
	

	

 
 
 
 
Henry B. González (1916–2000) 
 
Henry B. González earned his reputation as a civil-rights crusader long before he was 
elected to the first of his record 19 terms in the U.S. Congress. He was also known for 
hard work, independence, and a commitment to public service.   
  
“Henry B,” as González was widely known, was born in San Antonio, Texas. His 
immigrant parents had fled the Mexican Revolution in 1911. González attended San 
Antonio College and the University of Texas. In 1943, he earned a law degree from San 
Antonio’s St. Mary’s University. After working for military intelligence during World War II, 
Gonzáles became a probation officer in Bexar County. e quickly rose to become Chief He 
quickly rose tp become Chief Progbation Officer.He quickly became Chief Probation 
Officer. Soon, he made changes to address discrimination in the system.   
  
In 1953, González became the first Mexican-American to serve on San Antonio’s city 
council. In that post he worked to end segregation of public facilities, such as city 
swimming pools. Elected to the Texas Senate in 1956, he was the first Mexican American 
state senator in more than 110 years. González soon gained national attention. He 
blocked the passage of bills aimed at getting around the Supreme Court’s school 
desegregation ruling in Brown v. Board of Education.   
In 1961, Gonzales was elected to Congress, making him the first Texas Mexican-
American to serve in the House of Representatives. There he continued to fight for civil 
rights. González was one of only a handful of Texas representatives to vote for the 
landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964. During his 37 years in the House, González became an 
expert on the nation’s banking system and on housing for the poor. In 1981 he used his 
knowledge to bring about reforms that helped poor families to get housing assistance. 
Later, he battled President Ronald Reagan’s efforts to cut public-housing programs.   
  
González’s commitment to the people of his district was unwavering. “This office belongs 
to the people of Bexar County” read a sign outside his office door. At the same time, his 



 
	

	

independence and reluctance to compromise made him something of an “outsider” in 
Washington politics. “Accepted but . . . an inconvenient and unwelcome obstacle,” is how 
González himself put it shortly before retiring in 1998. Yet he was an important figure in 
the Mexican-American community. “Un abrecaminos,” one admirer described Henry B 
after his death—“Making the way for others.”   
 
Identifying How did González demonstrate good leadership in his efforts to improve civil 
rights? 
 

 


