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HECTOR TARANGO
Beginnings
When I was about five or six years old, I stumbled while  playing around and dislocated my hip.  Since we were way up in the mining town of Clifton, Arizona, no doctors were available.  It was the latter part of the last century and we were not able to get anybody to help us with my disability, a dislocated hip. My dad and mother brought sanadores (healers) in to help me. My mother was a Baptist missionary when she was younger and married my dad. The sanadores kept rubbing my bones together instead of putting them back in place and I picked up an infection.  It started eating the bones in my hip.  Because (my mother) was a Baptist missionary in the old days the Church heard about it and sent a helper to come down and talk to us. She suggested to my parents they take me to the orthopedic hospital in Los Angeles, which was specializing in childhood diseases, infections and accidents.  They sponsored us to go to the orthopedic hospital.  In Los Angeles they discovered that I had tuberculosis in my hip. It was eating up the bone. They opened me up all the way and took pieces from my other side and grafted them into my hip to try to stop the infection. And they told me to drink a lot of milk. We moved to Boyle Heights.  My dad got a job at Calsa(?) Mine Company in Boyle Heights.  He bought some goats, and I would drink goat’s milk, a lot of goat’s milk to try to stop the infections from going any further and to get the graft to take hold. My dad would take the goats with him down to the field where he crossed, and they would feed. Finally I started recovering. But they had to solidify my hip.   There was no more motion in it.  That made me disabled from then on.  But that didn’t stop me. When I grew up I started getting more active fighting the system that was segregating us all the time. Luckily, I didn’t have to go to a segregated school because I went to special schools for the disabled, and they weren’t desegregating anybody there. It wasn’t until we moved to Orange, California, that we ran into this discrimination.

Segregation in Orange County
In 1932 we moved from Boyle Heights to Orange County.  We had a friend his name was Henry Wheat, who became an organizer for LULAC. We didn’t know about LULAC at the time. Henry Wheat told us about Orange County and Orange, California, He had a little business his family wanted to sell on Cyprus Street in Orange. So my dad interviewed the people and decided to take over the store, a little grocery store in Orange, California. So we moved to Orange and moved into the little grocery store.  We went to Orange High School, Orange elementary schools first. That’s when I first learned about segregation.   In Los Angeles, we didn’t have any segregation. It was too big.. I started realizing that they were discriminating. I was in my teens.  We used to belong to a little Methodist Church in Orange. They had another church in Almedina.  The pastor would take us in a bus to Almedina.  I discovered that they had two schools side by side - one for the Mexican children, one for the Anglo children. Side by side with just a wire fence between them.  That shook me up tremendously.  I didn’t realize they were doing that. Most of my best friends were Anglo.  My best friends was Anglo. His name was Jack Enix.  We used to hang around together and learn about amateur radio and the Morse code. 
The Orange County Voters League

In 1946 I ran into Cruz Barrios who had a store in Santa Ana.  I told him what I had seen in Almedina. And he said, “Yeah, I know all about it. We were very disturbed about it, because our fighting group is coming home more and more from the war. And their kids are being segregated, and that isn’t right. We gotta do something about it.” Cruz Barrios and Manuel Vega, who had a funeral parlor here in Santa Ana,  and Isidor Gonzales who was working for Penney’s, knew about that segregation. We all got together and  formed a voters’ league—Orange County Voters’ League, we called it. We started going to the Board of Education meetings and learning about what they were doing.  We’d stand up whenever we had a chance and question them about what they were doing wrong and voicing the fact that our fighting men were coming home and they were discriminating them.
Then a Barber, he came from Texas, I don’t remember his name,  he told us we had to join a national organization. he contacted his friends,  they belonged to LULAC—the League of United Latin-American Citizens. They were in Corpus Christi.  They came down and talked to us.  Our group was installed as a LULAC chapter about a year later. Henry Wheat was the installing officer from LULAC. He was my dad’s best friend.  He brought us to Orange in the first place. He kept in touch with us and helped us start the school fight.  
Fred Ross
Just about that time Fred Ross heard about our fighting the school system. He came down to help us recruit. He told us he represented an organization called League of Citizens on Race Relations. He was a paid organizer. He offered his help to recruit voters to try to get something done and to put somebody on the Board of Education. We went to the Board of Education meetings. The Farm Bureau got wind of it and started getting nervous about us recruiting people.   We tried to get a representative of our organization elected to the Board of Education in Almedina. He lost the election. Fred Ross said “we’ll get him next time, because we’ll start recruiting voters”. So we started.   (Fred)  deputized some of us to register voters. We went door-to-door, asking who was a citizen and who could vote legally. And we’d recruit ‘em.   At the time we had about fifteen thousand voters in Orange County.  Orange County didn’t want to deputize any of our members to be registrars going house to house. They said, “Oh, they can come down here and register.” We told them, “No, that won’t work because they haven’t been down here before. What would make you think they’d come now?” We want to be able to register them in front of grocery stores, in front of businesses where they congregate and go house-to-house.  Fred Ross told them by  law that they couldn’t refuse to deputize registrars.  When they saw the law, they allowed five more registrars. We covered the whole area. All of Orange County, Almedina, Fullerton, Placencia. Placencia was very active. So we ran him (the school board candidate)  again, and he won it. He got elected.  He got two or three times more (votes) than anybody else.  He was  the first Latin-American citizen that was ever elected to the Board.  After  that, after that, they had a little more respect for us.
Fred Ross told us, we could go ahead and fight (the school board)  in court because we’d attend meetings, and they wouldn’t listen to us. Even after we got the little city of Almedina on our side, because we had a board member  from there. Fred Ross said we oughta keep on recruiting, because we can fight them in court now that we have the strength. 
The Court Battle Mendez vs. Westminster
Henry Wheat had a contact in Los Angeles that was an attorney.   We decided to go visit him and tell him about what we were planning to do. He said, “I’ll back you guys up. I’ll go ahead and represent you.” He took the case, and we filed the papers with the Board of Education in Orange County, and that started the whole case. We lost our first shot, so we appealed it to the District Appeals Court. During  that appeal lot of organizations filed friends of the court briefs—CSO, NAACP, several other organization - I have a list of them some place— backing us up. And so the appeal court a year later ruled in our favor, - no more segregation. That was 1947 or 1948.   .

Thurgood Marshall came down and congratulated us, and he filed suit too.  He didn’t give us enough credit though. But it helped the Negroes’ organizations to fight it because we set a precedent. We had actually set the first precedent of anti-segregation in schools in the country at that time. Right here in Orange County. 
Mendez versus Westminster was the first case. (Mendez)  was the  pilot case we had for the whole group. Several families were involved, but (Mendez) was named as the pilot—or the leader of the fight. We did a lot of things that opened the door for others.
Tarango 3

