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Eleanor Martin was born on March 1, 1932, in Colorado City, Texas; her father worked for 
Southern Pacific Railroad, and as a result, they moved around quite often; she attended Texas 
WomenÕs University in Denton, Texas; in order to support herself financially while going to 
school, she began working at Allison Farms as a payroll bookkeeper for braceros during the 
cotton season. Ms. Martin briefly recalls how she spent much of her childhood moving around 
due to her fatherÕs job with Southern Pacific Railroad; after graduating from high school, her 
parents moved to Tornillo, Texas, and she began going to school at Texas WomenÕs University 
in Denton, Texas; in order to support herself financially she moved to Tornillo with her parents 
and began working as a bookkeeper for Allison farms; she kept the payroll books for the 
braceros during the cotton season; it was her responsibility to handle all the paperwork and 
financial figures for the weekly pay of the braceros; she details how they were paid and how and 
where they worked and lived; in addition, she describes how the cotton was weighed in order to 
calculate their salaries; because the cotton season lasted from September through January, she 
was able to go to school during the spring and summer semesters. 
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Name of Interviewee:  Eleanor Martin 
Date of Interview:   March 17, 2003 
Name of Interviewer:  Richard Baquera 
 
This is an interview of Eleanor Martin, taken on Monday, March 17, 2003 at her home at 
151 Papaya in the Lower Valley in El Paso, Texas. The interviewer is Richard Baquera 
and this is for the Bracero Oral History Project at the Institute of Oral History at UTEP. 
 

RB: So, Eleanor would you please tell me your name? 

EM: Eleanor Martin. 

RB: Is that your maiden name? 

EM: No, my maiden name was Carlton. 

RB: And you were born where? 

EM: In Alleyton, Texas. 

RB: Gosh, where is that? 

EM: That’s in Colorado County. The county seat is Columbus, between San Antonio 

and Houston. My father was a railroad agent, so we lived all the way from 

Houston to Tornillo, up and down the railroad tracks wherever they needed an 

agent. 

RB: Which railroad was that? 

EM: Southern Pacific.  Well it was the Texas and New Orleans, T & NO. 

RB: And your birthday is? 

EM: March 15, 1932. I was seventy-one, last Saturday. 

RB: Happy belated birthday.  So, you went to school in various different places? 

EM: Yes, I, in 1942, we moved to Valentine, Texas railroad. It was a terminal at that 

time, it’s dead now. We lived there for eight years, long enough for me to finish 
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high school. Then I went to college in Denton. It was Texas State College for 

Women at that time, now it’s Texas Women’s University. I went there one year, 

my parent’s agreed to pay for one year. After that, if I wanted to continue going, I 

had to find a job and pay for myself. At that time, between the time that I 

graduated from high school and the next year, they had moved to Tornillo. Which 

is, what, thirty-five, forty miles down the valley. It’s a farming community. At 

that time, it was, everybody raised cotton or alfalfa.  

RB: Did the railroad send him here? 

EM: Yes, he was the agent there. In fact, the depot was two story and we lived upstairs. 

RB: Do you know if it’s still there? 

EM: No, it’s not there anymore. 

RB: Another one that disappeared. 

EM: I don’t know what they did with it, (laughs) it’s gone. Now the one in Fabens, I 

think it’s still there. It’s been turned into a residence or something. But it’s two 

stories. We lived upstairs over the depot.  

RB: This was? 

EM: 1950.  

RB: This was after you finished high school? 

EM: Oh, I had already been in college for a year. When I left, I left from Valentine. 

When I came home, it was in Tornillo.  

RB: Did you continue your college career anymore? 

EM: Well, yes. But I had to pay for it. So, I started looking for a job as soon as I got 

home. And I couldn’t, you know, I was eighteen. I had had my eighteenth 

birthday at school. I was only seventeen when I went off to college. Well I 
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couldn’t find any jobs, so I agreed to work for a man, just bookkeeping, 

answering the phone. I won’t say what business he was in because it’d be too easy 

to identify him. Anyway, my parent’s okayed it. Another gentlemen heard about it 

and he came to my parents and said, “You don’t want her to work for him. He 

drinks all the time.” So, they kind of agreed. They were Baptists and nondrinkers. 

(laughs) So the guy that came and talked to ‘em was the head bookkeeper at 

Allison farms.  

RB: In Tornillo. 

EM: So, we agreed that he needed somebody to keep books just for the braceros 

because he was keeping books for the whole farm business, the cotton, the alfalfa 

and Mr. Allison had race horses. 

RB: Do you remember how big a farm it was? 

EM: Uhhh, fifteen hundred acres. Cotton and alfalfa and a few pecan trees. Now it’s 

nearly all pecan trees. They just needed somebody to take care of the bookkeeping 

for the braceros. And so that meant that the job would last from the first of 

September until the first of January, because the cotton was finished then. In other 

words, it would only last while they were picking cotton. So I thought…well 

okay, then I can go to school the second semester and summer school. So, I made 

enough money from September to January 1st to pay for the second semester and 

summer school. 

RB: Where were you studying at? I guess it was Texas Western at the time? 

EM: No, no. Texas Women’s University. I was going back to Denton. Oh, yes, I was 

going back to Denton. 

RB: I thought you would have been here. 

EM: No because my major at that time was home economics education and UTEP, 

Texas Western, well it was College of Mines, didn’t offer any home ec classes at 

all. I would have had to drive to New Mexico State and paid out of state tuition, 
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so I couldn’t afford that. My dad since he was a railroader, I had free 

transportation. I had a pass, so I would just get on the train, go to Denton the first 

of January or right after and go to school that semester and summer school, 

sometimes I didn’t go all semester, sometimes I ran out of money, depending on 

what kind of shoes I liked. (laughs)  Then I would go to work. I worked there four 

years, 1950, 1951, 1952, 1953. Then I met my husband and got married. 

RB: Was that here or back in Denton? 

EM: Here, he was stationed at Fort Bliss. My sister was engaged to a guy from Fort 

Bliss and his car was broke down. So I got home from college last day of August 

and he, they wanted to go out on a date, but his car wasn’t working. So they 

decided that he would get this buddy of his a blind date and use his car. Six 

months later, we were married.  Then I didn’t work anymore and I don’t know if 

they had to hire somebody else, I just don’t know. 

RB: And your husband’s name was? 

EM: Was Tex Martin.  

RB: Where was he originally from? 

EM: He was from, it was really kind of strange, he was from the same county that my 

parents had grown up in, so all of our relatives knew each other, it was just that 

we didn’t know each other. (laughs) 

RB: Do you have any brothers or sisters? 

EM: Three sisters, all younger. I’m the oldest. So, they were all still in school. My 

youngest sister was in the second grade, and my other two sisters were in high 

school and I would work.  The transportation, we only had one car and my dad 

needed that. He couldn’t let me take it out to the farm and just leave it, so he 

started out taking me out there and leaving me, and then coming after me. But 

then we found out that the school bus went out there everyday and picked up the 

kids, so I would catch the school bus as he was leaving town and ride all the way 
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to the end of the county, all the way to the end of El Paso County. Then he would 

start picking up kids on his way back in. He would let me out right in front of the 

office.  

RB: I see, so the Allison ranch is way…? 

EM: It’s two miles out of Tornillo. On the way back, daddy would have to come and 

get me because I couldn’t leave that early. So I was, about fifteen minutes later 

than I was supposed to be every morning, but they just adjusted it that way. 

RB: So you had certain work hours that you…? 

EM: Yeah, I worked, I was supposed to work from eight to five, but I got there about 

8:15, so I’d leave about 5:30. 

RB: I guess maybe the best way to explain would be your typical day? 

EM: Well the braceros when they came were issued a ficha. 

RB: Right, how were they brought to…? 

EM: I talked to Elias Bonilla, I told you about him. His father had the commissary and 

they were furnished a home out there and they lived at the farm. His father would 

meet the bus when they brought them from Rio Vista. They would all get off the 

bus and they would be issued, he would issue them a mattress and whatever they 

needed. They had a square of little rooms, pretty good sized, I think some it still 

out there I’m not real sure. But each room, I think, slept four men and they had 

cots, probably bunks in there.  

RB: Would they give them little stoves or anything? Could they cook in there? 

EM: They, there were stoves in them. But they liked cooking outside. It was around an 

opening so all the doors opened onto the opening, kinda like an old Spanish type 

thing, like a… 

RB: Like a central square? 
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EM: Yeah, well, with these rooms all the way around it, it was like a motel, all the 

rooms were connected, you know, you had to go in this area, one entrance. They 

would, at night, in the evenings, of course, you can’t pick cotton after dark. So 

they would have a bonfire out there and they would cook and sing, somebody 

played the guitar. 

RB: Do you remember how many? 

EM: The most I remember us having at one time was two hundred. That was quite a 

few. 

RB: Sounds like it. You had to keep financial records for all of them. 

EM: When they got up every morning, they reported to the cotton fields with their 

sacks and they picked three times, I think. Each field, cotton doesn’t all open at 

one time. It happens at the bottom first and then higher and so they would pick the 

first picking and then they’d go back over the same fields again. When their bags 

got full, they would take them up to the wagon, there was a wagon that was pulled 

by a tractor or parked out there by a tractor. There was a person who stayed at the 

trailer. Every time they came up with their bags, they were weighed. They had to 

show their ficha, you understand, I think it means tag. 

RB: Was it a token or tag? 

EM: It was a brass, um, about the size of a silver dollar. It had a number stamped on it. 

So each man was given a number and on this, at the end of the day, they brought 

me the cards that they had recorded the people’s picking on. It would have the 

ficha numbers at the top of the card and under the numbers it would have how 

much the sack weighed each time. I would have to add up all those weights and 

enter it at the bottom. Then at the end of the week, I would have, you know, all 

those totals to add up, then I would figure their pay according to that and put 

money, cash money, in an envelope with their ficha number on it. In order for 

them to get paid, we had a window that opened at the bottom like a… 
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