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Dr.  Roman, when did you f i rst  hear about the Bracero Program?

We11, of  course, I  have known about the braceros and about what they

for  a  long t ime.  I  suppose you cou ld  say  my in te res t  in  i t  was  k ind

super f i c ia l  un t i l  hav ing  f in ished my in te rnsh ip  in  o ld  E l  Paso Genera l .

I  received informat ion that there was an opening in the Pecos Val ley

area fo r  a  phys ic ian  to  work  fo r  a  c l in ic  tha t  was  es tab l i shed there  by

the cotton farmers of  the area, and the opening was a posi t ' ion to give

medica l  care  to  b raceros  on  and o f f  the  co t ton  season.  IDur ing ]  the  "on"

season the populat ' ion of  braceros would be around 25,000 to 30,000.

They needed he lp  and the  pay  was good.  i  had  jus t  f in ished my in te rnsh ip ;

I  was jn debt and poor and had a fami ly.  So I  decided to work there

because i t  represented an opportuni ty for  me to start  working r ight  away

and to  s ta r t  earn ingmoney,  p lus  be ing  ab le  to  do  some good.

What exact ly do you mean by superf ic ia l?

Everyone knew for years that  the Mexican and American governments had an

agreement  to  a l low a  cer ta in  number  o f  peop le ,  w i th  some fa rming  exper i -

ence to  come in to  th is  count ry  dur ing  the  appropr ia te  seasons- - fo r  example ,

the  co t ton  p ick ing  season.  They  wou ld  come in  and work ,  espec ia l l y  in

the areas where there was a big requirement for  a lot  of  people to work.

And you cou ldn ' t  h i re  enough peop le  f rom loca l  communi t ies  to  do  the  work

tha t  needed to  be  done in  such a  shor t  t ime,  so  the  program was es tab l i sh-

ed  to  do  th is .  0 f  course ,  I  d idn ' t  know a t  the  t ime how the  med ica l  care

was handled, al though I  had some rough idea. I  knew they had to receive

medical  care somewhere, but that  was about al l  I  knew.

What  were  your  respons ib i l i t i es?

do

o f

OR:
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I  was  incharge o f  the  c l in ic  and rendered a l l  the  med ica l  care  to  these

peop le .  Any th ' ing  tha t  we cou ldn ' t  hand le  there ,  we wou ld  sent  to  E l  Paso

or  Odessa,  the  two b igges t  med ica l  cen ters  c lose  to  Pecos .  Otherw ise ,

we were respons' ib le for  total  and complete care of  the braceros.

Can you g ive  us  a  genera l  descr ip t ion  o f  the  type  o f  charac ters  the

braceros were?

I would say that perhaps 95% were common laborers f rom al l  over M6xico:

hard workers,  had a lot  of  phys' ica1 endurance, un-educated. They came

from almost everywhere in the enter ior  of  M6xico.  Some of them didn' t

speak  Span ish ;  ins tead,  I they  spokeJ  some pecu l ia r  ( l  wou ld  suspec t )

Indian dialects that  no one but the members of  the' i r  own group understood.

S ince  the  work  they  had to  do  was most ly  a  mechan ic  sor t  o f  th jng ,  once

they got over here i t  was easy to communicate wi th them by sign language

as to what they were supposed to do. As they interrelated with other

Mex icans  f rom o ther  a reas  tha t  spoke Span ish ,  they  a lso  learned how to

speak i t .  Eventual ly,  a lot  of  the ones who stayed here dur ing the cotton

p ' i ck ing  per iod ,  wh ich  m igh t las t two  o r  th ree  months ,  l ea rned  Span ish  and

even  a  l i t t l e  b i t  o f  Eng l i sh .

tdhat age bracket would you say most of  the braceros fe l l  under?

The ages ranged from 18 al l  the way up to the 50s. I  don' t  remember i f

the  program i tse l f  had any  age l im i ta t ions .

l rJhat about their  mari ta l  status?

I would say a large number were marr ied wi th large fami l ies back home.

What would you say was one of  the main reasons the Mexicans were at t ract-

ed to the program?

JR :
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Economics.  They would come over  here and

severa l  hundred dol lars .  I  They would ]  go

money,  which admi t t ing ' ly  by our  s tandards

I  i t  was ]  subs tan t i a l .

i n  a  shor t  per iod  o f  t ime earn

home w'ith a good amount of

I wa s] sma'l I , but by the'i r' s

Do you think most of  them wanted to return or would I thet  come over

w i th  jn ten t ions  o f  s tay ing  here?

I  wou ld  say  most  o f  them came here  w i th  the  in ten t ions  o f  re tu rn ing ,

because by 1aw, they had to.

t^Jhat k ind of  housing was provided?

Housi  ng cons' isted of  most ly a barrack-type bui  l  d i  ng,  usual ' ly  a f rame

wi th  cor rugated  s tee l  roo f  and s ides ,  w i th  co ts  l ined  up  maybe 40  to  50

to  each s ide  w i thappropr ia tewjndows;  two or  th ree  gas ,  coa l  o r  wood

heaters  fo r  the  w in te r ;  shower  s ta l l s ,  a  p ' lace  to  c lean up ,  and ou ts ide

to i le ts .  They  came over  w i th  one change o f  c lo thes ,  one pa i r  o f  shoes ,

a  l igh t  jacke t ,  and a  s t raw hat .  The fa rmers  usua l ly  fo rmed a  group

of 50 or 60 of them, and [they] would see $o it l that lthe braceros]

had hous ing ,  bedd ing ,  med ica l  care  and food;  bu t  any th ' ing  e lse ,  the

braceros had to prov' ide for i t .  Dur ing the peak, we had about 25,000

ass igned to  the  Trans-Pecos  Assoc ia t ion ,  and I  was  the  on ly  phys ' i c ian

employed by them; but there were other physic ians car ing for them in

the  communi ty  and ' in  the  la rger  c i t ies .

What  about  the i r  d ie t?

The d ie t  cons js ted  pr imar i l y  o f  beans ,  po ta toes ,  r i ce ,  b read and some-

t imes vegetables.  There were two or three cooks for 40 people.  The

bet te r  food was served in  the  c l in ic .  The pa t ien ts  go t  a  more  ba lanced

OR:
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d ie t  and  be t te r  qua l i t y  food ,  f i ke  meat  and  vege tab les .  A t  the  c l i n i c ,

they ate three meals a day; whereas jn the f ie ' lds,  somet imes they would

only eat one meal a day.

What were the worki  ng hours?

Long. They worked from sunr ise to sundown, s ix days a week. I f  they

got an af ternoon of f ,  j t  was usual ly on a saturday, and they would go

into the c i ty to window-shop and dr ink.  There was always some sort  of

en ter ta inment  fo r  them,  l i ke  dances ;  bu t  w i th  so  many peop le ,  i t  was

crowded and hard  to  do  any th ing .  Ac tua l ' l y ,  the i r  en ter ta inment  cons is ted

most ly of  walk ing around town and shopp' ing.  The saturday af terRoons

and evenings that they were of f ,  the downtown merchants would put out

l j t t le  vend ing  s tands  ou ts ide  the i r  s to res  to  se l l  to  them.  They  hard ly

went into the restuarants and movies.  They most ly wal  ked and went to

the  bars .  Inc identa l l y ,  they  on ly  go t  pa id  50  cents  an  hour  fo r  work ing .

They were dr iven pret ty hard.  And i f  they did not meet certain require-

ments ,  they  were  d ismissed and sent  back .  The Immigra t ion  was a lso  a

constant companion. There was always somebody checkjng to make sure

tha t  they  were  no t  i1 ' lega1 .

What was the at t j tude of  the community towards the braceros?

I can' t  say whether they were welcomed or not.  I  th ink that  probably

they were conf ined to certain areas sf  the community.  Natural ' ly ,  I

can ' t  say  rea l ' l y  tha t  peop le  we lcomed them wi th  open arms.  I  th ink

that they were tol  erated because they were there to spend some of their

money. I  would say they were tolerated.

What about the Anglo community?
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JR: I  would say the braceros probably conf ined [ themselved to the parts of

town where they fel t  they were most welcomed--the poorer sect ions.  They

wou ldn ' t  c i rcu la te  much about  the  town,  bu t  I  can ' t  say  tha t  they  were

kept  f rom go ing  to  o ther  p laces ;  maybe d iscouraged,  yes .

What about the Mexlcan American community?

They probab ly  d idn ' t  ho ld  them in  very  h igh  es teem;  Ehe braceros ]  re -

presented people that  took jobs away from them. But on the other hand,

s ince  many o f  the  Mex ' i can  Amer icans  had l i t t le  bus inesses  where  these

men could go and shop and spend some of thejr  money, the income that the

braceros brought to these smal l  ventures outweighed any i11 feel ings

tha t  the  peop le  migh t  have had aga ins t  them.

What types of  immunizat ions did they have to have before coming over?

Most of  them that came over were not immunized to any diseases whatsoever.

The on ly  th ing  tha t  they  checked fo r  was  fo r  ma jor  de fec ts ,  l i ke  deb i l i -

ta t ing  cond i t ions .  They  wou ldn ' t  le t  a  guy  come over  i f  he  had one arm,

1eg,  a  hern ia ,  T .B .  o r  venerea l  d isease.  They  d id  some k ind  o f  hea l th

screen ing ,  bu t  as  fa r  as  be inq immunized aga ins t  a  spec i f i c  d isease,  none.

The on ly  t ime I  go t  invo lved in  jmmuniza t ions  wou ld  be  i f  they  were  to

hur t  themse lves ;  then I  wou ld  g ive  them a  te tanus  shot .  We were  respon-

sible for  seeing that they stayed heal thy.  I f  they needed medical

t rea tment ,  eva lua t jon ,  o r  a  med jca l  op in ion ,  we had a  smal l  makesh i f t

hosp' i ta l  which would accomodate about 50 pat ients.  So i f  any of  them

were ' i l l  and  came to  the  c l in i c  requ i r ing  some observa t ion ,  hosp i ta l -

i za t ion  or  in -pa t ien tcare  (no t  to  the  ex ten t  tha t  they  wou ld  requ i re

bare ]  in  a  la rge  hosp i ta l ) ,  we wou ld  accommodate  them there .  Wj th

OR:

JR:
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take care

The  hosp i ta l

any compl ex

OR:

JR:

the  vo lume o f  peop ' le  we were  hand l ing ,  i t  was  imposs ib le  to

0 f  themin  the  c i t y  hosp i ta l  tha t  had  abou t  30  to  40  beds .

we had was ra ther  Ia ]  rus t i c ,  p r im i t i ve  type  hosp i ta l .  Bu t

prob' lems Fhat arose- l  would be sent to El  Paso by ambulance.

What were the most common complaints?

As ide  f rom the  common compla jn t  o f  resp ' i ra to ry  in fec t ions ,  I

they  were  in ju r ies ,  u lcers ,  and jn tes t ' ina l  paras i tes .

Were they reluctant to take treatments?OR:

JR :

woul  d  say,

Most of  them took the treatment we'of fered. I  doubt that  many of  them

had any conf idence in what we did for  them. They took their  med' ic ine,

pi11s, and in ject ions because they were told to take thenr,  but  not for

the reason we would take them. You know, when we go to the doctor

and we are  g iven med ic ines ,  we take  them because we th ink  they '11  do

us good. Wel l ,  they took theirs because they were taken there because

they  were  s ick ,  and somebody pu t  the  med ic ines  in  the i r  mouths  and gave

them shots .  But  they  d idn ' t  have the  same conf idence [as  we do  ]  t f ra t

they  wou ld  ge t  we l l ,  because most  o f  them d idn ' t  even know what  med ica l

care  was.

Would  you say  tha t  the  re luc tance on  the i r  par t  to  take  the i r  t rea tments

was a uni  que part  of  them?

Yes, because most of  them were the pr imit ive type, stoic; ,  [ t f rey]  could

take  hardsh ip  and accept  i l l nesses  as  par t  o f  the ' i r  l i ves .  They  to le r -

a ted ' i l l ness  and  d idn ' t  comp la in  much .  They  were  no t  b rough t  in  un t i l

they  were  a lmost  dead,  and even then they  s t i l l  d jdn ' t  compla in .  These

were  peop le  f rom the  h i11s ,  and were  used to  a  hard  l i fe .  [They  were ]
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very  un ique in  th is  sense.  Somet imes,  because o f  the  lack  o f  exposure

to any type of  medical  care,  they were reluctant to take treatment--

except the ones that had been over here before.

What  abou t  re l ig ion?

I  d idn ' t  see  or  have an  oppor tun i ty  to  observe  th is ,  except  tha t  most

o f  them d id  wear  a  c ruc i f i x .

What were the rules on hygiene?

No ru les .  Some bathed once a  week;  the  ones  in  the  c l in ic  had to  ba the

every  day .  But  the  ones  work ing  ou t  in  the  f ie lds- -no  ru les  about  i t .

Do you th" ink they contr ibuted a lot  to the local  economy?

I  th ink  so ,  s ince  some l i t t le  bus inesses  sprung ou t .  I  wou ld  say  tha t

most of  the braceros spent some of their  money there.

What was the re1at ionship between the farmers and the workers?

i t  was  a  cont rac t  re la t ionsh ip .  I f  the  employer  needed 
. |00  

or  so  workers ,

they could care less who they were. What they wanted was just  to get

some people to do the work.  I f  the work was not done r ight ,  they would

dismiss them, and they would ei ther be sent back to M6xico or to another

farm. There was a certa'in amount of work that had to be done within a

cer ta in  per iod  o f  t ime,  and they  jus t  went  in  and d id  i t .

Do you know how they were recruited?

I th ' ink the farmer group would contract  wi th the U.S. Labor Department

to hjre so many braceros.  Then the Labor Departement,  in conjunct jon

with the State Labor Department,  would work out their  temporary working

permits.  This way they would know exact ly how many would be com' ing

over and when they wou' ld be processed through Rio Vista Center in El  Paso,

OR:

JR:

OR:

JR:

OR:

JR:
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Texas. The designated number al lowed by the Labor Department came through

Judrez to El  Paso. The farmers then would say how many they needed,

and they would provide transportat ion for  them from the distr ibut ion area

to Pecos. They were loaded in buses and dr iven to Pecos, to the desig-

nated p' l  ace.

Do you have any exper iences that stand out about the braceros?

Yes. One of  the most fantast ic th ings I  remember is when a guy was brought

in because he had been bi t ten in the arm by a rat t lesnake. He was from

a part  of  M6xico--somewhere in a jungle--where they be' l ieved that the way

to  cure  a  ra t t lesnake b i te  was to  f ind  the  snake tha t  had b i t ten  h im,

chew the  head o f f ,  k ' i l 1  i t ,  and  sk in  i t ,  then  wrap the  ra t t lesnake sk jn

around the  area  tha t  was  b i t ten .  And tha t ' s  how he came in ,  w j th  the

ra t t lesnake sk in  wrapped around the  area  in  the  arm.  He was s ick  fo r

about two days, but got wel l  wi thout any problems. In fact ,  he was almost

wel l  when we got him, which was two days af ter  the accident had occumed.

Another exper ience that lef t  i ts  impression on me was about a guy that had

a very  bad acc ident  where  h is  lower  t runk  was a lmost  sp l i t  in  ha l f .  He

was in  the  c l in ic  about  two years .  He had a l ready  been there  s ix  months

when I  arr jved. Anyway, at  t imes he was very depressed, and in order to

cheer  h im up,  I  wou ld  k id  h im about  how Mex icans  were  supposed to  be

Uachos and very brave. Since I  knew that he was from Jal ' isco,  I  would

tel l  h im that the men who came from Jal isco were very man1y, and he would

rep' ly,  "Eso no es verdad, los hofbre-s de Jal isco s_on hombres porque los

hizo Jorgg Neg.rete."  0f  course, Vou know who Jorge Negrete was.

What  were  the  pos i t i ve  aspec tso f  th is  p rogram in  your  op in ion?

OR:

JR:
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I  th ink  the  program served as  an  educat ion  in  i t s  own pecu l ia r  way .  I

th ink  some o f  the  peop le  tha t  came over  learned about  the  goodness  o f

th is country,  and some even took back examples.  I t  was good for them

to  see a  deve loped count ry  and some even learned about  peop le  and peop le 's

behav ' io r - -a  d i f fe ren t  approach to  l j fe .  I  hope th is  exposure  to  the

way we l i ve ,  our  hea l th  s tandands,  hyg iene,  and fami ly  re la t ionsh ips

helped them to better themselves. 0f  course, there are some bad things

too .  But  overa l l  i  th ink  the  exposure  and exper ience,  on  the  o ther  s ' ide ,

those o f  us  who worked w i th  them who had no t  had the  exper ience,  we a lso

learned about  human behav jo r .  h le  learned to  to le ra te  o ther  peop le 's

inadequac ies ,  and we learned abou l the i r  count ry  and the i r  be l ie fs .

Economica l l y ,  who benef i t s  the  most  w i th  th is  p rogram?

I t ' s  a  re ' la t j ve  th ing .  0n  th is  s jde  the  economy o f  an  area  depends on

a c rop  be ing  p icked,  ' l i ke  
the  melon$ on ions ,  co t ton ,  o r  whatever .  And

i f  they  are  p icked on  t ime and the  c rop  is  good (  and obv ious ly  the

econom' ics is good),  [ then] the farmers real  ize a prof i t .  0n the other

side, you take peode who come here,  who have never earned more than a

dol lar  a day, and they come over and earn four t imes that a day (of

course  work  a  long hard  day) .  IThey ]  re tu rn  to  the i r  v i l lages  or  s ta tes

where  the  economy is  much lower  than ours ,  and tha t ' s  a  b ig  ga in  to  them.

By  compar ison ,  i f  I  had  to  p ick ,  and  a l l  th ings  be ing  equa ' | ,  (  and  i t ' s

hard to be equal  ) ,  i  th ink both s ides benef i ted.

Were you 91 ad or sorry to see the program phase out?

My personal  opinion is that  the program was a good thing for everybody.

The  on ly  ob jec t ion  i s  tha t  i f  a t  a l l  poss ib le  more  loca l  peop le  shou ld

JR:

OR:

JR:
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be employed. For example,  i f  you have 
'10,000 

braceros coming over and

you need 12,000 the 2,000 should be made up of  local  people who want to

work .  I f  you  can ' t  ge t  them,  then tha t ' s  d i f fe ren t .  Bu t  o f  course ,

people over here are not going to work for  the same wages as the

braceros  because the i r  s tandard  o f  l ' i v ing  is  h igher .  They  have to  ask

for better wages and they should be paid more, but I  don' t  know how

that  cou ld  be  worked ou t .  Overa l l ,  fo r  fa rming  communi t ' ies ,  I  th ink  i t

was very good. I  found some persona' l  sat iSact ion in working for the

program.

0R: Wh.v di  dn'  t  you cont i  nue?

JR:  Because I  had o ther  in te res ts .  i  was  in te res ted  in  spec ia l i z ing .  I t  he lp -

OR:

JR:

ed me save money to go on wjth my training.

Do you have any  f ina l  thoughts  you wou ld  l ' i ke  to  share  w i th  us?

I  th ink  a f te r  c lose  to  l5  years ,  see ing  the  changes  in  the  re la t ionsh jp

between the  two count r ies ,  see ing  the  prob lem o f  the  so-ca l led  " i11ega l

a l ien , "  and the  economic  prob lems in  M6x ico  (^ rh jch  are  supposed to  be  the

reason fo r  the  i11ega1 a l iens)  I  wou ld  say  the  bracero  program was an

economic  a id  to  bo th  s ides .  I f  such  a  p rogram were  re - ins t i tu ted  w i th

the  thought  in  mind  tha t  you  have to  p ro tec t  the  peop le  on  th is  s ide

too ,  we probab ly  wou ld  no t  have as  much t roub ' lew i th  i11ega l  a l iens  fo r

economic reasons, because some would come over and work and help us

and go back and help themselves and keep their  economic standards

h igher .  And i t  wou ld  be  as  b ig  an  incent jve  to  come over  1ega11y than

i  11 ega' l  ly .  Thi  s woul  d be a l  egal  way of  he1 pi  ng both s i  des.

Have you returned to Pecos since the program phased out?OR:
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, lR :  Yes ,  I  th ink  I  went  back  once a f te r i t  began to  phase ou t .  I  wou ld  say

Pecos is not as much of  a booming type of  town that i t  was then. One

of  the  reasons  fo rd iscont inu ing  the  program was because o f  the  invent ion

of  the  co t ton  p ick ing  mach ines ;  they  were  fas te r ,  and more  economica l .

But  I  unders tand i t  i s  no t  be t te r  because the  mach ines  do  no t  p ick

cotton as wel l .  Anyway there was no further need for the braceros.

From tha t  s tand po in t  the  town is  no t  as  ac t ive  as  i t  use  to  be .  I

doubt  tha t  they  produce as  much co t ton ,  me lons ,  on ions  and whatever

because o f  the  lack  o f  manua l  labor .
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