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Robert Mi' l  1 er
by 0scar  J .  Mar t inez

March 9,  1976

0l ' l :  This morning we are very happy to have a guest interviewee who has consented

to  g ive  us  a  l  i t t le  o f  h is  t ' ime.  H is  name is  Rober t  l . ' l i l  l e r  and he  js

Manager of  the l ' l loolworth Store on Stanton Street in South El  Paso. He happens

to  be  a  ne jghbor  o f  m ine  and  we know each  o ther  ve ry  we l1 ,  so  I ' l l  ca l l  h im

Bob,  he  can ca l l  me Oscar .  Bob,  when d id  you come to  E l  Paso?

RM:  In  1972,  February .

0M:  That rs  when you took  over  the  s to re?

RM:  Yes ,  I  was  promoted.  A t  a  fo rmer  t ime I  was  l i v ing  jn  San Franc isco .  I

was  an  assoc ia te  manager  in  our  la rge  s to re  there  and was g ' i ven  a  p romot ion

to come to th is El  Paso store.

014:  What  were  your  thoughts  on  tak ing  over  th is  s to re  on  South  Stan ton  St ree t ,

com' ing  f rom a  p lace  1 ike  San Franc jsco  to  a  p ' lace  I  i ke  E l  Paso?

RM:  l l l e11 ,  exc i tement ,  cha l lenge .  The  s to re  in i t se l f  i s  a  ve ry  un ique  s to re .

The manager has the oppurtuni ty of  merchandis ing the store more or less

aga ins t  po l i cy  because the  s to re  i s  no t  a  s tap le  Woolwor th  S tore ,  as  we know.

Many of  the i tems which we sel l  are unique to the area; their  border t rade

is  a  d i f fe ren t  type  o f  t rade.  The reason tha t  I  was  se lec ted  fo r  th is  s to re

was tha t  I  had run  our  Miss ion  St ree t  s to re  in  San Franc isco ,  wh ich  was a

Lat ' in - type  s to re ,  bu t  aga in  i t  had  the  un iqueness  o f  merchand js ing  i tems

for  tha t  par t i cu la r  a rea .  | l ' Ie  f ind  tha t  anyone tha t ' s  ab le  to  merchand ise

one area  shou ld  be  ab le  to  merchand ise  another .  The pr io r  manager  to  me

went  to  our  Hawa i j  s to re  in  Wa jk ik i  Beach ,  and  tha t  aga fn  i s  a  un ique  s to re

in  tha t  i t ' s  a  tour is t - type  s to re .  I t ' s  a  s to re  where  you have to  buy  i tems

par t i cu ia r ly  fo r  tha t  s to re ,  and you can ' t  go  by  any  o f  the  l i s ts  tha t  a re

se t  up  by  the  company.  You have to  fo rmula te  your  own ideas  and op in ions

and go  f rom there .  So the  s to re  i s  a  b ig  cha l lenge.  The f j rs t  t ime I  f lew
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over El  Paso was in February of  1972, and coming from green, ' lush, 
San

Franc isco  to  b rown E l  Paso is  qu i te  a  shock !  But  we 've  grown to  love  the

communi ty  and we l i ke  i t  here .

0M:  You sa id  your  s to re  i s  un ique compared to  o ther  s to res  in  o ther  c i t ies

because o f  the  l ine  o f  merchand ise  tha t  you  car ry .  What  j s  i t  tha t  makes

i t  so  un ique?

RM:  We11,  bas jca l l y  wer re  dea l ing  w i th  a  low pover ty  peop le ,  as  fa r  as  my  s to re

is  par t i cu ' la r1y  concerned.  As  you probab ly  know,  S tan ton  St ree t  i s  the  ex i t

to Judrez,  and the people t ravel ing f rom E1 Paso go down the street on

their  way home. Many of  these are the poverty level  people and we have

adapted the store to meet their  needs. t , . le have tr ied to merchandise the

s tore  to  the j r  leve l ,  what  they  cou ld  a f fo rd .  0ver  the  years ,  o f  course ,

the standard has improved and has gotten better each year.  As an exampl e,

s ix  years  ago the  s to re  so ld  twenty -seven-cent  thongs  as  a  shoe,  and th is

was our  bes t  se l le r  jn  the  shoe depar tment .  Everybody wore  thongs .  Now

j t  l r :7  deve loped in to  tenn is  shoes ,  and we were  ab le  to  p ick  up  tenn is

shoes  fo r .77  cen ts ,  .99  cen ts ,  tha t  peop le  cou ld  a f fo rd .  The  tenn is  shoe

remained the  s tap ' leshoefor  a  long t ime.  Now we are  in to  be t te r  shoes  wh ich

anyone wou ld  wear ,  bu t  we go  a f te r  what  we ca l l  seconds,  o r  i r regu la rs .  In

other words,  what you would pay in Kar l 's  Shoe Store for  $4.99 we try to

get  in  our  s to re  fo r  $1 .99  so  tha t  our  peop le  can a f fo rd  them.

In  se lec t ing  merchand jse  fo r  the  s to re ,  many t jmes we gamble .  There

is  a  lo t  o f  d ' i s t ressed merchand jse  th roughout  the  Un i ted  Sta tes  in  d i f fe ren t

fac to r ies ,  and th is  d is t ressed merchand ise  many t jmes you can p ick  up  a t  a

real  bargain pr ice.  Then we can take this and extend i t  to our customey' is.

Bu t  ' i t ' s  I  i ke  buy ing  in  the  dark  a  lo t .  I  make  a  lo t  o f  m is takes ,  as  anyone
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wou ld ,  because  i t ' s  1a /one-man opera t ion  as  fa r  as  the  merchand is ing  i s

concerned-  There  isn ' t  a  b ig  company beh ind  you.  I  have my organ iza t ion

wh ich  he lps  a  g rea t  dea ' | ,  and  we dec ide  what  i tems w i l l  se l l .  Bu t  i t ' s  funny ,

because you '1 . |  ask  a  g i r ' l  1T f  a  cer ta in  j tem so ld  we l l  in  the  pas !2 .  "0h ,

yeah ,  we  used  to  se l l  a  lo t  o f  th i s  i tem.  Buy  i t . "  You  buy  j t  and  i t ' l l

be  a  comple te ly  dead i tem.  So,  i t ' s  cons tan t ly  chang ing  and you have to

keep up  w i th  your  cur ren t  t rends  a l l  the  t jme.

014: Do you have a technique for f inding out f rom your customers what their  tastes

are  and what  they  w i l l  and  w i l l  no t  buy? 0n  o ther  words ,  do  you do  marke t

research with your custoners?

Wel I ,  ' i n  a  way.  Management  exper ience and the  organ iza t ion 's  exper ience

comes in to  tha t  fac to r .  When we get  ca l l s  fo r  merchand ise  we have what  we

ca l l  a  Ca l l  L is t  o f  i tems tha t  cus tomers  want .  l ^Je  take  these ca l l  I  i s ts  and

go over  them,  and ' i f  the  i tem appears  a  number  o f  t imes then we t ry  to  secure

those i tems that our customers want.

I  know tha t  you  car ry  a  lo t  o f  food j tems,  and tha t ' s  d i f fe ren t  f rom o ther

Woolwor th  S tores .

R' ight ,  My best department,  however,  is  candy. We have the second 
' largest

candy  depar tment  in  the  Pac i f i c  reg ion ,  wh ich  inc ludes  a l l  o f  the  western

s ta tes  ' inc lud ing  
Woming and Co lorado.  Our  candy  depar tment  i s  un ique in

tha t  we  don ' t  ca r ry  any  bu lk  cand ies ,  i t ' s  a l1  packaged  goods ;  mos t l y  bar

goods.  For  ins tance,  in  one year  we so ld  a  mi l l ion  Ho l lywood candy  bars ,

and tha t  was  two boxcar  loads .  So we are  a  un ique s to re  in  tha t  way .

Why does candy se1' l  so much?

l , . le l l ,  M6xico /h 'asn' ! -  developed a good chocolate,  and basical ' ly  we are

ta lk ing  about  choco la te  candy  bars .  I  be l ' ieve  tha t  they  come across  to  ge t
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these i tems tha t  they  cannot  secure  in  the i r  own count ry .  You ' re  p robab ly

aware  o f  the  types  o f  candy  tha t  a re  ava i1ab le  in  M6x ico  and they  haven ' t

been ab le  to  marke t  good choco la te  in  the i r  own count ry .

0M:  Is  th is  s to re  cons i rdered  a  good ass ignment  w i th in  the  Woolwor th  o rgan iza t ion?

RM:  Yes .  I t ' s  a  very  cha ' l leng ing  s to re  and i t ' s  a  s tep-o f f  po in t  fo r  many

promot ions .  The s to re  i s  a  "make-or -b reak"  type  opera t ion .  L ike  I  say ,

i t  takes a merchandiser.  Today in our operat ion we more or less want

s tock  boys ,  somebody tha t r l l  s j t  down and be  ab le  to  read a  le t te r  and

fo l low ou t  the  po l i c ies  in  the  opera t ion .  In  th i s  s to re  you  canno t  do  tha t ,

so  you become a  merchand iser  o f  your  own in  the  opera t ion .  You ' re  k ind  o f

a  b lack  sheep  in  a  way ,  bu t  i t  i s  a  cha l lenge  and  i t ' s  a  s to re  tha t ' s

a ' lways  been h igh ly  sought  a f te r .

0M: How does that store compare wjth other stores in town, for  example the store

that used to be up in Coronado? What would be the di f ferences between yours

and tha t  one?

We11,  our  company is  c los ing  a  1o t  o f  the  smal l  Woo lwor ths  s to res .  As  you

know we a lso  opera te  Woolcos .  In  town,  we had I  be l ieve  seven Woolwor th

s tores  a t  one t ime.  We are  now down to  two.  We 've  c losed f i ve ,  bu t  we 've

opened two Woolcos. I t  took approximate' ly thnee Woolworth stores invest-

ment to operate one Woolco Store.  So as we worry about our investment,

we c losed the  smal l  s to res  and t r ied  to  open the  la rge  ones .  The count ry

seemed to be moving towards the big store t rend, the discount store t rend,

so  th is  i s  why  we have c losed these o ther  Woolwor th  s to res  in  the  pas t .  Bu t

now these are  s tap le  s to res ,  what  we ca l l  a  regu la r  var ie ty  s to re .  They ' re

in  smal l  me ighborhoods norma11y.  They ' re  n jck le  and d jme s to res ,  as  I  ca l l

them.  /When/  a  lady  wants  a  spoo l  o f  th read,  a  package o f  need les ,  a  p ' iece



Mi l le r

o f  ya rn ,  she  goes  in to  the  s to re .  The  average  sa le  i sn ' t  h igh ,  bu t  i t ' s  a

convenience type operat ion where the customer can go in and f ind what they

want . .  For  ins tance,  the  Coronado Store ,  one o f  i t ' s  b igges t  depar tments

was a lways  sewing  no t ions .  A lso  fo r  tha t  ne ighborhood (a11 s to res  are

merchand' ised for the' i r  own neighborhood) plants were always good in that

par t i cu la r  a rea ,  because there 's  so  much bu i ld ing  go ing  on  and so  many

peop le  pu t t ing  the i r  new homes and th jngs ' in  tha t  a rea  tha t  we were  a lways

ab le  to  ma in ta in  good sa les  ou t  o f  p lan ts  in  tha t  a rea .  The K 'Mar t  S tore

which  opened across  the  s t ree t  i s  in  the  same s i tua t jon .

0M:  How much bus iness  do  you do  a  year  in  your  s to re ,  in  te rms o f  do l la rs?

Rl4 :  We do $1 ,300,000 in  sa les .  Compara t ive ly ,  I  wou ld  say  the  average | r loo lwor th

store throughout the country would probably do somewhere around $650,000.

The average Woolco  Store  wou ld  do  over  $4 ,000 i000.

0M:  That ' s  qu i te  an  opera t ion .  And you are  do ' ing  bus iness  pr imar i l y  w i th  poor

peopl  e f rom Judrez?

RM: Comect,  comect.  I  would say that 99 percent of  my customers are Mexicans.

I f  an  Ang lo  wa lks  in to  the  s to re ,  he 's  e i ther  a  sa lesman or  someone pedd l ing

insurance or  someth ing .  But  you can usua l ly  spo t  them immed ' ia te1y .  So i t ' s

a  un ique s to re  f rom tha t  ang1e.

0M:  I  unders tnad tha t  ma ids  compr ise  a  s ign i f i can t  por t ion  o f  your  cus tomens.

Cou ld  you  te l l  us  a  l j t t l e  b j t  abou t  tha t?

RM:  The day-majd  s i tua t jon  in  E l  Paso,  as  I  am sure  the  c lass  has  rea l i zed ,

many t imes maids  wou ld  secure  a  border  c ross ing  card '  a  temporary  pass ,

wh ich  i s  a  v ' i s i to r ' s  pass  in to  the  Un i ted  S ta tes .  These  passes ,  o f  course ,

were used so that they cold secure employment in El  Paso working as maids'

and they would work anywhere from $5 to $8 a day and work in many of  the
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homes in  E l  Paso.  These maids  wou ld  come over  in  the  morn ing  and re tu rn  in

the  even ing  around 4 :00  in  the  a f te rnoon,  So the  major  par t  o f  our  bus iness

wou ' ld  p ick  up  a t  4 :00  o ' c lock .  We 'd  be  s low a l l  day  and  a t  4 :00  o ' c lock  our

bus iness  wou ld  g rea t ly  inc rease;  a l l  these maids  wou ld  come in .  I t  was  a

funny  s i tua t ion .  I 'm sure  lTh is  i sZ  t f re  typ ica l  scene:  the  maids  wa lk ing

down the  s t ree ts  and a t  the  bus  s tops  they 'd  a lways  have the i r  shopp ing  bags

fu l l  o f  l j t t le  good ies .  They  wou ld  come in to  the  s to re  and spend the i r

day 's  earn ings  fo r  g rocer ies  and th ings  tha t  they  wanted  back  a t  home.  Then

they would get on the streetcar in f ront  of  the store and return home.

Now,  th i s  s t i rua t ion  has  been  s low ly ,  s low]y  de te r io ra t jng ,  and  i t ' s

deter jorated /To{ many reasons. The f i rst  th jng that helped ' i t  was the

loss  o f  the  s t ree tcar ,  the  loss  o f  t ranspor ta t jon .  In  August  o f  1973,  I

be l ieve ,  they  abandoned the  s t ree tcar ,  and a t  tha t  t ime we went  fo r  a lmost

three months wi thout any border cross' ing t ransportat ion.  The El  Paso mayor

re ta l ia ted  by  s topp ing  a l l  tax is ,  the  l i t t l e  j i t ney  buses  wh jch  opera ted  on

the street;  the pol  ice department got af ter  them. So we went through a

per iod where we had no transportat ion between the border for  about three

months .  So what  happened. . .  I  m igh t  go  back  jn to  these cus tomers .  The

low income;peop le  have been r ipped o f f  fo r  many years  by  many peop le .  They

become very brand conscience*;  they became very 1oya1 to the stores where

they shop, where they knew that they could get good bargains,  where they knew

that  they  were  no t  go ing  to  ge t  r ipped o f f .  The loya l t ies  remajned and

they  fo rn ted ' .  shoppfng  hab i ts ;  and these shopp i rng  hab ' i t s ,  o f  course ,

deve loped  our  bus iness .

When the streetcar was abandoned, at  the same t jme M6xico put in a f ree

*  consc ious
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duty on grocer ies.  Now, a ' lways before,  the grocer ies in Judrez had been

much higher because of  the dut ies that  were put on them. lMexicanV came

over and they bought a lot  of  American goods. These goods were then bought

for the same pr ice whjch I  buy them for,  but  then they had a duty on them

at the border.  So when they got them into M6xico,  they had to sel l  them at

a  much h igher  p r ice  in  o rden to  make a  pro f i t .  So ,  there fore ,  the  cus tomers

would come to Stanton Street to buy the items lEhat they wanted/ because

they  knew tha t  they  cou ld  secure  them a t  a  be t te r  p r ice .  I , r le l l ,  th is  went

on  fo r  years .  Now in  L972 th is  f ree  du ty  s ta r ted  and the  l j s t  has  grown

each year  s ince  then.  But ,  in  1972 i t se l f ,  the  cus tomers  had s t i l l  fo rmed

the i r  loya ' l t jes  and hab i ts .  They  hadn ' t  found ou t  tha t  the  Mex ican grocery

s tores  had the  i tems a t  the  same pr ice  because they  had these shopp ing  hab i ts .

I  th jnk  i t  comes f rom be ing  r ipped o f f  l i ke  i  say ;  the  loya ' l t jes  a re  there ,

the  shopp ing  hab i ts  a re  there .

l l l e11 ,  th js  t ranspor ta t ion  has  s topped.  The o1d,  "hop the  s t ree tcar

for a djme and come to El  Paso and do our shopping on Saturday" vvas no

longer  ava i lab le  to  them,  so  they  were  fo rced to  go  jn to  the  Mex ican marke ts .

And there they found that they could buy the same j tems at  the same pr ice

or  cheaper .  l , r le11 ,  they  d idn ' t  have the  inconven ience o f  hav ' ing  to  come to

El Paso to shop, so they formed new shopp' ing hab' i ts.  Now, the mayor has

been a f te r  the  s t ree tcars ;  /6u t4  I  don ' t  th ink  tha t  the  s t ree tcars  be ing

p laced back  on  Stan ton  St ree t  i s  ever  go ing  to  change the j r  shopp ing  hab ' i t s

back .  I  don ' t  th ink  i t ' s  go ing  to  be  a  b ig  improvement  in  re ta i l  sa les  fo r

the  c i t y  o f  E l  Paso ;  i t  w i l l  be  a  tou r i s t  a t t rac t jon  on1y .  Tha t ' s  my  op in ion .

We now have the red buses workjng almost on the same route the streetcar

worked.  They ' re  a  l i t t le  b i t  more  expens ive ,  bu t  wages are  h igher  today  than
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they  were  four  years  ago.  So,  I  be l ieve  tha t  the  shopp ing  hab i ts  have now

been changed;  the  f ree  du ty  on  the  goods in  M6x ico  has  caused a  change-over ,

and the people dorr ' t  have to come to El  Paso to shop anymore. They always

came to  E l  Paso fo r  the j r  g rocer ies  bas ica l l y ,  and tunned i t  in td .  a  k ind  o f

a  fun  day .  I t  was  l i ke  a  carn iva l  day  every  Saturday  on  Stan ton  St ree t .

That ' s  the  candy ,  the  popcorn .  Popcorn  sa les  on  the  s t ree t  a re  fan tas t jc .

The l i t t le  Newber ry  S tore  up  f rom me js  the  la rges t  popcorn  sa le  s to re  jn

the  Un i ted  Sta tes .  He does  approx imate ly  $25,000 a  year in  popcorn .  I  do

$13 ,000  a  year  o f f  a  l i t t l e  popcorn  mach ine ,  se l l i ng  bag  popcorn .  I t  deno tes

kind of  the carnival  atmosphere that went on with their  shopp' ing t r ip.  I

can  remember  when  I  was  a  k jd ,  we  l i ved  jn  E l  Cen t ro ,  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  wh ich  i s

near  the  border ,  bu t  we used to  go  to  San D iego on  shopp ' ing  t r ips ,  0 f  course '

El  Centro was a very smal ' l  c i ty at  the t jme. But I  can remember as a k jd

want ing  to  go  to  San D iego to  shop and wa lk ing  in to  the  f j ve  and d ime and

look ing  a t  the  candy  counter ,  and my eyes  were  b ig  and bu lg ing .  Th is  i s

the  same type o f  s i tua t ion  we had w i th  Judrez  and E l  Paso.

I t ' ;s  a big event for  people down there to come over to here.

0h ,  I 'm  sure .  And  see  a l l  the  merchand ise ,  se l f - se rv ice  s to res ,  th i s  t ype

of  th ing  made a  b ig  event  and made a  good t ime ou t  o f  i t .  Bu t  Me i i ' co  has

now developed and more and more money is being poured jnto stores down

there :  Co losos  Marke t ,  Super  de ' l  R io  and these s to res  have become se l f -

serv ice .  They ' re  tak ing  on  the  same image tha t  we have.  And the  reasons

for coming to El  Paso are not as many as they were.

Are  you say ' ing  tha t  you 've  los t  cus tomers  as  a  resu l t  o f  th js  f ree  du ty  p rogram?

0h,  de f in i te ly .  The grocery  sa ' les  in  my s to re  lFuugfdropped to  a  ha l f

o f  wha t  I  o r ig ina l l y  had .
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t r lhat  about other stores on the same street? is th is a pattern?

Yes, yes;  a '11 the grocer ies stones on the street have been hurt .  Some of

the  s to res  are  main ta in ing  the i r  bus iness  to  a  cer ta in  degree.  There  are

two s to res  tha t  I  know o f  tha t  a re  do ing  fa i r l y  we l1 ,  bu t  I ' ve  never  rea11y

talked to the management of  the stores to know whether or not /Tney've/

compared the  f igures  pr io r  to  th is  p rob lem.  The P laza  Grocery  and S ' i l va 's

seem to have the major i ty of  the grocery bus" iness on South Stanton.

Can you te11 us  how much bus jness  has  gone down? We ius t  want  to  ge t  an

idea o f  how the  s i tua t ion  has  changed over  the  las t  coup le  o f  years  w i th  the

t ranspor ta t jon  compl  i ca t ions  and then the  Recess ion  o f  '74- ' '75 .

The average number  o f  cus tomers  per  week is  what  has  bas jca l l y  dec l ined.

We are running 6,000 less customers per week /_tha1/ what we used to run our

s to re .  Now,  the  f  i r s t  year  /o t  t f re  recess io f ,  1974,  we took  an  in i t ia l  d rop

of 7 percent;  that  was the year af ter  the problem. Now in 1973 we had the

bes t  year  ever ;  we had had a  fan tas t ic  e igh t  months  up  un t i l  August .  In

August ,  a f te r  the  s t ree tcar  / i i tua t io f ,  the  bus iness  s lowly  de ter io ra ted

and December was the worst  December we had ever had. So in 1973 we had a

good year but we would have had a much better year had we not had the trans-

por ta t ion  p rob lems.  Bu t  the  s i tua t jon  h ' i t ,  and  then  in  L974  j t  i us t  con t jnued

to drop and each month i t  seemed to escalate.  So /Tgl4T was the worst  year

we had. The way that we have been able to compensate for  the loss of  custom-

ers is t ry to of fer  to them other merchandise and try to improve our average

sa le  per  cus tomer ,  wh ich  i s  the  way  bus iness ' i s  p layed .  So  our  average

sa le  per  cus tomer  has  improved and we have no t  los t  as  much as  we cou ld  have

done f rom th js .  Some s to res  have c losed the i r  doors  and we 've  probab ly

p icked up  some o f  the  bus iness  tha t  they  had and 6aU{  been ab le  to  ma jn ta in

RM:
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a t  t he  p resen t  l eveJ .  l t hybe  I  was  smar te r  t han  the  o the rs ,  I  don ' t  know.

But  I 've heard that  s tones have dropped anywhere f rom 10 to  30 percent .

Let  me ask you about  the immediate impact  that  the s t reetcars had on sa les

on  the  s to re .  Wha t  was  the  pe rcen tage  d rop  i n  the  mon th  immed ia te l y  f o ' l l ow ing

the s topage of  the s t reetcars-- i f  you can remember a rough f igure?

In  Sep tember ,  I  be l i eve  we  d ropped  16  pe rcen t ,  wh t ' bh  wou ld  be  a  d ras t i c

drop /T[  our type of  operat ion.  September is always our big sales month,

"back  to  schoo l . "  I t ' s  a  con tes t  month  in  the  company  w i th  p r i zes  to  the

management and the emp' loyees, so we work very hard dur ing that month to

main ta in  our  sa les .  l , t le  d id  have a  dras t jc  d rop  tha t  month .  There  are

o ther  th ' ings  tha t  re la te  to  d rops :  There  cou ld  be  a  loss  o f  a  bus i rness  day

dur ing  the  month ,  6uU-  I  don ' t  reca l l  whether  o r  no t  Fnu{  occur red  dur ing

tha t  par t i cu la r  month .  There  was a  de f in j te  d rop  in  September .  In  0c tober

the  bus iness  seemed to  come back  a  I i t t le ,  and in  November  the  drop  wasn ' t

as  bad.  Then December  was a  c rash  to  us .  I t  wasn ' t  16  percent ,  bu t  December ,

o f  course ,  i s  our  b igges t  vo lume month  jn  the  var ie ty  s to re  bus iness- -December

mean ' ing  Chr is tmas and toys  and a l l  th is  type  o f  th ing .  So i t ' s  the  b ' igges t

month  we have.  In  a  lo t  o f  s to res  the  month  o f  December  a lone is  a  f i f th

o f  the  vo lume.

Were the other stores along Stanton Street af fected to the same degree?

Yes,  yes .  In  a l l  the  management  tha t  I  ta lked  to ,  they  were  a l l  a f fec ted ,

Now the merchants down there were very upset about th is s j tuat ' ion tak ' ing

p1ace.  What  d id  the  merchants  do  to  t ry  to  b r ing  back  the  s t ree tcars ,  i f

anyth ' ing?

l^ je11 ,  ac tua l l y  I  don ' t  th ink  the  s t ree tcars  ra ised  as  much  p rob lem as  the

problems we had with the border guands. There we formed a group and went
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and fought Ci ty Hal l .  As the streetcars were abandoned we each wrote let ters

to  the  mayor  t ry ing  to  he lp ,  bu t  a t  tha t  po in t  i t  was  d ip lomat ic  re la t ions

w i th  the . lud rez  o f f i c ia l s  and  there  was  no th ing  tha t  we  cou ld  do  as  a  g roup .

The merchants  in  JuSrez  saw the  immedja te  r i se  in  bus iness  and they  immedia te ly

p ro tes ted  to  the i r  o f f i c ia l s ,and  r igh t fu l l y  so .  They  s ta r ted  ga in ing  in

vo lume and ga in ing  in  sa les  and were  ge t t ing  some o f  th is  money tha t  we were

a lways  ge t t ing .  They  d idn ' t  wan t  the  s t ree tcar  back  on ,  so  the i r  o f f i c ia l s ,

o f  course ,  were  go ing  the  o ther  way.

The  th ing  tha t  s ta r ted  o f f  the  s t ree tcar  bus iness ,  I  don ' t  know ' i f  you

reca l l  bu t  we had a  par t ia l  labor  s t r j ke ,  I  be l ieve ,  on  the  br idge.  I t  used

to cost  peop' le three cents to cross the br idge by car and a penny a person

to cross i f  you were a pedestr ian crossing the Santa Fe br idge. lTneZ tol  t

takers  on  the  Mex ican  s ide  o f  the  b r idge  had  taken  in ,  i n  do l la rs ,  du r ing  the

year  so  many thousand do l la rs ,  and as  I  reca l l  there  was a  $30 '000 loss

between their  salar ies that  Ci ty Lines was paying them and the amount that

they  took  in  in  to l l s .  Mdx ico  wou ld  no t  le t  us  ra ise  the  to l l s ,  so  E l  Paso

Ci ty  L ines  f i red  a l l  the  emp loyees  and  sa id ,  "h le l l ,  we  don ' t  need  the  to l l s .

We ' l l  j us t  f i re  a l l  you  peop le  and  fo rge t  i t . "  We11,  tha t  ra i sed  the  i ssue

and then they  h i jacked one o f  the  s t ree tcars ,  o r  s topped i t ,  and  b locked the

l ine ,  and f rom tha t  po jn t  on  we haven ' t  had a  s t ree tcar  s ince .  0 f  course '

there 6ur4- been many negot iat ions wj th l , l6xico.  The of f  ic  ja l  s in M6xico

lean towards their  own Chamber of  Commerce, who has been totaj ly against

pu t t ' i ng  the  s t ree tcar  back  on .  But  I  be l ieve  a t  the  present  t ime i f  they

put  the  s t ree tcar  back  on  i t  wou ld  be  to  the i r  benef i t .  I  don ' t  be l ieve  tha t

i t ' s  go ing  to  inc rease  our  re ta i l  t rade  to  tha t  g rea t  degree .  I t ' s  go ing

to increase the tour ism between the two cj t ' iesn thoughn and thirs ' is  what they
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want .  They  want  the  tour is t  bus iness ,  and I  th ink  tha t  wou ' ld  he lp  Judrez

more  than i t  wou ld  us .

Some peop le  say  tha t  tour is ts  don ' t  use  those s t ree tcars .

We11,  I  don ' t  th ink  they  used to .  However ,  I  wanted  to  r ide  the  s t ree tcar .

0 f  course ,  I  came f rom San Franc isco  where  we have the  on ly  cab le  car  in

the  wor ld  tha t ' s  s t j l l  i n  opera t ion .  But  E l  Paso s t ree tcars  were  un ' ique

in that  they were the only streetcars that  went between f th i l  boundar ies

o f  two count r ies ,  so  they  had a  un ique s tandpo in t  as  fa r  as  tour ism was

concerned .  I  don ' t  know i f  i t  was  p layed  up  l i ke  i t  shou ld  be .  The  p rob lem

with the streetcars /_was thatZ they were not proper ly maintajned and they

were  a lways  d i r ty .  I  wou ld  l i ke  to  see the  s t ree tcars  pu t  on ,  bu t  do  i t

much l i ke  in  San Franc isco  cab le  cars  run ,  as  a  tour is t  t ype  opera t ion  w i th

the  conductors  and th ings .  Then you wou ld  p robab ly  f ind  tha t  i t  wou ld

benef i t  M6x ico  more  than i t  wou ld  the  Un ' i ted  Sta tes ,  bu t  i t  wou ld  be  someth ing

tha t  wou ld  d r "aw peop le .  I t ' s  jus t  what  the  E l  Paso Chamber  o f  Commerce has

been t ry ing  to  do ,  d raw convent jons  to  the  c i ty  o f  E1 Paso because o f  i t s

c loseness  to  the  border .  Th is  i s  why  we bu i l t  the  b ig  C iv ic  Center  and

Convent jon  Ha l l ,  F {  t ry  to  lu re  convent ions  in to  the  c i ty  o f  E1 Paso,  to

b r ing  more  commerce  in to  the  c i t y ,  wh ichwou lda lso  jn  tu rn  he lp  Judrez .

Bob,  you ment ioned the  pnob lems tha t  we had a t  the  br idge jn  la te  1974-ear1y

1975. The merchants organized themselves as a group to t ry to correct  the

s ' i tua t jon .  Cou ld  you te11 us  about  the  ac t jv i t ies  tha t  you  were  jnvo lved

in  and what  you observed?

We11,  I  can  remember  t rh {  morn ing  we11.  (Chuck les)  t ^ le  had no  bus iness  in

the  s to re .  I  have two or  th ree  imp loyees  tha t  l i ve  in  Judrez .  One o f

them came in  and sa id ,  "They ' re  s topp ing  everybody a t  the  br idge. "  I  sa id ,
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"What  do  you mean they ' re  s topp ing?"  "They ' re  search ing  everyone and they ' re

check ing  a ] l  our  passes .  That ' s  why  /we were  he ld /  up . "  They  were  la te  fo r

work .  0 f  course ,  w i th  the  lack  o f  bus jness  in  the  s to re ,  I  d idn ' t  know

what was happening. What had happened was that the border guards on our

s ide  o f  the  br idge- -and th is  i s  Un i ted  Sta tes  Customs- -had dec ided a l l  a t

once that they were going to stop the maids f rom enter ing the United States.

We were hav' ing economic pressures,  w' i th unemployment,  ' in hlashington. I  can

see i t  in  my own mjnd,  maybe my op in jons  are  d i f fe ren t  f rom o thers ;  bu t  in

my own mjnd I  remember  George Meany was ye l l ing  tha t  the  i11dga1 Mex icans

were  tak ing  a1 l  the  jobs  and tha t  we had to  s top  th is  t rade.  George Meany

was screaming l  jke hel l  in tdash' ington and somebody had to do someth' ing.

l , r le l1 ,  they  dec ided tha t  they 'd  s top  8 ,000 maids  in  the  c i ty  o f  E1 Paso and

tha t  was  go ing  to  he lp  the  economic  cond i t ions  in  the  Un i ted  Sta tes .  Nobody

e lse  wou ld  take  those  jobs .

organized themselves and we met wi th Chapman, who was the djrector / i iT tnat

t ime,  and we had a  meet jng  wh ich  was a t tended by  a1 l  the  news med ia .  He

proceeded to  te l l  us  tha t  no  longer  wou ld  the  i11ega ' l  a l ien  be  our  cus tomer

and tha t  the  i11ega1 maid ,  the  majds  tha t  were  c ross ing  us ing  a  temporary

border  c ross ing  pass ,  wou ld  no t  be  ab le  to  be  employed jn  the  c i ty  o f  E1

Paso.  So then on  a  th i rd  o r  four th  s ta tement  tha t  he  made,  he  s ta r ted

ta lk ing  abou t  the  i11ega1  a l ien  s t iua t ion ,  and  he  says ,  "We know tha t  in  the

County  o f  Los  Ange les  the re  a re  two  mi l l i on  i11ega1  a l iens . "  My  po in t  was

ra jsed a t  the  t ' ime,  I  sa id ,  "You mean you 've  go t  two mi l l  ion  i ' l 1ega ' l  a l  iens

in  the  County  o f  Los  Ange les ,  Ca l  j fo rn ' ia ,  and you ' re  wor r ied  about  8 ,000

maids  c ross ing  over  in to  E l  Paso?"  And o f  course ,  he  d idn ' t  have any  comment

One o f  the  funny  s i tua t ions  tha t  deve loped /waV tha t  a l l  the  merchants
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to  make about  tha t .  Bu t  th is  i s  the  s i tua t ion  tha t  deve ' loped.  /He waV

f rom Wash ing ton  and he  wou ld  never  say  any th ing  o ther  than i t  was  po l i cy .

This was his commentn "This is po1 icy."  /H-eZ would not ever say that he was

rece iv ing  p ressure  f rom l ^ labh jng ton ,  D .C. ;  bu t  i n  my  mind ,  I  see  a l l  th j s

razz in Washington going on. They had to go back to George Meany and say'

"We' ve done someth i  ng.  t^ le '  ve stopped al  I  these peop' l  e f  rom comi ng over

to  E l  Paso to  work ,  and so  werve  prov ided a l l  these jobs . "

The State of  Texas Employment Agency had a campaign 
' last  year which

t j ck led  me qu i te  a  b i t .  They  were  p ick ing  up  the  i11ega1  a l iens  work ing  on

cons t ruc t ion  s i tes  and tu rn ing  these jobs  over  to  the  Sta te  o f  Texas .  You

probab ly  reca l l  read ing  in  the  paper  where  they  p icked up  40  i l ' l ega l  a l iens

work jng  in  the  c i ty  o f  E1 Paso,  and a l l  these jobs  cou ld  be  taken by  Amer ican

c i t i zens .  The  s j tua t ion  i s  funny  in  a  way .  Who jn  the  Un i ted  S ta tes ' i s  go ing

to work as a day maid for  $5 to $B a day? And i f  you go to $20 a day, who

can af ford you? These people were gaining employment which they cou' ld not

ga in  in  the i r  own count ry .  Most  o f  the  money,  un ique ly  enough,  was spent

in the Uni ted States before they lef t  the country.  I  can remember many

t imes tha t  a  cus tomer  wou ld  count  ou t  the  penn ies  in  her  hand,  and she 'd

1ay a d ime /a-s jdgrl to  ge t  on  the  s t ree tcar  w i th ,  and she 'd  spend the  res t

o f  t he  money  tha t  was  i n  he r  hand  and  she 'd  go  back  to  M6x ico  b roke .  They 'd

buy candy or  what  they wanted wi th  the remajn ing change,  and a lways had the

dime to get back on the streetcar,  or  the 20 cents maybe, | to have a dime/

t o  come back  i n  t he  morn ing .

Tha t  ce r ta in ' l y  hasn ' t  he lped  the  economic  cond i t i ons  o f  t he  Un j ted  S ta tes ,

i n  my  op in ion .  I t  has  hu r t  a  l o t  o f  peop le  i n  M6x jco  because  these  peop le

had  no  o the r  ways  to  ge t  j obs .  They ' re  uneduca ted ,  t hey ' re  women  tha t  spend
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a l l  the i r  l i ves  be i rng  mothers  and be ing  housekeepers .  That ' s  a l l  they  know.

Peop le  in  E l  Paso  were  ab le  to  u t i l i ze  th i s .  Th is  i s  no t  on ly  un ique  to

E l  Paso,  I 'm sure  i t ' s  un ique to  every  border  a rea .  I  remember  in  E l  Cent ro

we had the  same s i tua t ion ,  wh jch  we were  11  mi les  f rom Mex ica l i .  There  were

a lot  of  maids working then. I  remember /myl-  years as a chi ld /Tiv jngf

th rough the  Bracero  Program and go ing  over  to  /_U-  f r iend 's  house.  They

wou ld  have an  i11ega1 maid  and the  border  pa t ro l  wou ld  come and p ick  them

up and the  nex t  day  they 'd  be  back .  I t ' s  been o f f  and on  fo r  years  tha t

way.  I  donr t  th ink  i t  has  tha t  much economic  e f fec t  on  the  Un i ted  Sta tes

as  a  who l  e .

I  remember the merchants accusing the Immigrat ion of f jcers of  Gestapo tact ics

a t  the  br idge.  Were  you present  a t  tha t  meet ing?

0h, yeah. t^ le went down and observed at  one point  to see what was happening

at the br idge. What they did to these poor majds was /_lha!!-  they would get

a  card  and they  wou ld  take  them in to  /aZ room and search  them,  f th .y 'd  ask

wl'rat they wereZ go'ing to El Paso for. They wou' ld always say that they were

go ing  to  E l  Paso to  shop.  Then they 'd  search  the j r  wa l le t  to  see how much

money they had, and they would not have enough nnney on them. l ' r le fe l t  they

were using Gestapo tact ics jn the way that they searched these people and

quest ioned them and they would get down names, and addresses, and copy them

down f rom the i r  purses .  They  were  ac tua ' l1y  search ing  these peop le  and then

in te r rogat ing  them unt j l  they  confessed.  Then they  wou ld  tear  the  card  up  ' in

fnont of  them and turn them back loose to go back across the border.  I t  was

aga in  a  humorous  s i tua t ion  f rom the  s tandpo ' in t  tha t  these peop le  thought  they

had a l l  th is  power .  I  don ' t  be l ieve  i t  was  r igh t .  They  den ' ied  every th ing .

Every  t ime you wou ld  accuse anyone,  lThey 'd  say / ,  "Wel l ,  tha t  wasn ' t  us ,  tha t
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was /The o ther  depar tment / . "  There 's  Customs and there 's  Immigra t ion ,  / ind

each department accused the otherT. I t  was a seesaw batt le back and forth

o f  den ia l  o f  what  was ac tua l l y  go ing  on .  Someone went  over  to  the  br idge

and they  were  go ing  to  take  p ' i c tu res  o f  th is  go ing  on .  They  ra ised the i r

camera and one of  the Immigrat ion of f icers ran over and stopped him and said,

"We are  go ing  to  take  tha t  camera  away f rom you.  You can ' t  take  p ic tu res

here ,  th i s  i s  a  government  ins ta l la t jon . "  I t  was  a  s i tua t ion  / i n  wh jch /

they were f ight ' ing and we were f ight ' ing.  We were try ' ing to only say that

these people that  were coming across were spending the' i r  money in El  Paso.

Whether  o r  no t  they  worked here ,  i t  d jdn ' t  mat te r  to  us .

But  what  happened,  when you s ta r t  hav ' ing  t roub les  a t  the  border ,  the

other  peop le  become susp ' i c ious  and they  a lso  become a f ra id  to  c ross  the

border .  So i t  s topped a  lo t  o f  the  o ther  peop le  coming across  a lso '  ius t

the  confus ion  a t  the  border  i t se l f .  Peop le  were  a f ra id  to  c ross .  Rumor

spread,  as  I  am sure  they  wou ld ,  th roughout  the  c i ty  o f  Judrez ,  "They ' re

tak ing  a l l  the  cards  away l  Don ' t  c ross  the  border j "  So i t  s topped a l l

t ra f f i c  p rac t ica l ' l y  fo r  a  few days .

How did the merchants on the other s ide react?

I  don ' t  reca l l  them do ing  too  much or  say ing  much about  the  s i tua t ion .  To

be honest  w i th  you,  I  don ' t  reca l l  what  the j r  emot jons  were .  They  have

a lways ,  o f  course ,  t r jed  to  keep more  o f  the  bus iness  in  M6x ico .  Many o f

the  du iy  laws in  M6x ico  have been des igned so  tha t  they  cou ld  keep the

bus ' iness  in  M6x ico ,  wh ich  i s  the j r  oppor tun i t y ,  the i r  cho ice .  I t  wou ld

probab ly  be  ours  a lso .  For ins tance,  they ' re  no t  supposed to  take  toys  back

in to  M6x ' i co ,  they ' re  supposed to  buy  Mex ican toys .  Wel l ,  the  mord ida  a t  the

bn idge,  the  border  guards  jn  M6x ico  have a lways  been ab le  to  accept  a  smal l



Mi l l e r 17

OM:

RM:

br ibe .  " I  have  a  do l l . "  "Okay ,  g ive  me a  do l la r  and  you  can  take  i t  i noo

Mdx ico . "  So the  mord idg  a t  the  br idge has  p layed a  b ig  ro le  and we 've  a ' lways

had smugg l ing  o f  i tems tha t  were  res t r i c ted  or  /That l  shou ldn ' t  have been

taken in to  the  count ry .  I  th jnk  we 've  a lways  had the  ab i l i t y  to  take  any th ing

we wanted  in to  M6x jco ,  bu t  we had to  pay  a  l i t t le  to  ge t  i t  in  there .

The Mex ican merchants ,  I  th ' ink ,  p robab ' l y  jus t  sa t  back  and laughed a t

the  s i tua t ion  and thought ,  "The Un i ted  Sta tes  is  cu t t ing  the i r  own th roa t .

E l  Paso  i s  cu t t i ng  the i r  own th roa t . "  0 f  course ,  i t  wasn ' t  E l  Paso  o f f i c ia l s ,

i t  came from the United States government down jn Washington. But they

probab ly  laughed  a t  the  s j tua t ion ,  j us t  th ink jng ,  "Gee,  we  ge t  a1" l  these

cus tomers . "  But  i f  they  don ' t  come over  and make nnney,  they  wou ldn ' t

have  any  cus tomers .  I t ' s  a  s j tua t ion  tha t ' s  un ique  in  i t se l f .

Bob,  have you had any  prob lems w j th  juven i les  f rom Judrez  in  your  s to re?

0h ,  yeah .  We 've  a lways  had  i11ega1  a l ien  p rob lems f rom the  k jds ;  tha t

come ac ross :  s tea l ing ,  p i l fe r jng ,  b reak ing  in  the  s to re  a t  n igh t .  Regre t fu ' l 1y

there  is  no th ing  tha t  you  can do  tha t  w i l l  ever  to ta ' l1y  a ' l lev ia te  the  prob lem

unless  you pu t  up  an  e lec t r i f ied  fence fo r  B0 mj les  a round the  border  and

have guard  dogs  watch ing  so  tha t  nobody cou ld  ge t  across .  The s j tua t ion  is

tha t ,  as  fa r  as  the  Un j ted  Sta tes  js  concerned,  these k jds  come over  and

p i l fe r  bu t  we don ' t  have the  money to  do  any th ' ing  about  i t .  L ' le  don ' t  want

to  pu t  them in  o rphanages.  M6x ' i co  i s  the  same way:  they  don ' t  have any

money to  suppor t  these ch i ld ren .  You know what  the  cos ts  a re  to  impr ison

somebody--have to feed him everyday and have guards and care-takers there;

laundry,  etcetera.  So i t  costs money anyt ime you imprison anyone. So these

k ids  tha t  come over ,  the  bas ic  po l i cy  was a lways  to  take  them back  to  the

br idge.  I  have on  occas ' ion  caught  the  same k jd  two or  th ree  t ' imes a  day ' in
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my s to re - - i 11ega1 .  He  wou ld  be  hau led  back  t o  t he  b r i dge ,  ge t  h i s  r i de  i n

the po1 ice car  and come running back across and t ry  to  s tea l  some more.

Some o f  t hese  k ids  a re  rea ' l ' l y  p ros .  l r l e ' ve  caugh t  e igh t - yea r -o ld  k ids  w i th

/a  / -  hundred  do l l a rs  wor th  o f  merchand ise .  The  s j t ua t i on  i s  t ough  j n  tha t

respec t .  We  no t  on l y  have  a  j uven i ' l e  p rob lem,  we  have  an  i 1 ' l ega l  a l i en  p rob lem

f rom p ros  tha t  a re  t ra ined  pu rse  sna tche rs  l andT  p i ck -pocke ts ,  t h i s  t ype  o f

th ing.  Fn"{  thr ive and fhaveZ always thr ived in the crowds on Stanton

St ree t .  I ' ve  s topped severa l  p ick -pockets  myse l f ;  you  beg in  to  know them

by s igh t .  Bu t  wha t  rea1 ly  t i cks  you  o f f  i s  tha t  no th ing  i s  done  abou t  i t ;

no th ing .  I ' ve  caugh t  k ids  w i th  the i r  hands  r igh t  i n  the  lady 's  purses  and

the  lady  wou ldn ' t  even s top  to  g ive  me her  name or  to  say  any th ing  aga ins t

the  k id ,  Vou  know;  they '11  jus t  run  o f f ,  she  doesn ' t  wan t  to  ge t  jnvo lved .

There  are  very  few peop le  tha t  want  to  ge t  invo lved in  c r im jna l  ius t ' i ce

today  and want  to  make a  compla in t  and want  to  do  any th ing  about  the  prob lems.

So,  the  prob lem is  go ing  to  ex is t  and I  don ' t  know what  the  answers  are ;  I

cer ta ' in1y  hope tha t  somewhere  we ' l l  f ind  a  way tha t  we can take  care  o f  these

kids and get them off  the streets.  Many of  them are ragamuff jns.  They have

no  p lace  to  l i ven  they ' l i ve  jn  the  s t ree ts  o f  Judrez ;  they  don ' t  have  homes.

I f  they  ge t  th rown in  the  juven i le  ha l l  over  there ,  they ' re  beaten  and to r tu red

and whatever.

I  in te rv iewed two 18  year ,o ' lds  tha t  had been caught  burg la r jz ing  a  house,

a  res idence.  The po l i ce  jn te rv iewed them and they  ro1 led  up  the i r  s leeves

and these k ids  jus t  had rnss ive  scars  on  the i r  hands  and arms.  The po l i ce

o f f i ce r  asked  h im,  "Why  a1 l  these  scars?  What ' s  th i s?"  He  exp la ined  to  me

that  when these k ids  ge t  th rown in  juven i le  ha l l - - they ' re  no t  fed  or  whatever - -

LThey/-  wi l l  cut  themselves to a degree that they w' i11 get /TransferedZ over to
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a hosp i ta l ,  and f rom there  they  can escape.  I  don ' t  know what  the  s i tua t ion

is ,  bu t  I ' ve  seen the  scars  on  many k ids  tha t  I ' ve  s topped s ince ,  where  they

have jus t  huge scars  on  the i r  fo rearms and ' legs  where  they 've  cu t  themse lves

bad ly  w i th  a  b roken  p iece  o f  91ass .  Tha t ' s  the  on ly  inc idence  where  I ' ve

heard  an  exp lanat ion  o f  what  ' i t ' s  f rom,  bu t  E{  cer ta in ly  seems to  me l i ke

somebody cou ld  do  someth ing  about  these k ids  and he lp  them.  I f  they  s ta r t

o f f  s tea l ing ,  they ' re  go ' ing  to  con t i rue , to  s tea l  and  i t ' s  go ing  to  ge t  worse .

I t ' s  jus t  no t  a  good hea l thy  s i tua t ion  as  fa r  as  the  c i ty  i s  concerned.

Le t  me ask  you your  op in ion  about  the  new shopp ing  center  tha t  i s  go ing  up

jn  Judrez ,  on  the  eas tern  s ide  o f  town near  the  PR0NAF area .  When I  d r ive

over  there  I  a lwaysam in te res ted  to rsee how i t ' s  p rogress ing .  How do you

th ink  tha t  shopp ing  cen te r  w i l l  a f fec t  bus iness  in  E l  Paso ,  espec ia l l y  the

compet i t ion  tha t  j t  w i l l  p rov ide  fo r  p laces  l ' i ke  C ' ie lo  V is ta  Ma l  I  o r

Morn ings ide  Mal  I  ?

Wel l ,  the  shopp ing  cen te rs  jn  E l  Paso  bas ica l l y  do  no t  th r i ve  on  Mex ican

trade. There is a lot  of  Mexjcan trade that comes up from the lower provinces

where you have people that  have a lot  of  money, that  are able to iourney to

the  border  to  shop.  These peop le  go  to  the  shopp ' ing  centers ;  th js  i sn ' t  the

border  c ross ing  peop le  a t  S tan ton  St ree t .  l , , Je  don ' t  ge t  much o f  th is  t rade.

There are some of the merchants on Stanton Street,  such as the Border Tobacco

Company wh ich  dea ls  in  e lec t ron ics  bas ica l l y  and some candy ( they  dea l  bas ica l l y

in  who lesa le  bus iness)  Lwh{  dea l  w i th  these peop le ;  bu t  they ' re  buy ' ing  a t

who lesa le  to  take  i t  to  M6x jco  to  rese l l .  I  don ' t  th ink  the  shopp ing  cen te r

wou ld  a f fec t  tha t  who lesa le  t rade.  I t  m igh t  a f fec t  the  shopp ing  center  t rade.

However ,  I  haven ' t  seen the  shopp jng  center ;  I  don ' t  know what  i t  i s .  I

wou ld  th ink  tha t  i t  wou ld  be  more  o f  an  ou t le t  fo r  the  peop le  o f  Judrez

RM:
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themse lves .  The peop le  tha t  iourney  f rom the  lower  p rov inces  in  Mdx ico

w i l l  p robab ly  s t i11  c ross  over  to  our  shopp ing  cen te rs ,  un less  they  rea1 ly

g. ive them something unique and di f ferent.  They come to the United States

to  shop bas ica l l y  because we have d i f fe ren t  merchand ise- -d i f fe ren t  c lo th ing

and appare l .  They  come here  to  buy  the  s ty le  merchand ise .  Now,  i f  tha t

merchand ise  js  o f fe red  in  M6x ico ,  there  is  no  more  reason fo r  them to  c ross .

But  the  r i ch  in  M6x ico  have a lways  had the  ab i l i t y  to  ge t  the  cards  to  come

to  the  Un i ted  Sta tes ;  i t ' s  the  poor  peop le  tha t  bas ica l l y  my t rade has  been

Lt=i t f .  I f  those shopp' ing centers appea' l  to whatever t rade they take, i t 's

go ing  to  hur t  somebody;  bu t  I  don ' t  know exac t ly  who i t ' s  go ' ing  to  hur t ,

because they ' re  go ing  to  have to  appea l  to  one peop le  o r  another .  There 's

so  many d j f fe ren t  marke ts  tha t  we have.  I  wou ld  say  tha t  bas ica l l y  i t  w i l l

p robab ly  be  fo r  the  c i ty  o f  Judrez  themse lves ,  the  peop le .  As  you know,

there  is  much hous ing  jn  tha t  a rea  and they  wou ' ld  p robab ly  shop tha t  shopp ing

center ,  ius t  as  C ie lo  V is ta  l la l l  /_a 'n {  Basset  Center  here .  The peop le  in

the  ne ighborhoods shop them,  and I  wou ld  th ink  tha t  j t  wou ld  be  the  same in

M6x ico .  I  don ' t  th ink  i t  w i l l  have any  more  e f fec t  than tha t .

Bob,  f rom your  acqua in tance w i th  S tan ton  St ree t  merchants ,  who owns most

o f  the  bus inesses  down there?

We11,  bas jca l l y ,  as  fa r  as  the  I  and,  /T iJ  i s  owned by  Arabs  and Jews.  (Chuck l res)

I  th ink  tha t ' s  p robab ly  un ique,  because tha t ' s  t rue  o f  every  border  c ' i t y

I  know.  I  know Ca lex ico  is  the  same;  Noga les  is  the  same;  Laredo.  C lose

to the border area, a great major j tV Ff  busjnesV are owned by Jew' ish

peop le .  But  i f  you '1 . |  remember  when we s ta r ted  th is  open t rade w i th  M6x ico

back  in  the '50s ,  we had a  lo t  o f  d isp laced Jews tha t  had come fover  a f te rZ

l , lor ld l^ lar  I I .  Jews in themselves are a unique people;  they want to work for



M' i l  I  er ? I

OM:

RM:

themse lves .  They ' re  gamb' le rs .  They  don ' t  want  to  work  fo r  someone e lse ,

they want to work for  themselves; and they've always been known to be

merchants.  They caught on to the border t rade immediate ' ly ;  they moved fnto

the  border  a reas .  And when one makes a  success ,  he  te l l s  h is  f r iends  and

they  a l l  fo l low.  So i t  becomes th roughout  a l l  border  c i t ies  jn  the  Un i ted

States that the Jews moved in and tr ied to buy the property.  I  don' t  have

to  te l l  you  how much money they 've  made.  They ' re  mi l l ionna ' i res ,  a l l  o f  them,

that have been able to buy property along the border and along Stanton Street

and opera te  the i r  bus jnesses  there .  Two par t i cu la r  gent lemen tha t  I  know

down on the  s t ree t ,  bo th  a re  mi l l ionna i res  today .  One owns severa l  loan

compan ies ,  the  o ther  owns a  fu rn i tu re  company and a  lo t  o f  land ,  a  coup ' le

of  apartments.  But they landed in El  Paso with $48 between them in their

poc kets .

l rJhen was this?

In  1948.  They  landed in  E l  Paso w i th  $+g jn  the i r  pocket .  And they  s ta r ted

se l l ing  door  to  door  and wene ab le  to  bu i ld  the i r  money up  and were  ab le  to

buy  1and,  specu la te .  I  guess  they  must  be  grea t  specu la to rs ,  bu t  tha t ' s

un ique to  the i r  race .  They ' re  gamblers  and they ' re  no t  a f ra id  to  loose

everything they have and start  a l l  over,  as many of  us are.  l , r le get into

secur i ty iobs such as manager of  Woolworth Company, where we have the

secur i ty ;  we ' re  re luc tan t  to  s tep  ou t  on  our  own and bu i ld  our  own bus iness ,

because we ' re  a f ra id  o f  d isas ter ,  wB ' re  a f ra id  o f  los ing  every th ' ing  we have.

They, on the other hand, don' t  want to work for  someobdy, they want to work

fo r  themse lves ,  they  gambihe ,  and they '11  go  ou t  and they ' re  no t  a f ra id  to

loose every th ing ,  because they  d idn ' t  have any th ing  to  s ta r t  w j th .  Most  o f

them had lost  everything dur ing the war,  and the two Li- iV- part icular that
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I 'm talk ing about came from Germany-- they're both German Jews--as there were

many d isp laced Germans Jews th roughout  the  Un i ted  Sta tes  tha t  f locked here

a f te r  Wor ld  War  I I .

Have you not iced any resentment on the part  of  the l4exican peopl  e in that

area ,  because o f  these ou ts iders  who come in  and take  over  bus inesses  tha t

way?

Wel l ,  I ' ve  on ly  been here  four  years ,  I  haven ' t  seen the  comple te  t rend.

The low income peop le  in  M6x ico  have a lways  had pa t rones ,  je fes ,  tha t  ran

every th ing .  I 'm sure  there  must  be  some resentment .  Th js  s i tua t ion  w i th

shop l i f t ing  fo r  example ;  I 'm sure  they  th ink  tha t  they ' re  s tea l ' ing  f rom

the r i ch  fo r  themse lves  and they  have no th ing .  They  can jus t i f y  many t imes

the i r  own s tea l ing .  I 'm  sure ' i f  they  took  a  l i e  de tec to r  tes t  tha t  they

wou ld  pass  i t  i f  t hey  cou ld  jus t i f y  th i s .  I  ta l ked  to  the  l i e  de tec to r  man

about  tha t  and he  sa id  tha t  ' i f  you  cou ld  jus t i f y  s tea ' l  ing  in  your  m ' ind ,  you

cou ld  ac tua l l y  pass  the  tes t .  They  have t roub le  on  the  Ind ian  reserva t ' ions

wi th  tak ing ' l ie  de tec tor  tes t  because the  Ind ians  can jus t i f y  tha t  every th ing

was stolen from them. They can pass this test  /6y sayingl  t f rat  they're

s tea l  ing  on ' l y  what  i s  the i rs .

I 'm sure  there  must  be  some resentment  there .  We have ' in  the  pas t  had

a Mexican American running the store and he had resentment because he happened

to  be  Pro tes tan t  ra ther  than Catho l i c .  I  remember  h jm te l l ing  me th is ;  a t

the  t ime we were  ta lk ing  about  these resentments  o r  p re iud ices  tha t  wou ld

incun because I  was the manager of  the store.  When I  took over the store I

was  the  on ly  Ang lo  in  the  s to re ,  as  a l l  my employees  were  Mex ican Amer ican.

So he  fe l t  tha t  there  wou ld  be  some pre jud ice  thene and v jce-versa ,  and I 'm

sure  the re ' i s .  Bu t  he  sa id ,  "A lso  I  had  p re jud jce ,  because  a t  one  t ime I
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was accused o f  hav ing  a l l  Pro tes tan ts  fo r  superv ' i sors  and a l l  the  Catho l i cs

had the  lower  jobs . "  So no  mat te r  what  s i tua t ion  we ge t  in to ,  there 's  go ing

to  be  p re jud ices ,  the re 's  go ing  to  be  reasons ,  o r  jus t i f i ab le  means ,  tha t

we t ry  to  jus t j f y  why  we haven ' t  rnade i t ;  we 've  go t  to  make these excuses

to ourselves.  So the resentments and anxiet ies are always going to be with

us ,  no  mat te r  what  we do .  That ' s  t rue  o f  any  peop le ,  whether  i t  be  the

Mex ican lAng lo  re la t ionsh ip  o r  b lack /Ang lo  re la t ionsh ip  o r  the  b lack /b lack

re la t ionsh ip .  I t r s  a  s i tua t ion  tha t rs  go ing  to  be  there  because  somebody 's

go ing  to  be  success fu l  and somebody isnr t .

Le t  me ask  you a  coup le  o f  f ina l  ques t ions  Bob,  and then we can open i t  up

for  d iscuss ion .  Are  you happy w i th  the  s to re?

We11,  the  s to re  has  been a  grea t  cha l lenge to  me.  I ' ve  en ioyed the  opera t ion ,

I ' ve  lea rned  a  lo t .  One  o f  the  th ings  abou t  the  s to re  I  d idn ' t  ment ion

ear l  ie r  was  tha t  each year  I  ge t  to  go  on  a  buy ing  t r ip  to  New York .  So

I 've been here to go to New York and v ' is i t  there w' i th manufacturers,  go out

on  the  town,  be  en ter ta ined,  see Broadway shows and a l l  these th ings .  So

th is  i s  un ique to  maybe four  o r  f i ve  s to res  in  our  who le  reg ion  ou t  o f  500

s tores .  That ' s  the  s tandpo in t  o f  runn ing  the  s to re .  L ike  I  say ,  I t  has  a

h igh  p res t ige .  I t ' s  a  tough  s to re  to  run .  You  make  a  lo t  o f  m is takes .  The

p i ' l fe rage has  hur t  me bad ly  in  the  s to re ,  con t ro l ' l i ng  the  shr inkage.  Shr inkage

' i s  what  we ca l l  los t  p r .o f i t s .  Our  shr inkages have been h igh ,  they  a lways

have been in  the  s to re .  A  lo t  o f  p i l fe rage goes  on .  The prob lems tha t

have ar isen  f rom the  shn inkages have d is tu rbed me a  grea t  dea l .  The f i rs t

th ing  tha t  happens when a  s to re  has  a  b ig  shr inkage is  tha t  management

th inks  tha t  the  employees  are  r ipp ing  'em o f f ,  so  there  becomes a  lo t  o f

p ressure  p laced upon meand upon my he1p.  0u ts ide  p ' i l fe rage is  p robab ly
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B0 pencent;  we have some interna' l  p i l ferage, every business does. hlhen I

f i rst  moved in to the store we had some internal  p i l ferage. At the present

t jme I  don ' t  th ink  we  have  very  much  i f  we  have  any  a t  a l l ;  I  th ink  we 've

con t ro l led  i t .  I t r s  es tab l i sh ing  po l j c ies  and  mak ing  the  peop le  unders tand

what  those po l i c ies  a re  fo r ,  and mak ' ing  them work ,  and be ing  fa i r  and app ly

that fa i rness to everybody. That makes a store a pleasure to work in,  when

everybody understands and knows and they don' t  t ry to beat the system.

But the pressures come from up above. Whenever you have a shr inkage

/fr 'anagement say5., / ,  "Somebbdy is r ipping you of f . "  You stand there and they're

accus ing  you,  they ' re  accus jng  your  employees ,  they ' re  accus ing  everyone.  So

tha t ' s  the  d i f f j cu l t  pa r t  abou t  runn ing  a  s to re .  I  don ' t  be l ieve  tha t  the re 's

62 / -  much in te rna l  p i l fe rage as  much as  there  is  ex te rna l  p i l fe rage.  t le

have people f rom poverty levels,  they steal  many t imes of  necessi ty.  They

have 50  cents  in  the i r  pocket  and they  need some d inner  and they '11  come

to  the  grocery  sec t ion  and s tea l  baby  food to  take  home--mi lk ,  la rd ,  these

type  o f  th ings ;  th ings  tha t  you  and  I  wou ldn ' t  s tea l .  Then  a lso  they '11

buy  necess i t ies  w i th  a l l  the  money they  have and s tea l  the  th ings  tha t  they

want .  h le  have p i l fe rages  f rom a l l  wa lks  o f  l j fe ,  bu t  what rs  d ramat ic  about

my store js that ,  of  course, in any var iety store,  women comprise the maior i ty

o f  our  bus iness .  But  you f ind  tha t  mjdd le -age mothers  seem to  be  our  b igges t

shop l  i f te rs .  They  don ' t  s tea l  a  lo t ,  bu t  every  t ' ime they ' re  in  the  s to re

they  s tea l  a  l i t t le .  L ike  I  say ,  I  th ink  many t ' imes i t ' s  because o f  necess i ty ;

they ' re  to  tha t  leve l  tha t  they  rea l l y  can ' t  buy  or  they  aren ' t  ab le  to

cope w i th  the i r  des i re ,  the i r  wants .  They  want  to  have what  we have and so

they come in and try to steal  a scarf  or  whatever.

A  f ina l  ques t ion .  Have you had enough o f  bus iness  in  South  E l  Paso? Are



Mi l  l e r 25

RM:

you ready to move to another c i ty?

l , ' le ' l ' l  ,  I  was rel  ieved yesterday of  the job.  I  recent ly underwent back surgery

and I 'm on  a  leave o f  absence a t  the  present  t ime.  We had a  subs tan t ia l

shr inkage this year.  The companywasn' ' t  happy from that standpoint  wi th the

loss  o f  the  money and so  my job ,  I  fe l t ,  was  in  jeopardy  f rom the  s ta r t .

They  fed l  tha t  poss ib ly  i t ' s  because I 'm an  Ang1o.  When we look  a t  these

s tores ,  we 've  t r ied  to  p lace  l t lex ican  Amer ican managers  w i th jn  them.  They

fee l  there  wonr t  be  these pre jud ices  tha t  we ta lked  about ,  there  won ' t  be

excuses .  i  don ' t  know i f  i t ' s  go ing  to  make a  d i f fe rence or  no t .  They

happened to  rep ' lace  me w i th  a  man tha t  I  came up w i th ,  Jos6 J im6nez.  He 's

f rom E l  Ca j6n ,  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  and he  and I  were  ass is tan ts  about  the  same

t ime and we were store managers together.  Joe and I  are wel l  acquainted

wi th  one another .  He go t  a  g rea t  p romot ion  ou t  o f  the  dea l ;  he  came f rom

a smal le r  s tone.  Cer ta in ly  h is  name had a  grea t  dea l  to  do  w i th  i t ,  bu t

aga in  they  looked a t  the  shr inkage and they  thought ,  " l , . le l l 'maybe i t  i s

' internal  p i ' l ferage. Maybe somebody that can communicate better wi th the

peop le  w j l l  be  ab le  to  con t ro ' l  t he  s to re  be t te r . "  So  they 'vep lacedh im as

manager of  the store.

So  I  don ' t  know where  I 'm  go ing ;  a t  the  p resen t  t ime  I rm on  a  med ica l

leave  o f  absence  and  I 'm  s i t t i ng  jn  l imbo .  I  hope  to  s tay  in  E l  Paso .  I

wou ld  l j ke  to  s tay  in  the  s to re .  The s to re  a t  the  present  t ime probab ly

has  the  bes t  ongan iza t ions i ,nce  I ' ve  been  in  the  s to re ,  and  i t ' s  en ioyab le

to work there because j t  has the support  of  a l l  the empl,oyees, and I  enioy

work ing  there .  I  wou ldn ' t  say  tha t  was  a lways  so ,  because many t jmes I  had

employees  f igh t ing  aga ins t  me,  we had fac t ions .  Through the  years  most  o f

those  peop le  tha t  d idn ' t  l i ke  me have  le f t .  So  now i t ' s  down to  the  po in t
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where I  have the supporters behind me and I  have a strong team that /yant2/

to support  me. I  looked forward to probably having my best year in the

s to re  and  I 'm  a  l i t t l e  sad  to  go  because  o f  tha t .  I  fe l t  th i s  wou ld  be  a

good year .  But  I  havebeenrep laced and now whether  o r  no t  I 'd  l j ke  to  go ,

I 'm  a l ready  go ing .  So  I  can ' t  rea l l y  answer  your  ques t ion .  (Laughs)  I ' d

l i ke  to  s tay  in  E1  Paso .

We1 ' l  ,  thanks  very  much Bob.
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