Archaeology & History in Your Backyard
 Ella Foley Clayton & a History of Lucy
Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own backyard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on Ella Foley Clayton and a History of Lucy.
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Most people have never heard of Lucy, a short-lived railroad town established in 1914 as a water stop on the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad line 25 miles east of Mountainair. Little has survived to verify its existence except for the burned remains of the Formwalt ranch house, broken concrete where the town’s last school once stood and a fenced cemetery. Yet in the summer of 1916, Lucy boasted a post office, two general stores, a railroad depot, one-room schoolhouse plus 15 houses. The town began losing population during the Great Depression as farms failed and homesteaders left in the middle of the night because they could not pay their bills causing Lucy to become a ghost town in the 1940s.

In 1916, Ella Foley Clayton followed her mother, brother and sister to New Mexico in order to homestead land at Lucy. Her husband Herbert remained in Topeka, Kansas where he took classes toward a law degree and served at an army post during WWI. The family felt the move would be good for Ella as she was considered frail and often had sick headaches. Leaving her husband behind, she rode the train to New Mexico with their four children and lived on a homestead claim near her mother and sibling between the years of 1916 an 1919.

Ella was an accomplished pianist and often played the piano for church services and literary meetings. She loved giving piano concerts and playing at parties and lectures. While in Lucy, she participated in the missionary society and the ladies aid society. She was also chairman of the community Christmas party held in the schoolhouse in December 1917. She took a break from the rigors of homestead life to attend these events when she was not avoiding the wind, chasing horses, looking for water or trying to milk a cantankerous cow. 

Herbert and Ella wrote countless letters back and forth to one another during the years of their separation giving a wonderful insight into homestead life for a city girl from Topeka who had not cared for animals, lived miles from a city or had to worry about finding enough water to survive. She wrote about her nearest neighbors, “The people living in and around Lucy were the John MacGillivrays, the Mattinglys, the Santa Fe track crews, a family or two across the tracks to the north, including the station agent and his family. The Peal family lived nearby, Elizabeth Foley a half mile southeast, others not far away. Austin’s Store and the post office were located south of the tracks across from the railway station.”

Ella was not the typical homesteader, and she had to teach herself how to survive at her frontier home. Shortly after moving to Lucy, she needed to leave the homestead to look for water. She would hitch up her team of horses for the first time. She wrote, “I have learned to hitch up the team and can milk a little but am slow as yet. I want to learn so when our heifer is fresh I can milk her.”

Water was not always easily available for the homesteaders upon their arrival in Lucy. Many had to wait for water until they could drill a well while others hauled water from adjacent homesteads. There were times when water was extremely hard to find as related by Ella, “Have had a time getting water lately—Austin’s well broke down—we hunted water all day yesterday.” She worried about the livestock and stayed awake at nights thinking how she could find water for them.”

The rainy season caused a new set of problems for her. The horses and livestock did not come back to the house for water but found it in arroyos and dirt tanks in the area, as the countryside was considered open range before homesteaders began the practice of fencing their land. Her horses roaming freely had become semi-wild as she related in another letter, “I have been trying to catch the horses. There has been water in the draws and they don’t always come up—and run like deer when they see me coming. We need a few supplies, but I haven’t been able to get close to the horses for over a week.”

Ella was working in her garden one afternoon when she was startled by a loud explosion. She later discovered the afternoon passenger train had been involved in a terrible accident and wrote describing the incident, “The boiler exploded killing the foreman and engineer. There were pieces scattered for miles as the force of the explosion tore the coaches lose but none of the passengers were hurt.” The settlers often gathered discarded coal along the railroad tracks to supplement their wood supply and due to these accidents had to remain aware when a train was passing.

All the small homestead communities had singings, dances, literary meetings and more to fill what little free time they had. The people enjoyed getting together and forgetting about their endless toils for a few hours. Ella always took part in these literary nights as expressed in another letter, “Literary night is tonight and we’re going over to Cedrvale to watch a play and then the following week they will come to Lucy and watch our play.”

It was not easy for many of the homesteaders to become used to the winds in the spring as described by Ella, “We sure did have a dust storm today. Just blew like a blizzard all day long. The children couldn’t play outside. It was not cold however. We made some candy and listened to the gramophone and had a fair time anyway.”

The move to Lucy was good for Ella’s health but she and Herbert decided to remain in Topeka after Ella’s homesteading stint. She sold her house to her Baptist neighbors for a church. Lucy’s last letter to Herbert stated, “Left Lucy on the eastbound train about 3:30 in the morning.”

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening! 

KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later! 
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