
Domingo Berlanga Interview by Eva Nienhouse

EN: Okay, so tell me your name and your age?

DB: My name is Domingo Berlanga and I am the commander of the American GI 

forum. I am 84 years old this year.

And where were you born and when? 

I was born in Bryan, Texas in 1931, so I’m 84 years old and did a lot of farm work. I 

left Texas when I was 16 years, went to Arkansas to Shear Crop. My dad had died 

when I was 13 years old. That’s when I remember starting my career with my 

mother. She had eight kids and she raised them without any welfare and that’s one 

of the things I’m proud of that we did not bother Uncle Sam to help us. We all work 

on the farm and everybody came out real good, no one got in trouble. I’m real proud 

of the job my mother did raising us without a father, I don’t know how she done it.  

She’d get up and work on the farm with us. She’d wake up in the morning do the 

cooking the tortillas, frijoles, the eggs, and potatoes; fix our lunch then we’d eat out 

on the farm then dinnertime come back and fix our supper. And when she had time 

yet she’d wash our clothes on the washing board and we’d go out and play ball the 

rest of the kids would. That’s how I was raised up. 

Then from there from Arkansas, I went to pick cotton in Mississippi, Tennessee 

Arkansas, Arizona, California when I was younger, about 14 we went to California 

one summer. We picked grapes, I think that was 1946, came back to Texas. Went to 

Wisconsin in the summer time waiting for the cotton to get ready to be picked. We 

picked cherries, went to Ohio, Indiana, picked tomatoes. Then went back to 

Arkansas when the cotton was ready to be picked and then we picked cotton till 

about Christmas. Then wait till March and work out in the field chop up the cotton 



and stuff like that. 

 In 1951, I was drafted but before I could say that I was real proud of my mother and 

the way she raised us without any welfare like I said. That’s one of the things I still 

look back. I’ve been getting a lot of medals like Cesar Chavez and the veterans of the 

year in Michigan, but she was the one to me that deserved the medals that I got, or 

the things that they came me when I was growing up.  After I got out of the service, I 

was drafted in Wisconsin. I went to Little Rock Arkansas, Oklahoma; Missouri took 

my basic there, and wind up in Alaska during the Korean conflict. I had a brother 

over there in Korea, therefore I wanted to go too but they said they couldn’t send 

two brothers in the same combat zone. I was lucky enough to wind up in Alaska. 

1953, they sent me back to the United States. Then I went back to shear cropping 

back in Arkansas, but in 1954, I came to Pontiac, Michigan, that’s where I met my 

wife. I did construction work for a few years until I started working for truck and 

bus assembly in 1956. Then I got involved with the Union, I always wanted to help 

the veterans. This organization was started in 1948, the American GI forum. I joined 

the organization in 1970 and became the commander of that organization. I was 

able to acquire a building; the citizens bank building, on the east side 2102 Louis 

Street. With the help of some colleagues, we were able to do a renovation; union 

helped us out and other organizations as well. It became the American GI forum and 

it’s still going strong. I got hurt in 2011, and I’ve slowed down quite a bit but I’m still 

active with the GI forum, the veterans union, and the American legion as a VFW. I try 

to help people out and interpret them because we still got a lot of people that are 

coming from south of the border, Guatemala, Salvador that come here to flint 



looking for jobs. I still interpret them because a lot of them don’t know how to speak 

and tell them where to find jobs like washing dishes and stuff like that.

<phone rings>

I think you were talking about the GI forum still.

Yeah, the GI forum, we still have four organizations here. The reason the GI forum 

started is because veterans, the Mexican Americans, that came back from the second 

world war, they had the GI bill at that time. In Texas, when people asked for money 

under the GI bill especially the Mexican Americans, they would deny them and said 

they didn’t have more but the angle was they gave loans to buy farms and houses. 

That’s one of the reasons it was started. At one time we had 500 GI chapters 

throughout United States, Mexico, and Puerto Rico. We started to get litigation; we 

started to know how to ask for grants and stuff like that since we didn’t have 

education. I only went to the third grade and most of the people who live in the 

south in Texas, even if they were born in the United States, they couldn’t speak no 

English.  They wouldn’t go to school; they would be working in the fields most of the 

time. We started getting progress now; we have people who have good positions. My 

nephew is a lawyer, two nephews, who are lawyers, grandson is a lawyer, and some 

nephews who are doctors too, and we progressed quite a bit and most of the family 

is doing real good. I wish we could get more people yet to get more education We 

still have the same beliefs of get you a job even instead of education. I push for 

education because I didn’t have any but I’ve been able to give out 40,000 dollars 

worth of grants to people here in Flint, Michigan. I’m pretty proud of that. I’m proud 

that I was able to go in the service. My mother was the proudest thing I was really 

proud of. How she raised us without any help from the welfare because we didn’t 

have any welfare in Texas, and if we did I didn’t know anything about it. I’m proud I 



was able to serve in the army, and the second thing that I was able to put that 

building up, and that it’s still going strong. I don’t have much to do with it now but I 

hope we can have another building yet on the east side, because I was able to 

acquire another whole block right now. I’m still trying to work on it but I can't move 

too fast like I used to because I had an accident and that really slowed me down.  

And all my kids are doing good, one’s a painter, one works for the sheriff 

department, and I have a pretty good house size here and I’m the only one that lives 

in it.  One of the reasons that I built it is all the neighbors used to come around with 

my kids were young. We used to have the whole neighborhood come over here on 

stay overnight or on the weekends. They used to respect me quite a bit and they still 

do but now they don’t accumulate with me no more because Grandpa’s kind of strict 

with them.  Even some of the neighbor kids right now respect me and I’m proud I 

don’t have problems with the neighbors or nothing like that. I wish the rest of the 

neighbors would look at each other like that and help each other like we used to.

And you said you bought your mom a house?

She generally lived with one of us. She started getting up in age and we she didn’t 

want live with us because we had wives. I was able to buy her a house on the east 

side and she was real proud she had her own house because when we work on the 

fields we didn’t have anything because we moved most of the time. My brothers and 

sisters helped me too and she lived in that house for about 20 years alone. She was 

87 when she passed away and she was real proud that she had her own house.

So, you mother lived till she was 87 and you lived a long time. Is there a secret 

to living a long and healthy life?



I think the food that you eat. We would work out in the fields so we had a lot of 

vegetable. It’s not because they told us to, that’s the only thing we could raise. I had 

cousin that lived to 101 years old and he worked on the fields too. My brothers 70 

are and close to 80 years old, two brothers. To my that’s one of the reasons, we 

didn’t have any pop, we had water, and tea from the roots and greens she used to 

cook too. We used to eat cactus, when they’re small, they’re green, and we had that 

for breakfast with eggs and thought that was wonderful. People could live off that. 

Now they’re even making juice out of it, I heard that’s good if you’re diabetic. You 

can mash it up and make juice and drink it in the morning. I think that’s one of the 

reasons we lasted so long. the food that we ate. When I was in Texas, I think we 

went town once a month.  My dad used to, and at that time we didn’t have no car, we 

hitched some mauls and ride to town about four miles. It would take us a couple 

hours to get there and when it started to get dark we would go back to the farm. The 

water pools we had out there was out entertainment. Try to ride the calves, cows, or 

horses that we had cause my dad had a couple of horses. We never did become 

cowboys like the lone ranger. I just watched the lone rangers and those beautiful 

horses they had. We have cows, pigs, chickens, turkeys, guineas, just about any kind 

of animals, calves, and a lot of rats too. We raised our own foot mostly, green beans, 

corn, and we done a lot of cotton picking on the farm too. We had milk, made our 

own butter, cheese, and everything. Once in awhile, we kill a hog but we had no 

refrigerator to keep the meat frozen. We did eat a lot of that meat too.

Do you think you’ve had a good life?

I think I’ve had a wonderful life; to me I think I’m blessed. I had a brother that just 

passed away a year ago; he was 90 some years old. He was in the navy and the 



Second World War.  His name was Joe and another brother named Sam who was in 

Korea. Then I was in the service in Korea and six months apart. I had another 

brother named Pete, and he was in the service too. I had two‐stepsons from my wife 

who had three kids when I married her.  They went into the service and most of 

their kids went into the service. This is about the fourth generation in my family and 

the other family that have been in the service. I even had some nieces that went into 

the service too. I was so proud when they called me because everyone was getting 

called. Everyone I worked for was saying you don’t have to go we can get you a defer 

and I said no I want to go. I thought it was a real thing to do at the time. But now I 

wished we never went into the war because I feel that we can’t get them home fast 

enough. The way they come back now but it’s not the same, it was just as hard 

before but now you hear more about it. You have the television and they can put the 

news right out. Years ago some drastic, you wouldn’t hear about it till years later but 

right now it happens you hear it in two‐three hours that someone got killed. I feel it 

for their mothers and dad’s, it’s a tragedy like that. I still cry when I hear about it 

when they are passing away so quick and so young. 

What would you tell your 18-year-old self?

Domingo: If I know what I know now, I would tell myself to get out of the farms. It’s 

hard work; I work for 2.50 cents a day that’s what they paid us during the 50’s. The 

sun in Arkansas it hot. I never did complain much or anything like that. We just go 

out there with my mother and she never complained about pulling that cotton sack.  

She picked cotton quite a bit too. She never did have much trouble with us but 

working so hard you didn’t have time to get in trouble. 



Anything else you want to add?

Let’s have peace here in the world and help each other not be greedy. I think money 

is the root of all evil. I even call it that’s your god. A lot of people come up here from 

other countries. A lot of them say I came up here to help my family but it’s because 

that dollar says in god in trust. The mighty dollar is the one that dominate us. 

Sometimes we get greedy and want more than the other guy. Especially, in my 

culture, they see somebody getting ahead they want to pull him down and instead 

trying to help him get higher ahead and help them out when they finish his goal. But 

instead we knock them down and it’s sad to see my people that did that. I don’t 

know how more I can explain it. Sometimes people get educate and they don’t follow 

their heart. You get more education, how can I cheat this guy out of this and that. 

Sometimes education helps them get up but doesn’t help them to think about their 

fellow people who need the help. Instead of helping them out they don’t want them 

to succeed. I was lucky enough to get into the union and I still go to the retirement 

union because they give you a lot of information and if it hadn’t of been for the union 

we wouldn’t have the standard of living we do now. Now, they try to take away by 

taxing our petition. We don’t get a raise our petition stays the same. They are taxing 

our petition; if I was working I wouldn’t mind paying taxes. If you don’t work you 

get a certain amount of money a month and that’s it. I’ve been lucky because I’ve 

been out 21 years already but no raise.


