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Linda Driscoll: This is Linda Driscoll.  It's February 10, 1996 and I'm interviewing Elsa 
Lacey who received a Master's degree here in 1971 and a Ph.D. in 1972.  So, uh –  
 
Elsa Lacey: I came to Houston in '65 with a Master's in chemistry from the University of 
Florida in Gainesville and I had started my Ph.D. there and, um, and I quit because I needed to 
support my family so I took a job with, uh, with Texaco Research in Bel Aire and, uh, when I, 
uh, left Gainesville the head of the department, Dr. **** assured me that I would never get a 
Ph.D. because it wasn't a good idea to, to quit halfway in, and I assured, I assured him that my 
family needed to eat and that I would get a Ph.D. and I didn't know when so I proved him wrong 
so I thought a year after I was here I enrolled in **** Texaco would give me the time to come to 
classes because they only had daytime classes.  So actually I only had to take four courses at 
Rice because I had a tremendous number of credit hours already and they made the mistake of 
saying if you can pass a qualifying exam we won't require you take anymore courses and of 
course I passed the qualifying exam faster than any other student.  So got stuck with that and so 
then I did my research and that was a nightmare because I was doing it at Texaco Research Lab.  
So I had to satisfy Texaco and satisfy Rice and I'll never do that again.  That was a mistake.  Two 
different sets of, of opinions, conflicting opinions so. 
 
Linda Driscoll: That must have been very hard. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Yeah it was, but I like Rice because I came from a very large school **** was 
very large so I was just a number there and I got here and I didn't have any money to pay for 
Rice and, uh, I met Dr. Ron Sass and he said that's no problem and then I met Dr. Joe Franklin 
who became my advisor and he was a blessing.  So I was able to, you know, finance my second 
Master's degree **** and, um, I was not the average student because I lived at home and worked 
fulltime.  So actually I was the only person at Texaco that had been allowed to do that in the 
history of Texaco.  I think they thought I wasn't going to be able and I was going to drop out two 
months later, but they were wrong too.  The courses were not particularly challenging ****.  
They were okay. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Sounds like you had lots of credit hours and already knew a great deal 
before you came here. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Well I worked hard after I got here and I studied a lot ****. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Mm hmm. 
 
Elsa Lacey: You had to take, you had to take, um, eight ****, but seven were written and one 
was oral and half of it was defense of your dissertation and the other half was an independent 



research project that you had to come up with and defend it in front of a panel.  How much did I 
have to spend studying?  Every minute that I had.  I didn't do anything from '66 until '72.  I didn't 
do anything but study and work.  And what did I do for fun?  Nothing at all.  I didn't do anything 
for fun.  Why did I want to major in it?  I really didn't know why.  I, I had a professor in high 
school that was like a big mentor to me and he taught chemistry and physics so I thought I 
wanted to go into chemistry.  He turned Communist and that, that did that and so then I started 
chemical engineering before Castro, University of Florida in '58, and I stayed in chemical 
engineering two semesters and then I went back to Cuba after Castro in May of '59.  He took 
over in January of '59 and I, um, they didn't accept any of my credits from the United States 
because it was a, uh, they were at odds with the United States.  So I had to start all over again 
and I started in chemistry and I was, um, in what they call accelerated courses.  So you, you cram 
in this small amount of time the same material and we only take exams there at the end of, at the 
end of a year instead of at the end of every semester so you only get one grade for the year and I 
was about to finish my second year when, um, the urban reform law came out, and uh, by that all 
our property was taken away from us except the house we lived in.  So I announced to my father 
that I was leaving the country and so I never took the finals for a second year so I didn't have any 
grades for the second year.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Oh, difficult, so –  
 
Elsa Lacey: And then I had an advisor here.  I had the most wonderful man that Rice campus 
has ever made.  That was Dr. Joe Franklin and the decision about my future was made in high 
school because I had a girlfriend that I grew up with.  She was having her big 15-year-old dance 
which in Cuba is a big occasion and –  
 
Linda Driscoll: Mm hmm.   
 
Elsa Lacey: – her father showed up with the illegitimate sons that he had with a prostitute and 
that ruined her day and it made an impact on me and I said I'm never ever going to be in that 
position so help me God and that made the decision for me.  I was going to get into **** no 
matter what.  My mother was a housewife but I was not going to put myself in that position of 
being dependent.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Mm hmm.   
 
Elsa Lacey: The most important thing that happened while I was at Rice was that I got married 
on campus in '71 so if I make it until July I will be married 25 years.   
 
Linda Driscoll: How wonderful.   
 
Elsa Lacey: The thing that I'm most proud of are ****.  I have no idea.  The most difficult 
**** part of here, if they mean being at Rice, –  
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes.   
 



Elsa Lacey: – that's never been difficult or threatening.  Rice has always bent over backwards 
to being helpful.  Competitive yes, but threatening no.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Okay.   
 
Elsa Lacey: Was there anything you wanted to do and you couldn't do?  Definitely there are a 
lot of things in my life that I wanted to do and I couldn't do them.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Are there any things that we could of helped you do that we didn't help 
you?   
 
Elsa Lacey: No I don't think so.  It wasn't related to Rice.  I think I shouldn't have studied 
chemistry.  I think I should have studied something else.   
 
Linda Driscoll: ****  
 
Elsa Lacey: But it was just, you know, I was a straight A student and it was hard to decide 
what to study.  I mean everything was easy so.   
 
Linda Driscoll: If you could do it over again what you study?   
 
Elsa Lacey: I would do, I would study something where I can counsel people.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Mm hmm.   
 
Elsa Lacey: Uh, I'm very good at that.  I am a good listener and that's, that's wasted being a 
chemist.  How did you feel when you graduated?  I felt exhausted.  I had on, I had been married 
for a year and I was ready to throw in the towel and quit and husband wouldn't let me.  But it was 
very stressful having to re, report to Rice and to Texaco.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Oh it must of been very hard.   
 
Elsa Lacey: The social life, I don't know about social life.  I didn't have a social life.  I don't 
think I could have gone to a better school than Rice.  I didn't learn anything about life at Rice.  I 
was too busy working.   
 
Linda Driscoll: ****  
 
Elsa Lacey: I think Rice is a great school.  Well I, I kept on working at Texaco Research from, 
I worked there from '65 to '78 and then I went with Dresser Industries until '86 when I was laid 
off and uh, when I graduated in '72 Exxon Research in Buffalo, **** made me a fantastic offer 
and I had to turn it down because my husband was a geologist with Texaco and when I turned in 
my resignation they told me if I did that and went with a competitor my husband would never be 
offered a promotion or given any jobs of any confidentiality.  So I had to turn down my offer and 
stay at Texaco.   
 



Linda Driscoll: You're kidding?   
 
Elsa Lacey: And I am bitter about it to this day.   
 
Linda Driscoll: ****.   
 
Elsa Lacey: And my husband could have quit because Exxon wanted to hire him and my 
husband wouldn't quit and I was a newlywed and I didn't know any better so I stayed there.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Oh.  That must be hard.   
 
Elsa Lacey: It was hard.  It is still hard.  Because I don't think it was fair.   
 
Linda Driscoll: It wasn't fair.  I would think it would be almost illegal today to do ****.   
 
Elsa Lacey: It is illegal today but that was in '72 and what was I going do?  Was I gonna sue 
them?  My husband doesn't believe in suing, and he had the choice of quitting and he wouldn't 
quit, and I wouldn't pressure him to quit because if he wasn't happy with Exxon then it was me –  
 
Linda Driscoll: It would have been your fault.   
 
Elsa Lacey: – and I had been brought up that the man is breadwinner and all that shit, and I'm 
not supposed to say that and ****.   
 
Linda Driscoll: That's all right.   
 
Elsa Lacey: Anyway that's the truth and, uh, I resent that.  I resent very much.  I don't resent 
the person that did that to me.  I've forgiven the person, but I resent the system.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Of course.   
 
Elsa Lacey: And he didn't have the balls to tell upper management that he wouldn't do 
anything against me and in order to, I mean that was the policy and so he was gonna go by policy 
and he would have canned my husband, and he wouldn't have fired him but he would have put 
him in a corner and I really couldn't have that on my conscience.   
 
Linda Driscoll: You couldn't do that to someone you loved.   
 
Elsa Lacey: Yeah, my husband should have quit just on principle because I think that's 
outrageous to do that.   
 
Linda Driscoll: It wasn't fair.   
 
Elsa Lacey: But my husband didn't quit so.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Is your husband Cuban?   



 
Elsa Lacey: No, he's American.  No, uh, um, he's from Pittsburgh.  He has a Ph.D. from 
Urbana ****.   
 
Linda Driscoll: So you went to work for Dresser but then you, you were laid off in '86.   
 
Elsa Lacey: Yeah and then I went into a deep depression –  
 
Linda Driscoll: ****  
 
Elsa Lacey: – and I've been in it, in it.  I have been depressed for, I have had acute depression 
for the greater part of ten years and I finally have been diagnosed with manic depression.  It's 
taken them ten years to figure this out even though I've told them a number of times but by 
definition I couldn't have been manic depressive because they had put me on lithium and I had 
not responded.  Consequently I couldn't be manic depressive which now I learned that that's a 
bunch of bullshit that there are people that don't respond to lithium even though they are manic 
depressive.  Since I'm a chemist and not a physician, I didn't know this and so I am bitter about 
that too, so if you want to know, I am bitter about a lot of stuff –  
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes.   
 
Elsa Lacey: – and I have a right to be bitter.   
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes, I, I, I can see that. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Uh hmm. 
 
Linda Driscoll: My, my daughter, who is a geophysicist, lost her job and, uh, it, it, 
although she is basically a, a determined, chipper, upbeat kind of person, uh, it was a terrible six 
months for her. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Yeah, what happened was that – 
 
Linda Driscoll: It was very **** in her case. 
 
Elsa Lacey: – I had this fallacy, you know, that I thought that in this country, if you work 
hard, you always had a job. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Uh uh. 
 
Elsa Lacey: And that had, had been the story of my life.  I had arrived here with one suitcase 
and $150.00, and I had been able to get a bachelor's, two masters and a Ph.D. and get good 
paying jobs. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes. 
 



Elsa Lacey: And then all of a sudden, I couldn't find a job in Houston, and my husband would 
not relocate.  I got really good offers, but it would involve either relocating or at least moving to 
some place where we would be, it would be a long drive for him and a long drive for me, but at 
least it would be midway.  He wouldn't move, and I couldn't take it.  My kids were, that was ten 
years ago, so my kids were 9 and 11.  I couldn't see seeing my kids just on the weekends, and I 
mean, the type of jobs that I would be taking were, I, I was in management at the time.  I used to 
have about 31 people, professional people reporting to me. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Uh hmm. 
 
Elsa Lacey: This were the type of jobs that were being offered to me.  They were responsible 
jobs, most of them connected with, uh, how do you say that industry, factory jobs and so on. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes. 
 
Elsa Lacey: So, if they needed me at 4:00 in the morning because they had a problem with 
quality control, I would have to be there at 4:00 in the morning – 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yeah. 
 
Elsa Lacey: – 'cause they don't pay you that kind of money to say, I'm sorry, you wait until 
8:00 in the morning.  And, you know, I couldn't very well be living an, an hour and a half from 
the job on that kind of circumstance, and he refused to move from where he was living, and so I 
kept turning jobs down, and I kept getting more and more depressed because I couldn't find a 
job.  I would say, give me a job.  I said, give me a job as a technician.  I'll be glad to do it.  No, 
we can't give you a job as a technician because you're overqualified.  You wouldn't be happy.  I 
said, I'll be happy then. 
 
Linda Driscoll: As you are now. 
 
Elsa Lacey: And this went on and on, and it has dragged out for ten years.  I know it sounds 
impossible, but it happened. 
 
Linda Driscoll: No, I understand. 
 
Elsa Lacey: And I went into what they call refractory depression, which is that it doesn't 
respond to medication, and they wanted to give me electric shocks.  According to them, that's the 
only thing left, and my husband wouldn't give the permission.  And I was ready to take them, 
because I mean, you know, when you have deep depression for ten years, it ruins your life and 
everybody else's around you. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yeah. 
 
Elsa Lacey: But, uh, that's the story of my life. 
 



Linda Driscoll: Well, I do understand how seriously depressing it is to lose your job, 
because three of the, my family members have lost jobs and been out of work from six months to 
a year. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Mm hmm. 
 
Linda Driscoll: It, it's very difficult. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Hmm.  Well, if I was single, I would have just packed up and moved. 
 
Linda Driscoll: At this time, you ****. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Or if I had been brought up in a different, uh, background – 
 
Linda Driscoll: Mm hmm. 
 
Elsa Lacey: – I would have done that, but I'm, I'm Latin and, you know, the mother is 
supposed to be there, and the wife is supposed to be there, you know, and all this. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Very hard to go against our – 
 
Elsa Lacey: Yeah, so I mean, the guilt trip would have been such that I couldn't have handled 
it.  So, I, I, I mean, I, you know, I couldn't do anything about it, and he didn't want to move, and 
so. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yeah,  
 
Elsa Lacey: Track down a job.  I mean, I could work, but nothing like – 
 
Linda Driscoll: No challenge. 
 
Elsa Lacey: – I had before.  I mean, I, I taught at Houston Community  College, and I've done 
consulting, and I've been a receptionist, and I've done substitute teaching, and I've done this and 
I've done that, but you know – 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes. 
 
Elsa Lacey: – crappy jobs, you know, just really crappy jobs.  You know, I have a high IQ, 
and I'm a hard worker, and I'm an overachiever.  I'm Phi Beta Kappa.  You know, I competed 
with Americans in my classes and I would set all the curves, so I know what I can do.  I mean, I 
know what my potential is.  I don't want to be teaching retarded kids at Houston Community 
College that don't know how to add, which is what I was doing, you know. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes. 
 



Elsa Lacey: I mean, I think that's great.  I think that's fantastic, but there's no challenge in it for 
me. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Yes. 
 
Elsa Lacey: Especially, since they don't want to be helped.  I mean, if they wanted to be 
helped, fine, but since they don't want to be helped; they just want a grade, they can get their god 
damn grade from somebody else, because I'm not gonna pass a kid that doesn't, that is in college 
and cannot add.  And that is a fact, that if I hadn't seen it, I wouldn't have believed it. 
 
Linda Driscoll: Well, hmm, I can't think of anything else to ask, to add to this tape but – 
 
 
 
 
 
SpeakWrite 
www.speakwrite.com 
Job Number: 14038-013 
Custom Filename: wrc04096 
Date: 02/07/2014 
Billed Word Count: 3042 
 


