
	

	

 
 
 
 
Hector P. García (1914–1996) 
 
Sometimes, students prove their teachers wrong. When Dr. Hector P. García was young, 
a teacher told him, “No Mexican will ever make an ‘A’ in my class.” As a doctor, soldier, 
and civil rights leader, García grew up wanting to prove that Mexican Americans were 
capable of anything.  
 
Born near Ciudad Victoria, Mexico, García moved with his family to the United States in 
1917 to escape the Mexican Revolution. His parents were both educators and stressed 
the importance of education. So García studied hard; he was his high school’s 
valedictorian and then graduated with honors from the University of Texas. When he 
graduated from the University of Texas Medical School, he was the only Mexican 
American in his class.  
 
In World War II, García volunteered for the army and became a major. He eventually 
worked as a medical corps surgeon and was awarded the Bronze Star. During the war, he 
also met and married Wanda Fusillo from Naples, Italy.  
 
Back in Texas in 1948, García wanted to help improve conditions for other Mexican 
Americans. He founded the G.I. Forum, which now exists in 24 states. It became known 
nationwide when it publicized a clear case of discrimination against the family of a 
deceased veteran, Felix Longoria. In this case, a Texas funeral home would not allow 
Longoria’s widow to use its chapel for his wake. The funeral director admitted that this was 
because Longoria was Mexican American. García wrote to then-Senator Lyndon B. 
Johnson, who arranged for Longoria to be buried in Arlington National Cemetery. 
 
García formed the G.I. Forum to help Mexican American veterans get the benefits and 
medical care that they deserved. Over time, the organization took on many other civil 
rights issues for Mexican Americans. It worked to improve treatment for migrant workers, 
to desegregate schools, and to remove obstacles to voting.  



 
	

	

 
As García gained influence, even presidents asked for his service. President John F. 
Kennedy asked García to take part in talks for a defense treaty between the United States 
and the West Indies. President Lyndon B. Johnson appointed García to the United 
Nations and the United States Commission on Civil Rights. 
 
In 1984, Hector García was the first Mexican American to be awarded the Presidential 
Medal of Freedom. He received many other awards and honors before his death in 1996. 
Today, a large statue of García honors him on the campus of Texas A&M University-
Corpus Christi. 
 
Identifying How did Hector P. García contribute to progress in civil rights for Mexican 
Americans? 

 


