
Francisco Miguel Nava Vega – López Tapia
February 28, 1922 – July 25, 2021



Born San Antonio, Texas; the first child of six

Six months old
First Communion



Francisco with his parents:  
Sarita Lopez Tapia de la Vega born
Saltillo, Mexico and Lazaro Nava Vega, 
born San Antonio, Texas

His Grandmother, parents holding their youngest Lazaro; 
Uncle Francisco and Valentin and their wives, brothers and sisters: 
Ninfa on the far left, Angie far right, Francisco, Guillermo (Bill) in front,
and Lydia.



Changed his name to “Mike” in order to attend the best elementary school in San 
Antonio. His social security card reads, Frank Mike Vega.
He excelled in engineering, business and typing. His aptitude for speed typing at 
13 later set him apart for specialized training in decoding during World War II



In high school, Francisco in a typing 
competition achieved an average of 117-
120 words per minute on a manual 
typewriter. He received a silver and gold 
medal as the state champion and a 
scholarship to business college. 



On the day Pearl Harbor was attacked, December 7,1941, Francisco received a call 
from his Uncle Valentin from Mexico. He told him, “Our family has a long tradition of 
service to country. Your country now is being attacked. So report, offer your services.” 

The following day, Francisco went to the Marines, Air Corps, Merchant Marine, and the 
Navy to enlist. They all told him they were not taking Mexicans at this time and that 
he’d have to wait until October when they would start calling up minorities. They 
classified him as “Mexican” even as he was born in the United States.

Months later in October, Francisco saw a full-page ad in the San Antonio Newspaper 
mentioning that they needed people with military experience to train those being 
drafted. With three years of ROTC, Francisco was able to voluntarily offer his service 
by becoming a Drill Instructor to train draftees.

With his father



Following his station as drill sergeant, he under went testing 
in engineering and math. He was chosen for the elite JAG 
specialized training at Bradley University in Peoria, Illinois. 
There, he met Phyllis Jean Lackland while training on 
campus. Phyllis said that she never met anyone like him. 
They fell in love, making plans to marry after the war.



At the famous Palombos
Restaurant in Philadelphia, 
1943



Francisco landed on the D Day beach in Normandy, France, 
June 6,1944 as a part of the largest invasion in history. With 
his JAG training and typing speed, he was a decoder at the 
top of the Eiffel Tower. He served in 5 campaigns, including 
the Battle of the Bulge, the deadliest battle of WWII. For a 
man who was not accepted for his volunteerism at the onset 
of the war, he returned home with several medals, the bronze 
arrowhead and bronze star.

At the top of the Eiffel Tower 



Paris and Chantilly France



Following the war, Francisco returned 
to ask for the hand of Phyllis. He was 
never given an answer by her 
parents. As he said years later, in his 
typical humor, “They didn’t like earth 
tones.”  After waiting many months, 
Phyllis and Francisco eloped. She 
took the train alone from Chicago 
where she was working, and he from 
San Antonio. They met in Saint Louis, 
MO where they stayed with some 
friends that he served with in the war.



May 10, 1946, Francisco M Vega and Phyllis 
Jean Lackland were married



After sending a 
telegram to her 
parents, they 
honeymooned in 
Mexico and moved 
to San Antonio 
where Phyllis was 
welcomed by his 
family. Francisco 
started an 
embroidery business 
with his sister, Ninfa
before leaving for 
college. Phyllis did 
not hear from her 
parents or sister for 
almost 5 years.



Francisco and Phyllis moved to Ann Arbor, Michigan and lived 
in Willow Run, a bomber factory that was quickly converted to 
married housing for the returning GI’s. Francisco was 
pursuing a degree in Business Administration.



While at U of M, Francisco and 
Phyllis met George and Doris 
Heartwell- their behind the thin 
walls of Willow Run neighbors. 
Francisco and George became 
lifetime best friends and fishing 
companions.



Francisco transferred to Aquinas College after two years, earning his degree in Business 
Administration and a letter in track, listed here as the “tall Mexican chap”, and one in tennis. He 
taught himself tennis by ordering the manual from Wheaties cereal. He was a class officer his 
senior year at Aquinas. As a bi lingual and bi cultural college student, he taught Spanish to 
students in East Grand Rapids homes and managed three local movie theaters. Francisco and 
Phyllis lived in rented parts of homes as there were not any apartments in Grand Rapids.
Photos: A formal dance at Aquinas and on campus with friends



College days and a visit to the 
Holland Tulip Festival.  
Francisco’s sisters Ninfa and 
Angie came for a visit. Three 
of his other siblings followed 
their brother and moved to 
Grand Rapids.



The graduating class of 1950. Francisco Miguel Nava Vega Lopez Tapia 
was the first Latino to graduate from Aquinas. 



Summer of 1955 living in their 
second home on Giddings Ave.



1957 family portrait with 
Francisco’s parents, 
grandmother and siblings. 
Francisco was interested in 
photography and staged 
several family portraits over 
the years.



A growing family moved across the street to a 
new home. Francisco sent for the designs of this 
playhouse and built it in the backyard, complete 
with shingles, glass windows and door. The 
sandbox to the right is one of his designs to 
avoid splitters.



After managing cemeteries in Kansas City and Michigan, in 1955 Francisco bought 80 acres 
of land in Byron Center and designed the first privately owned cemetery that accepted all burials,
races, religions and cultures. Previously people were buried in separate cemeteries or sections. 
He taught himself to draft and created all the gardens, layout of the roads, monuments and 
landscape. Kent Memorial Gardens was designed as four contemporary gardens, without upright 
markers. These fountains had a flame in the center with water spilling over the edges. Building a
cemetery such as this, presented a very difficult road in the 50’s and 60’s with set backs due to racism. He was not deterred
and pursued this dream for most of his life giving away hundreds of cemetery lots to those who could not afford burials and 
designing a bench for his closest friend, George Heartwell Sr. as well as a monument to Porfirio Murillo.

“ Pilo, my 
close and 
true friend 
who brought 
joy and 
happiness to 
so many”



Commissioned drawings done for the St. Leo’s Cemetery and two of his many hand drafted 
drawings for the Garden of the Good Shepherd, and Garden Shrine of Faith, Kent Memorial 
Gardens



Francisco was a excellent marksman with both the bow and arrow and 
hunting rifle. He maintained his love of the outdoors and fishing his entire life.

He hunted with his dogs and trained 
his pure bred Champion Vizslas in 
field trials. He also competed with 
them in national dog shows.



Family was always first for Francisco 
and he supported each member 
of his tribe, always



Francisco, “Pancho” to those who knew him well, was 
intensely focused on creating change that he knew was needed. 
He had a vision that if people understood, 
were made aware, many injustices would be resolved. 
He spent his life embracing this philosophy, sometimes with
humor,  sometimes with celebration, but always 
with a determined informed voice.



In an effort to educate the community about diversity, Francisco worked with 
Jean Horowitz and Father Beahan to create the Panel of Americans in 1963-65 
visiting PTA groups. He was an early advocate with the Grand Rapids Public 
Schools for bilingual education for all children. As Francisco became a public 
speaker, he meticulously prepared his speeches, recording them on a reel to 
reel on his stereo system to practice.

“Still on the road…”



In 1968, Francisco became involved in the movement of the United Farm Workers 
strike against growers and teamsters by encouraging stores throughout the country 
to boycott and not buy California lettuce and grapes. He met Cesar Chavez in 
Chicago at one point assisting him in his transportation. 



In 1969, Francisco initiated the first festival 
embracing the culture of Mexico in Grand 
Rapids that began at St. Andrew’s Cathedral. It 
marched through downtown Grand Rapids to 
the Calder that was installed earlier that year. 
He supported Nancy Mulnx, an arts advocate, 
to commission The Grande Vitesse by 
Alexander Calder as part of the urban renewal 
plan to energize the community. After sending 
to France for the original plans, Francisco 
worked with Keeler Brass to install the small 
bronze sculpture with a Braille inscription in the 
Calder Plaza.

Good friend, Porfirio Murillo
Pancho loved music and celebrations. 
He could often be found singing. 



Francisco believed that if people experienced other cultures, 
they would embrace diversity. The vision of the festival was  
for the community to understand and celebrate the cultural 
traditions of Mexico.

Member of the 
Economic 
Development 
Corporation



With Governor William Milliken in Lansing serving as advisor on the 
business and bi lingual educational needs of Latinos in Michigan



As the State Chairman of the Republican National Hispanic Assembly,
Francisco is campaigning for the Latino vote for President Ford



Francisco as delegate, 
advisor and leader in 
local and national politics. 
Always with the voice of 
education; bringing 
awareness to diversity



A strong campaign supporter of                           
Ben Fernandez for President

With Dr. Juan Olivarez and
Lupe Ramos-Montigny

Francisco believed we can all make a difference.“ If you are not part of the solution, you are part of the problem.”



In 1975, Francisco was one of the founders of the 
National Hispanic Scholarship Fund, now the largest 
Hispanic foundation for scholarship in the country. He 
is wearing his SER Jobs for Progress pin, a national 
organization that elected him as a board member in 
Dallas, Texas



In the oval office sitting across from President Jerry Ford, 
and Henry Kissinger, Francisco served as a leader and 
advisor of the Latino people and spoke as founder of the 
National Hispanic Scholarship Fund



At the White House

Back in Grand Rapids



Opening of the SER Jobs for Progress with the 
US Department of Labor, in Laredo, Texas



Francisco elected as Midwest Vice Chairman of the 
Republican National Assembly, and was asked to go to 
Washington as one of nine Hispanics throughout the US 
advising Secretary of State George Schultz on events taking 
place in Latin America. He was also working with Prime 
Minister Price of British Honduras (Belize) on business 
opportunities.

Francisco believed in the right and responsibility to vote. He 
was very active throughout his life in getting the Latino 
community to register and out to vote



Francisco in the oval office with President Reagan                                         



In the oval office as advisor on affairs in Latin America





Supporting the election of Mayor George Heartwell,               
his son by love, in 2004 

Chair of the Ethnic 
Heritage Celebration, 15 
years on the Kent County 
Department of Social 
Services Board, 
Millennium Park Board, 
helped found the Latin 
American Council, the 
Hispanic Center….

An Advocate for the Hispanic People 



Francisco brought many leaders 
to Grand Rapids to celebrate 
history and diversity, including 
Dolores Huerta, the President of 
Mexico: Vicente Fox,
And Coretta Scott King



Francisco continued to work on ideas and projects into 
the last days of his life. He received many awards over 
the years. He often referred to the story of the eagle on 
the Mexican flag, or one of his favorite Pancho
sayings: “Eagles don’t hunt flies”, never losing site of 
what it takes to be a leader and always toasting life 
with his “two to one” Manhattan along the way.



Francisco Miguel Nava Vega Lopez Tapia Scholarship                     
Aquinas College

Please see Fernando at our table to pick up information 
or make a donation today to provide opportunity for a 
future Latino/a student interested in business and 
community leadership 


