take away from the youth that I'm speaking about. And they say, "Our youth are killing one another." They are tomorrow's leaders and the Latino community is not addressing it, they are blaming the schools, they are blaming the police department. Well those accusations have been going on for the last two hundred years. I would think by now, the only way, the solutions would be to get Latino educators in high positions. I'm not speaking of in the classroom, I'm speaking running the school district. Assistant Superintendent, Superintendent, et cetera, et cetera, so on down the hierarchy. I'm speaking police chiefs, detectives, I'm not speaking of the rookie or whenever we used to put pressure on the police department they would sent another Latino. Public relations.
Robert Gonzalez: Instead of finding solutions.
Al Alva: That's only a temporary band-aid. We have to have our young people,
and we have like I say, very highly educated Latinos now that we have to bring back home, because the tendency is not only Redlands but every community that is Latino, young people get credentials and they find other opportunities, okay. Of course that's affirmative action as well, so we have to work both ways on that. But there is an urgent crisis in the community and unfortunately we're not addressing it.
Robert Gonzalez: Let's go back to some of the work and the activism in the late sixties
and early seventies. Now you're talking about that the Menudo Group was formed as more of an advisory group rather than an advocacy group.
Al Alva: A concern group.
Robert Gonzalez: You took on as you said, more larger scope issues. But what were some
of, you had mentioned police brutality as being one of the smaller issues, one of the local issues. Did you find that people on the grass¬ roots level were more concerned with that, that was their immediate need rather than a more long-term...
Al Alva: They don't think long-term. The person that's a non-invoived person,
okay? A mom and dad or someone that's raising a family, they deal with immediate needs by virtue of the economic situation that we have in the Latino community. Its too far for them to think long-range effects, and we were trying to deal with long-range and they were talking about immediate. And there was not enough of us to deal with immediate.
Robert Gonzalez: What were some issues or some situations that your group did have an
impact on, what were some of your key battles?
Al Alva: Okay, Edison Company. Affirmative action. We, along with our
meetings we used to study the legislation that was coming, that was being put together and a lot of it was affirmative action-oriented. So we were addressing those concerns. Edison was one of the first companies that we started looking at since they, you know those are career-oriented positions that we're talking about, and we started working with them very closely. And they became very receptive. The other was the high school counselor issue.
Robert Gonzalez: Which was?
Al Alva: Which was that at the time we were told that counselors needed
certain credentials, certain classes to become a counselor, and we were dealing with that issue as well. But that was more distant, long-range than the Edison issue.
Robert Gonzalez: Were you looking for the school to attempt to recruit someone or was
it just simply discussing the issue and trying to bring it out in the open, or were you not at the point where you could even make any kind of an...
Al Alva: Well at the time we were trying to attack in two fronts. One front is
that we wanted to be part of the recruitment process. The other was that we had teachers, we had teachers that were not moving at all, they were still in the classroom and we were trying to say, "Why bring someone from the outside when you already have someone in the system?"
Then of course we had the underlying problem that those existing teachers in the system had been in the school district for a while and they were somewhat intimidated, if you will. They had a secure tenure, if you will. And the community was saying, "Move up. We need you to move up." And they were not prepared.
They were not prepared because when they came to the school district they came to the school district to fulfill a traditional slot They were good people, don't get me wrong, but they were not ready for the accountability, responsibility their community was looking for, let me put it that way, that would be a nicer way of putting it.
Robert Gonzalez: Tell me about some of the people that were involved in the Menudo
group and some of the other people that were trying to work for a little more community involvement.
Al Alva: Well at the time we have, hopefully he'll give his consent for me to
use his name, Auggie Medina for one. Joe Gonzales would be another. Armando Lopez, of course Armando Lopez was an educator already that was kind of enlightening us on the inside of education, the expectations and what not. Auggie was from more or less from the point of view of political, okay? He was heavily involved.
Robert Gonzalez: Anybody else?
Al Alva: Well off of the top of my head thats...
Robert Gonzalez: I've actually spoken to Mr. Gonzales and Mr. Lopez for this project,
talked to them a little bit
Al Alva: Auggie was very heavily involved.
Robert Gonzalez: I still have not been able to get a hold of him.
Al Alva: He dropped out completely. I don't know whether he got burned out
he was a very, very interesting man.
Robert Gonzalez: Now this is an issue that's been in contention for a while but what are
your thoughts on the ward system and the attempt to divide Redlands up into political districts?
Al Alva: I don't think we're ready for it. That's not to say we don't need it. The
reason I say we're not ready for it is because we still have to find ourselves, what is it that we want? And until those three categories that I mentioned, and I'll repeat it, those that have, those that think they have and those that don't have, until they can get together in a common ground, then we might see it. And the reason I say that is you still see it in the turnout in voting.
I have actually gotten out there and knocked on doors. Would you believe I get cussed out? I don't believe it the amount of people lying to me, 'Oh we already went, leave us alone!' That's why I say we're not ready. But we're ready to take on the police department and things like that because they're more exciting, they hit home, they're immediate.
Robert Gonzalez: Right.
Al Alva: So the sleeping giant theory that it's gonna wake up, I don't think so.
Robert Gonzalez: Now there have been probably three or four council members, either
northsiders or specifically, Mexican council members, MexicanAmerican, whatever you want to call them in this town. Let me think who, Oddie Martinez, Norman Martinez, there was someone else in there, and then of course our current councilman from the north side, Gil. Do you think that these people during their tenures have had any effect or has it just been pretty much business as usual?
Al Alva: Well they had as far as impact, they had what is called 'community
relations' impact but it doesn't create changes. It's someone that you can identify and talk to and reiterate your problems. And they will give you some type of reasonable answer. When you had the Martinez brothers of course, they were from the Old School, pre-Second World War.
This last one, I see a lot of mistakes that he's making, but he's doing something, he's not the community relations type. He's a doer. You see? And what happens, our own people pull the rug out from under him by not voting for the ward system. Because see, Gil was not endorsed by or sanctioned by the city fathers on the south side, the Martinez brothers were.
That's the power that's around here and people have to be aware of it, that there are powers underlying current power. There are certain people here in this community that you talk to and if they agree with you, they will sanction you. They will sanction your end. And Gil is being led by Larsen. When Larsen leaves, the whole thing falls and the powers to be are still there, they're just sitting back waiting, you see. And again, our community doesn't understand that We're very politically...
Robert Gonzalez: Naive, perhaps?
Al Alva: Well I hope not. I think we just lack sophistication in our political, we
have to know how to fight battles. And we have to quit fighting among ourselves. No sooner has a Latino column or written something than you find fifteen Latinos that go after him. You see you can, and this is why I say we are not ready for the political responsibility we need to endure.
Robert Gonzalez: This is an issue that has always been of concern to me and it's partly
political, but I think mostly economic. But do you think that there will ever be any attempt or should there be any attempt to rebuild the commercial corridor of Orange Street, north Orange Street, that there was to rebuild south Orange Street, the whole downtown redevelopment project? Do you think any councilman from the north side should try to advocate a program that will bring more, because this whole corridor here is just gone, it doesn't exist anymore.
Al Alva: Well there's an agenda for it, you understand. There's an agenda for
this corridor to remain the way it is. The whole corridor that you were addressing, downtown, Orange Street, etcetera, the answer to your question would be, no. Until the Latino community gets their act together politically then we can see whether we can handle it. And my thinking behind that is that the Latino community still owes a lot of debts to the south side. There's many south side families here that our Latino community still looks up to.
We are not ready to buy from you and I. If we open to, they won't come to us and buy. They will go to Stater Brothers, they will go to Gerrard's, they will go, because they know Mr. Gerrard or their son, their daughter, blah, blah, blah. You follow me?
That's why I'm saying that we are not ready. San Bernardino suffers from the same, they have a corridor named Mt Vernon. They go across town to buy rather than to buy, okay? Because we still look at ourselves as thieves, as fast buck. I don't know when we're gonna break out of it. We don't trust one another. So maybe your generation might see it. Mine, I don't think so because the political situation out here.
I got a lot of flack, just to give you an example what this community can do to you, I go a lot flack from some of the right-wing people. I invited then, Jerry Brown, he was Secretary of State, he was running for Governor. He came here. Oh my God. I got calls in the middle of the night, "How dare you!"
Robert Gonzalez: Wild. When was this?
Al Alva: Oh God, when he went for Governor and won.
Robert Gonzalez: '76, was it?
Al Alva: Somewhere in there.
Robert Gonzalez: Oh boy!
Al Alva: Yeah. I couldn't get the support of my own Latino supporters.
Robert Gonzalez: Which are traditionally Democrat, also, right?
Al Alva: Yeah.
Robert Gonzalez: Interesting.
Al Alva: See, several years back I thought very hard on changing politically. I've
always been a Democrat. But there were things going on that have helped the Democrats to completely ignore as far as the Latino was concerned, and they still ignore them. And I wasn't better off on the other side because they ignored me, they looked down on me. I said, "Why am I doing this?" I think that should be enough indication that, and I think I had a lot to offer but nonetheless.
But you know the history of Redlands is a long history. Redlands has a tendency to aspire to be a very open society but there's a lot of roots underneath that will always be there. During the sixties and seventies that we were referring to, we also were having some heavy disagreements with the dty council, planning commission if you will. Because at the time they wanted to keep Redlands a closed community, no outsiders. And we were against that. But they, of course it's still going on.
Redlands wants to reflect the community that only in its face is true but not behind. And I'll point out the reason why I say that. Even here recently there was three young people that were harassing and frightening a Black family by burning crosses. What does the judicial system say? Write a written apology. They wanted to give them probation. To me thats a felony, okay?
Now there was talk about bringing the U. S. Department of Justice Civil Rights to investigate the outcome. Now I see in the paper recently that they're gonna bring charges against the three, felony charges against the three. But I'm waiting to see. So this is why I say that it exists, it's here. Don't tell me that those young people were born with that idea in mind. Just like our children, the key to our dilemma has to be in the educational system, okay, because the other half is home.
Now if you don't see examples up there in the educational system, if you don't see identification you're not gonna get it. There will be some that will make it by natural, normal trends. And thats a very few. I'm speaking of movement, large movements.
One of the reasons that I maintain that we organized the Redlands Educational League was scholarships. There was hardly any scholarships then we started raising funds and pumping the money in there. All of a sudden moneys to be found all over the place. When we first started, no one knew what a grant was. You see? Now up to this day they don't let that information out. You have to pull it out of them. Where do I apply for a grant? So that's the key, it has to be education because the other part of this is the home.
And one other evil that's causing us to, as a force, is the evil of welfare. It no longer serves its purpose, not when you see third or fourth generation. It takes away from the incentives, initiatives in our people. At one time, granted, it helped. But now? It hasn't helped for the last twenty years. Even if it helps us, politically, it hurts us.
Robert Gonzalez: It all drains, drains I guess.
Al Alva: All that keeps pulling, keeps pulling. So the answer to your question,
the ward system, it's not a reality to us here.
Robert Gonzalez: We're a ways away from it. Well I think that's it for today. I got what I
needed. Thank you very much for your time, I appreciate it I got quite a bit on tape here, thank you very much.
