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Mr.  R.E.  LeGross
By  Wi lma  C leve land
August  2 ,  1968

L:  Th is  i s  R .E .  LeGross  speak ing ,  ca11ed  Capta in  by  h is  f r i ends .  I  re t i red

from the El  Paso Fire Department as Distr" ict  Chief  in 1946. In I9L2, I  was

s ta t ioned a t  S ta t ion  #5  on  Texas  St ree t .  I t ' s  a  two-s to ry  bu i ld ing  on  the

1ef t ,  r igh t  where  A lameda takes  o f f  o f  Texas  St ree t .  There ,  I  u las  eng ineer

of  the steam pumper.  We had a hose wagon and a steam pumper wi th 750 ga' l ' lons

per  minu te  capac i ty .  Back  o f  the  s ta t ' ion ,  we had a  cor ra l  where  we had the

depar tment  horses .  We kept  ex t ra  horses  there ' in  case we had an  in ju ry  o r

fo r  some reason or  another  we needed he1p.  West  o f  the  s ta t ion ,  there  was

un improved  land ,  no th ing  bu t  mesqu i te  bushes .  So ,  we  go t  in  touch  w i th  the

owner  and asked h im i f  we cou ld  use  some o f  i t  fo r  a  garden.  He sa ' id  we

cou ld .  We pu11ed  up  the  mesqu i te ,  l eve led  the  land  and  d j t ched  j t  and

c leaned our  s ta l l s  severa l  t imes a  day  and the  cor ra l  once a  day  and so  we

p i led  a1 ' l  tha t  we c leaned ou t  o f  there  in  a  corner  and wet  i t  down and we

deve loped a  compost .  We heated  i t  and kept  i t  covered w i th  d i r t  to  re ta in

the  heat .

Then in  1912,  one o f  the  boys  went  to  t t ' i i neo la ,  eas t  o f  Da l las  to  be

w' i th his mother and father;  whi le he was there,  he worked Saturdays at  a

co t ton  g in .  In  1913 ,  he  came back ,  he  hung  up  h is  overa l l s  and  p repared  the

land fo r  p lan t ing .  l , . le  had okra ,  tomatoes ,  cucumbers ,  watermelons ,  can ta-

loupes ,  squash ,  bee ts ,  rad ishes ,  on ions ,  ca r ro ts  and  var ious  o ther  vege tab les .

Whi le  we were  p lan t ing ,  he  reached in  h js  pocket  and sa id  he  had some co t ton

seed.  I  suggested  tha t  we p lan t  some o f  j t .  We p ' lan ted  f i ve  h ' i l l s ,  a  foo t

and a  ha l f  apar t .  When the  p ' lan ts  came up,  we pu l led  ou t  the  bad and se lec ted

the  mos t  des i rab le . . .and  what  co t ton l  A long  in  the  fa l l  when  the  bo l l s
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came out  and i t  s topped growing ,  I  ca l led  a  fn iend,  l4 r .  John Wyat t ,  who

was a t  the  F j rs t  Nat iona l  Bank  and to ld  h im about  ou t  co t ton .  That  year ,

he was ei ther pres' ident of  the Chamber of  Commerce or had been the former

year .  He go t  in  touch w i th  Mr .  Joe  Wi l l iams who was a t  the  C i ty  Nat iona l

Bank,  v ice  pres ident ,  and J im Pr imm,  who was a  banker  a t  the  Amer ican Nat iona l

Bank and Mr.  Bert  0rndorf f ,  who was manager and owner of  the Orndorf f

Ho te l ,  a l so  Mr .  Char les  Dav is ,  who  was ' in  rea l  es ta te  and  inves tments  and

Mr .  Ed  H ines ,  fue l ,  feed ,  and  who lesa le  baker ' s  f l ou r ,  shucks  fo r  tama les

and a l fa l fa  by  the  tons .  Those gent lemen came out  and they  counted  the  bo l l s

on  the  p lan ts  and  one  p lan t  had  96  bo l l s  on ' i t .  So ,  they  asked  me i f  they

might  take  one p lan t  to  the  Chamber  o f  Commerce and another  to  the  lobby  o f

the  bank .  I  to ld  them they  cou1d.  In  1917,  co t ton  began to  appear  in  the

va l1ey  as  a  c rop .  I  th ink  the  f i rs t  g in  was a t  Buf fo rd .  Very  few peop le

know where  Buf fo rd  ' i s ;  i t ' s  a  I ' i t t te  s ta t ion  be tween Ys le ta  and C l  in t .

Mr .  LeGross ,  w i l l  you  te l l  us  someth ing  abou t  the  w i ld l i f e  in  E l  Paso?

At one t jme, there were so many waterfowl in the va11ey that when they rose

up  o f f  the  wa te r ,  i t  sounded  l i ke  a  passenger  t ra in  jn  the  d is tance .  The

bag l im i t  was  25  b i rds .  I  had a  grea t  b ' ig  red  water  Span ie l  named Mike .  I

had two or  th ree  b l inds  bu i l t  and  my dog was command t ra ined.  I  had a  duck

ca l l  and  I  cou ld  im i ta te  a lmos t  any  spec ies  o f  duck .  I  k i l l ed  a l l  the  ducks

tha t  my ne ighborhood cou ld  ea t .  M ike  never  moved un t i l  I  to ld  h ' im to  fe tch .

He wou ld  wade in to  the  water  and look  around and i f  there  were  any  c r ipp led

ducks ,  he 'd  p ick  them up  by  the i r  r i gh t  w ing  and  b r ing  i t  to  me and  I  wou ld

pu11  i t s  head  o f f .  I  had  a  po l i ce  wh js t le  and  w i th  one  shor t  b las t  M ike

wou ld  tu rn  towards  me and I  wou ld  jnd ica te  w i th  my hand what  d i rec t ion  I

wanted  h im to  go .  Th is  wasn ' t  a t  any  par t i cu la r  lake .  Th : ls  was  down a t



LeGro s s

C:

L :

Col l ingwood and the  who le  p ' lace  was f i l l ed  w ' i th  marshey  land,  bayous  or

1  agunas .

There  is  no  way to  descr ibe  the  f i sh .  A  f r iend  and I  dug ou t  a  f la t

bottomed boat of  redwood and we had traps with a loaf  of  bread in i t  and

we caught  a l l  the  minnows we wanted  fo r  ba i t .  h le  never  used any th ing  bu t

cane po les .  h le  d idn ' t  use  s tn ing ;  we used ba i l  ing  w i re .  l ^ le  caught  ca t f i sh

up to  f j f teen  pounds and b ig  c rapp ie .  We wou ld  s t r ing  them on ba i ' l i ng  w i re

and have th i r ty  pounds o f  f i sh .  I t  has  a l l  been b las ted  ou t  now and has

homes there.  The reason there is no more waterfowl and f ish is not because

of  the  spor tsmen,  bu t  because o f  the  greed o f  the  land deve lopers .  We a lso

had qua i1 .  We ca l ' led  them t ree  qua i l  because they 'd  f ' l y  c lose  to  the  ground

and then up  a  t ree .  So,  they  were  jus t  s i t t ing  ducks  fo r  anybody.  Even

the kids w' i th .22s could go down and get a bag ful l .

Af ter  cot ton came in,  the farmers cut  down al l  the fo l ' iage and then

there  was no  hab i ta t  fo r  the  an imals .  And they  dra ined o f f  the  marshes  and

s ince  the  ducks  were  mjgra tory ,  they  went  on  in  to  M6x ico ,  where  there  was

p len ty  o f  water  and food.

l .^ lould you tei l  us about what El  Paso looked I  ike when you came?

When I  came to  E l  Paso,  I  had jus t  f in ' i shed a  tour  o f  du ty  w i th  the  Navy .

I  was  about  22 .  I  was  on  tha t  ba t t lesh ip  tha t  made the  goodwi l l  tour  a round

the  wor ld .  We were  met  w i th  open arms and love  in  every  por t  except  the

Mohammedan ports l ike Port  Said and the ports along the North Afr ican coast,

I  came to  E l  Paso w i th  the  expec ta t ion  o f  go ing  back  in to  the  Navy ,  bu t  I

met  a  g i r ' l  and  fe l l  in  love  w i th  her  and we go t  mar r jed .  She was my w i fe

fo r  a lmost  f i f t y  years .  A t  tha t  t ime,  I  went  in to  the  f i re  depar tment .  I t
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cons i s ted  o f  33  pa id  men .  I  wo rked  fo r  $7S  a  mon th  and  21  hou rs  a  day .  I

had  one  hou r  o f f  t h ree  t imes  a  day ,  s j x  days  a  week .  The  po l i ce  had  12  hou rs

a  day  to  work ,  f rom 6 :00  to  6 :00 .  We had  beds  i n  the  f i r e  depar tmen t  and

we  s lep t  t he re .  We had  bedbugs  the re .  We exe rc j sed  the  ho rses  eve ry  day ;

i f  we  d i dn ' t  t he i r  l egs  wou ld  swe l l  up  f r om s tand ing  i n  t he  s ta l l s .  We  go t

up  a t  6 :00  a .m . ,  had  b reak fas t  f r om 7 :00  t o  B :00 .  A l l  t he  mea l s  we re  ea ten

jn  sh i f t s  ove r  a  t h ree  hou r  pe r i od .  Then ,  a t  n i gh t ,  we  we re  a l l  t he re .

Were  the re  any  b ig  f i r es  wh i l e  you  were  w i th  the  depar tmen t?

Yes ,  I  wan t  t o  desc r ibe  a  f j r e  where  tu ro  peop ' l e  l os t  t he i r  l i ves .  0n  Texas

and  Mesa ,  where  Gran t ' s  j s  now,  the re  l vas  Ca l j she r ' s  Depar tmen t  S to re .  I t

occu r red  on  Augus t  10 ,  1910 .  I t  was  a  th ree -s to ry  bu i l d ing .  I t  had  an

o rnamen ta l  co rn i ce  a round  the  top .  We los t  i t  comp le te l y .  Rober t  Duke '

A r thu r  Hu l l  and  I  wen t  on  the  roo f  and  cu t  t he  t i n  away  and  cu t  t he  woodwork

out .  h lhen we got  through,  Hu11 got  on the ladder  and I  handed h im the saw

and  then  Duke  go t  on  the  l adder  and  I  handed  h im  a  saw.  One  o f  t he  f i r e

commiss ioners to ld  me to go on down about  twenty feet  and help cut  some more

a t  t he  o the r  s i de .  I  sa ' i d ,  " l ' l l  come  down  and  t hem come  back  up  a f t e r  t hey

move  t he  l adde r . "  We l l ,  when  t hey  pu l l ed  t he  l adde r  away  f r om the  bu i l d j ng '

t he  wa l l  c rumb led  j n .  I t  k j l l ed  Mr .  I l l . F .  Rob ' i nson ,  one  o f  t he  comm' i ss i one rs .

I t  was  on  the  Texas  s ide  o f  t he  s t ree t .  Ho t  b r i cks  fe l l  on  h im  and  c rushed

eve ry  bone ' i n  h j s  body .  A  l ady  w j t h  t h ree  l i t t l e  g i r l s  was  s tand ing  t he re

and  she  asked  i f  anyone  was  hu r t  and  I  t o ld  he r  t ha t  I  knew tha t  t he

commiss ione r  was  under  the re .  She  fa in ted  r i gh t  t he re  on  the  s t ree t .  She

' , vas  Mrs .  Rob inson .  She  l a te r  bu i l  t  t he  Rob inson  Apar tmen ts  on  0choa  and

San  An ton i c i  S t ree t .
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