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when business leaders have taken an
active and self-interested role in politics,
but we have expectecl the best among
them to have a vision of the needs of the
city that extends beyond their immediate
personal and corporate interests.

After more than twenty years of
stuclying the his’tory of business/civic lead-
ership in Houston, | have Well—developed
opinions on the topic. Indeed, I can say
with absolute confidence that I hold the
lzey to what the New York Times referred to
as the “8F Club” and older Houstonians at
times call the “8 F crowd.” Naurice
Cummings reached in his desk and gave
me his after | interviewed him in the mid-
1980s. Cummings had been a regular vis-
itor with his own lzey to 8F, where he
made lzings with Herman and George R.
Brown. But }Jy the time of my interview
with Cummings, the historic Lamar Hotel
had fallen victim to the vision of unfet-
tered progress of its most celebrated
inhabitants; it had been demolished to
make room for an important new parking

Downtown Houston in the 1880s

lot. T thus faced a historian’s dilemma. I
had the key to all power and influence in
Houston, but the lock in which it J[‘i’c, the
door openecl }Jy the lock, the suite, and the
entire }Juilcling no 1onger existed. What
follows is my effort to reconstruct suite
8K placing the Brown’s generation back
into the world they inhabited. This
requires establishing the historical context
in which they operated and comparing
them to other business/civic leaders who
shapecl Houston’s clevelopment both
before and after them.

Gaptain Baker's Era—1880s-World War |

Despite the historical emphasis placed on
the 8F crowd, in my opinion, the single
most powerlul business/civic leader in the
history of Houston was Captain James A.
Baker. He was the midwife at the birth of
the modern city. He and his law firm
(which is now known as Baker Botts)
stood at the center of a cluster of lawyers,
bankers, and businessmen who led

Houston from the 1880s t}lrough World

War . During these years, Houston grew
from a raw, rowdy town of less than

20,000 to a smaH, but bustling city of
about 130,000. When Captain Baker
and his {at}xer, ]u&ge Baker, arrived in
Houston in the 1870s, the city was about
one tenth the size of New Orleans, which
served as the center of regional trade and
commerce on the Gulf Coast. By the
time of Captain Baker's death in 1941,
Houston was the clear leader of industry
and finance on the Gulf Coast, and it
was well on its way to national promi-
nence as the energy capital of the nation.
Because of his broad involvement in the
life of Houston during those formative
years, Captain Baker is a logical histori-
cal symhol of those who transformed a
town with big aspirations into an emerg-
ing metropolis.’

With good reason, Houston found
leadership among its lawyers and bankers
in the decades around the turn of the
twentieth century. To grow, the region
needed to forge solid connections with the
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aptain Baker's father, Judge James

A. Ba]eer, who moved to Houston
from Huntsville, Texas, in 1872, was a
railroad iawyer at Baker Botts, as were
other prominent partners in the firm.
From the 1880s iorward, the firm
managed the giant Southern Pacific
Railroad’s (SP) 1egai affairs in Texas,
smoothing the way for the railroad’s
unified operations ti'irougi'iout the state.
This line and others connected Houston
iirmiy into national markets, Vauiting
the city ahead of Galveston in the race
for regional preeminence and laying the
foundation for the city’s economic
expansion. Baker Botts greatly benefited
from its growing reputation in railroad
law. One of its eariy partners, Robert
Scott Lovett, embodied this tie. He grew
up in rural Texas north of Houston,
took a job digging stumps out of the
right of way of the SP, moved on to
become a iawyer at Baker Botts, and
went on to become the head of the
Southern Pacific.

After joining his father as a partner
in Houston's major corporate law firm,
Captain Baker became cieepiy involved
in izey sectors of the city’s economy. As
a director and, for a time, presicient of
one of the city’s iargest i)anizs, Captain
Baker was a lawyer or a banker for
many of city’s businesses. He also was
an officer in the local natural gas com-
pany and numerous other local enter-
prises. As chairman of the Rice board,
Baker headed what amounted to
another major Houston bank,
since the Institute’s endowment
became an important source for
real estate loans. Lawyer, banker, *
and businessman, Captain Baker
remained one of the most visible
business/civic leaders in Houston
for almost seventy years.

The Baker iamiiy has
remained prominent in
Houston since Judge
Baker arrived here in
1872. Five gener-
ations of James
Addison Bakers
have worked for
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Baker Botts and for the goocl of the city.
The originai Baker, "]udge" (1821-
1897), received his distinctive title
from his brief service as a ]'u(ige in the
Confederacy. He practiced with Baker
Botts from 1872-1897. His son, who
remained at Baker Botts from 1877 to
1941, became known as “Captain”
Baker (1857-1941) after service under
that rank in the Houston Ligl’lt Guard, a
ceremonial military organization that
uitimate]y became a part of the Texas
National Guard. Ironically, Captain
Baker's son, who was a captain in the
real army during World War I, spent his
long, productive life in Houston (1892-
1973) and at Baizer Botts (1919—
1973) known as “Junior.”

An even greater irony came with
the next generation, “Secretary” James
A. Baker (1930—present). As one of the
most prominent Houstonians in the last
half of the twentieth century, Secretary
Baker served two presicients as chief of
staii, Secretary of Treasury, and
Secretary of State. Yet until his return
from Washington in the 1990s, he
could not serve at Baker Botts. The firm
had passed a strict antinepotism rule in
the late 1930s, so Secretary Baker pur-
sued his iegai career as a partner in the
Houston-based firm of Andrews &
Kurth. When he returned to Houston
after his distinguished career in govern-
ment, the antinepotism rule still seemed
to block his hiring by “the family firm.”
Although his father had died years
earlier, his son “Jamie” (1954-pres-
ent) had Legun worizing at Baker
Botts in 1985. Reason prevaiied
over ruie, and in 1993, the fourth
generation James A. Baker joined
the fifth as members of the {firm of
the Judge, Captam, and Junior.
“SOMT’CQ ] H Freeman,

The Peopie of Baker Botts
(Houston: Baker Botts, 1092), 10.

Captain James A. Baker
(of the Houston Light
Guard) in 1879

Courtesy Houston Metropolitan
Research Center, Houston Public Library

booming national economy. Good local
iawyers were needed to carve out iegai
space for giant railroads and nationally
active industrial corporations in a Texas
1egai system (iesigne(i for a rural society.
The farmers and ranchers who had writ-
ten the laws of Texas had set numerous
iegai traps for iarge corporations. The
big businesses that emerged in the north-
eastern United States in the late nine-
teenth century could not function
smoothly under the restrictions imposed
]Dy these Texas laws. As one of the iargest
corporate law firms in one of the major
cities in Texas, Baker Botts represented
many “ioreign" (ti'iat is, non-Texan)
companies, rescuing them from these
legal traps, repairing the damage if possi-
ble, and finding ways to remove other
traps from the iegai ian(iscape.

Captain Baker and other corporate
lawyers helped organize and manage the
local banks that solidified ties between
Houston and the national economy.
Although strictly enforced state unit
banking laws restricted the growth of
Texas banks, Houston banks nonetheless
forged important correspondent relation-
si'iips with much iarger “money center”
banks in New York City and Chicago.
Through these ties flowed capital critically
important to the region. The local
bankers who directed this flow into the
city came to assert considerable influence.
Captain Baker cemented his own connec-
tions in the east i)y spenciing summers in
the New York area, tending to vital busi-
ness connections as his family escaped the
Texas heat.

New York City figured into Baker's
involvement in one of the best exarnples of
city imii(iing in this era, the creation of a
major university in Houston. William
Marsh Rice had made a fortune in
Houston before returning to New York
City in the late nineteenth century. To
show his gratitude to his adopted home,
Rice provided a $200,000 endowment in
a will written in 1891 for the creation of
an institute of higher education in
Houston. From the originai charter until
his death in 1941, Captain Baker served
as chairman of the Board of Trustees of
the Rice Institute. While planning the
opening of Rice, Baker had to go to New
York City in 1900 to iigl’xt and win a
highly publicized legal battle to void a sec-
ond Rice will. In the twenty-one years
from the chartering of Rice to its opening
in 1912, Baker and the rest of the board
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African American presence at the bar,
Charles Houston’s own student, Thurgood
Marshall became the NAACP's chief
counsel and, in later years, the first African
American U.S. Supreme Court justice.

The conflict between Wesley and the
NAACP extended to the area of legal tac-
tics and strategies in the fight against the
whites—only primary elections, but ulti-
mately unity prevailed. After almost a quar-
ter century of lawsuits, black Texans finally
won the battle in 1944 with the Smith v.
Alhwright decision. In this case named for
Lonnie Smith, a black dentist in Houston,
Wesley and Marshall worked together to get
the Supreme Court to rule that blacks
could not be barred from voting in the
Democratic Party Primary in Texas or in
any of a number of states where white party
officials practiced such exclusion. It was in
Wesley’s office that he and Marshall pre-
pared the brief that convinced the Court to
strike a blow for the voting rights of
African Americans. Wesley worked with
Marshall on the lawsuit as a consultant and
asa political and financial backer.

Nearly a decade before the Smith rul-
ing, Wesley reduced his practice of law to
become more involved with The Informer,
stepping on the back of Clifton Richardson
to become the main owner with editorial
control of the paper. He started as the
paper’s auditor in 1929, moved the next
year to become vice president,
£ollowed l)y general manager and

through Houston in 1930, Greene record-
ed in his travel diary notes on his meeting
Carter Wesley. He stated that he was (leeply
impressed that a man in his thirties was so
l)usiness—mincled, successjful, and promi-
nent. Marveling over what a “progressive
young man” Wesley was, he stated that the
pul)lisher “made a fine pul)licity man for
me” IJy telling others about him. In trying
to sell his l)ooles, he observed that Wesley
“ﬁnaﬂy succumbed when I appealed to his
ego. [1] told him that his name listed
[among the purchasers] would induce others
to do likewise.” Greene’s comments about
Wesley suggest a pompous streale, but also
aclenowledge him asa recognize(l leader.”
Wesley's civic activities were wide rang-
ing. His paper and the publicity it generated
placecl himin a prominent position in
Houston’s black community. He took part
in campaigns as diverse as getting blacks to
pay their poll taxes and to vote, opposition
to capital punishment and racial injustice in
the courts or at the hands of the police,
lawsuits against Jim Crow laws and racial
segregation, trade union organization, and
raising funds for the city’s junior and, 1ater,
senior college for African Americans. His
own organizing and capacity-building work
included a local council of black organiza-
tions, a statewide group called the Texas
Council on Negro Organizations, the

NAACP at the 1oca1, state, regional, and
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treasurer before the end of
1932. After an acrimonious
feud over the journalistic and
financial policies at The Informer,
Wesley l)ought out Richardson’s
interest in the paper.

In 1933, another aspect of
Wesley's life changed. He married
Doris Wooten and soon had two
newborn infants in his house-
hold. Wooten had been his part-
ner in running the newspaper
after 1932. Thus, when Atkins
left Houston in 1936 to join the
Jfaculty of Howard University's
law school, Wesley had become
more a publisher than a lawyer.

Whether 1ilzing him or not,
black Houstonians came to rec-
ognize Wesley as a civic leader.
Lorenzo Greene, a traveling
salesman of Carter G. Woodson's
books and publications, provides
a firsthand account of Wesley's
public stature. During his pass

BUT WERE MAKING
WONDERFUL PROGRESS!!
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national levels, plus other regional and
national associations concerning newspaper
publishing, advertising, educational equal-
ization, and interracial alliance-building.
]ohn Gunther, a l)est—selling author of
travelogues from around the world and
across the United States, took notice of
Wesley in his 1949 book Inside U. S. A. In
a passage commenting on the “Negro issue”

in Texas, he wrote:

The most interesting Negro in
Texas...is probably a moderate named
Carter Wesley, the pul)lisher of a
string of newspapers inclu(ling the
Houston Defender and Informer, the
Fort Worth Mina’, the Dallas FEixpress,
the oldest Negro paper in the state.
All told Wesley’s papers have a circu-
lation of about sixty thousand; they
are intelligently edited and vigorously
outspolzen on most issues. Wesley is

now fiﬂy—three.lz
The height of Wesley's influence and

success as a newspaper pul)lisher and civic
leader came in the period following the
Smith victory and the end of the Second
World War. Besides the cities Gunther
noted, Wesley also published papers or local
editions in San Antonio and San Diego,
California, and as far to the ecast as New
Orleans, Louisiana, Mobile, Alal)ama, and
Memphis, Tennessee. Moreover, in 1945
Wesley’s paper was the 1argest
black-owned business in
Houston in terms of the num-
ber of people it employed, its
gross income, and property. At
the national level, Wesley was a
founder of Associated
Pul)lishers, Inc., a black adver-
tising business; a recognized
leader in the National
Newspaper Publishers
Association; and among an
elite group of black newspaper
editors who met during the war
with President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt in the White House.
In 1948 the U.S. government
sent him and ten other black
pul)lishers to Germany to
investigate the racial discrimi-
nation claims of black service-
men. Closer to home, however,
Wesley's major campaign was
for African American access

and equity in education.
The “all-out war for
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She lam})astecl him before mem})ers of the

movement and in broader pul)lic discourse
as clinging to the posture of yesterday’s
Negro, the stooping, eyes to the grouncl, hat
in hand, Step N. Fetchit-type Negro.
Wesley never had been such a man and his
tremendous ego did not allow him to suffer
such an ignominious characterization pas-
sively. He never acceptecl white men who
clisrespect{-uﬂy honked their horns at black
women as they walked in their neigl'll)or—
hoods. He did not accept their addressing
black women without using the courtesy
titles of “Miss” or “Mrs.” as they customarily
addressed other women. He never accepted
whites calling an adult African American
man “l)oy" or white soldiers in the U.S. mil-

itary re{'using to salute black officers who
outranked them. So when Lulu B. White

column, “The Ram’s Horn” that: “Even if
Sweatt enters the University of Texas, we
will not want to get rid of Texas State
University for N egroes...t}le Texas
Constitution decrees separation provided it
18 equal, W}ly shouldn’t we make them carry
out the Constitution and equalize Texas
State University in toto with the University
of Texas?” A year later, the Supreme Court
ordered Texas to admit Sweatt into the UT
law school. African Americans began
entering UT in the summer of 1950, but
only in gracluate programs and professiona]
schools. W D. McClennan, a J[‘acul’cy mem-
ber at Austin’s Samuel Huston College,
entered its doctoral program 1in mathemat-

ics and John Chase, who later became a
major Houston-based architect, entered the
architecture school.

revolution that brought on many changes in
Texas and })eyoncl. He acted behind the
scenes to help blacks take school districts
and other state universities and junior col-
leges to court either to equalize black insti-
tutions or to admit blacks into schools
whites barred them from. He demanded
educational equity while constantly declax-
ing that legally enforced separation of the
races was a crime against humanity.

In 1969, when Wesley passed on,
Houston lost one of its most important
civic leaders. He, more than anyone in the
8F crowd of white businessmen, spurred
the clesegregation of Houston. Critically, he
challenged the rhetoric and reality of white
racial hierarchy. Irnaginatively, he popular—
ized the vocabulary for spealzing into being

a new civic culture. His tocsin came not

porl:rayecl him as a “sell-out” to
his race over a tactical clispute, he
taggecl back.

Wesley charged White and
the NAACP generally with want-
ing to monopolize the battlefield
for equal rights and justice. Most
clamningly, he claimed that they
were fomenting division within
the united front that leaders of
black organizations in Texas had
J[‘orgecl since the 1930s. Added
to this, in the postwar period
marked Ly anti-Red hysteria,

Wesley wailed that White was a
communist and sympathetic to

Marxism-Leninism.

Marshaﬂ, as NAACP chief
counsel, joinecl in the attack on
Wesley and expanclecl the conflict
into a national brouhaha for a
period of several months.
Ultimately the Wesley—White
feud ended in defeat for White,
and the rhetorical shoot-out
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“SEGREGATION, AN EVIL THAT BREEDY MISUNIERSTANDING

froma trumpet but a ram’s horn.
Ultimately, the civil rights move-
ment Wesley sounded into action
modernized the southern system

of racial hierarchy, helping save it
from itsell.

The movement pushecl a
racial state to demonstrate its
obedience to the rule of 1aw, to
become less opaque, more
rational and insidious. Wesley
recognizecl and was cleeply
troubled })y the potential fora
civil rig}lts movement focused
on changing white spaces into
public spaces open to African
Americans. This might amount
to a reform of racial caste
arrangements in the U.S. rather
than a transformation of it. His
solution centered on black peo-
ple sustaining a collective ethos
of indepenclence and self-
reliance. He never backed down

Courtesy The Informer

from his two-line approach

between Wesley and Marshall
resulted in a draw. In June of
1949, White resignecl from her
position with the Houston branch of the
NAACP. Soon thereafter the NAACP
national leadership focused its public state-
ments more on the side of the benefits that
would accrue to society from the elimina-
tion of segregation and refrained from
wholesale condemnations of historicaﬂy
black colleges and universities.

For his part, Wesley never wavered in
his full and overt support for Sweatt’s right
to attend UT and the {ight against segrega-
tion. On ]uly 2, 1949, shortly after

White's resignation, he maintained in his

The Informer provided a forum for writers and artists alike to challenge the
racial status quo.

UT officials continuecl, however, to
refuse black applicants to its undergraduate
programs until the middle of the decade
following the Court’s landmark ruling in
the Brown case. Even with that decision,
which overturned Plessy and seemed to
strike at the white supremacist doctrine of
racial hierarchy it 1egi’cimizecl, the state of
Texas did not mandate the elimination of
race as a requirement of admission at all its
state—supportecl institutions of higher learn-
ing until 1965.

Wesley was a pivotal J[‘igure in the social

clespite attempts })y his adver-
saries to malign him as a sell-
out to his race and to marginal-
ize him as a civic leader. Perhaps Wesley
is a minor player in the puHic memory of
the twentieth—century South and
Houston because historians continue to
worry about defending the South and its
tradition-laden past, or obsess over
dreams of integration that scarcely ever
result in tangible improvements in the
lives of most African Americans.

Perhaps a deeper remembering of Carter
Wesley and what he stood for might foster
the imagining of a freer Houston. B
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N JANUARY 13, 1928, the

residents of Houston, Texas,

awoke unexpectedly to news that

they would be hosting the Democratic
Party National Convention. In a stunning
move the (lay Lelcore, Jesse H. Jones,
prominent Houston businessman and
Democratic Party leader, almost single—
handedly secured the convention for his
beloved city. For the first time since before
the Civil War, a national party convention
was coming to the South." During the
convention six months later, Alfred E.
Smith became the first Roman Catholic
nominated for president by a major politi—
cal party. In addition, his running mate,
Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas, became
the first southerner on a major party ticket
in more than half a century. Aware of the
media attention for Houston from around
the country, local residents felt assured
: that their city would emerge from the
political parley with a national reputation.

As Democratic Party leaders prepare(l
to convene in early January 1928 to
decide the location of their next presiden-
tial nominating convention, the city of
Houston was on the move. The city had
finally eclipsed long-time rival Galveston
as the premier urban center of the Texas

Gulf Coast, and with a population
increase of 111% over the decade of the
1910s, Houston was quickly surpassing
San Antonio and Dallas as the largest,
most populous city in the state. Fueled })y
a lucrative oil in(lustry and lqourisl'ling
sl’lip—channel trade, Houston was experi-
encing a construction boom. A new
municipal airport had recently been built,
and the city’s skyline was rapidly expand-
ing with tl'lirty—{ive million dollazs in new
buildings alone. Still, the city’s population
of nearly 300,000 carned it a place
among the thirty most populous cities in
the country that was tenuous at best. New
Orleans even kept it from the title of
largest metropolis in the New South.
Thus, (lespite the city’s rapi(l gIOth’l and
increased prosperity, most Houstonians
felt, as one historian discerned, “plagued
by a nagging suspicion that no one was
paying attention.” Unknown to most, Jesse
Holman Jones was about to put Houston
on the national map, bringing the recogni-
tion and respect city residents had craved
{:or 80 long.2

Jones had played a key role in
Houston's recent economic expansion, A
Wealtl'ly businessmen, industrious builder,

and owner of the Houston Chronicle, Jones
was un(loul)tetﬂy the city’s most influential
leader, and the burgeoning center of
downtown was, as one journalist noted,
“practically his private fiefdom.” Yet Jones
was not a man of one dominion. As
Finance Chairman of the Democratic
Party National Committee, Jones had
earned the unconditional admiration of
other Democrats })y rejuvenating their
party’s finances in the years £ollowing the
disastrous 1924 convention at Madison
Square Garden. At that convention, dele-
gates had to cast 103 ballots before nomi-
nating John W. Davis in a race thought to
be exclusively between Alfred E. Smith
and William Gibbs McAdoo. When Jones
was named to the Party subcommittee
charged with hearing bids for the 1928
convention, he clearly commanded respect
as a man of local and national stature. As
the subcommittee went about its })usiness,
Jones combined his knack for corporate
wheeling and dealing with a touch of
down-home southern hospitality to stage
one of the greatest upsets in Democratic
Party history.

On January 11, Jones invited the sub-

committee members to prepare their

*This article was previously awarded the Mary Hayes Ewing Publication Prize in Southern History by the Rice University Department of History. It originally appeared in the 1997 edition
of Touchstone and has been repul:lisl'lecl in The Houston Review of History and Culture with the permission of the Texas State Historical Association,

** Associate, Locke Liddell & Sapp, LLP; I.D. 2002, University of Texas; M.P. Aff. 2002, LBJ. School of Public Affairs; B.A. 1998, Rice University. 1 would especially like to thank
John Boles for piquing my interest in this event and for provicling invaluable advice during the preparation of this article. Twould also like to thank Io}m Britt, the Texas State Historical
Association, and the Rice University History Department for their support. Finally, T would like to thank my parents for all of their encouragement and wisdom.
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The Response of
Houston's Givic Leaders
to the Lynching of
Robert Powell in 1928

by Dwight Watson*

In June of 1928, Houston prepared for
its coming-out party as a major city.
With the 1928 Democratic Convention
in town and the eyes of the nation focused
on their city, civic leaders hoped to proj-
ect an image of growth and progress. Yet
on June 20, the week before the opening
of the convention, the lynching of Robert
Powell challenged this progressive image.
National and local press coverage of
the lynching contrasted this episode of
racial violence in a strictly segregated city
to the image of “heavenly Houston,” a
Looming new South city that was a Mecca
for black as well as white migrants.! The
city’s civic leaders responded immedia’cely
to the lynching with a strong and imme-
iate condemnation of “lynch law.” When
questions arose about the possible
involvement of members of the Houston
Police Department (HPD) in the lynch—
ing, the city questioned police officers
before moving on to the arrest of others
for the crime. After the convention came
relatively minor reforms in HPD. This
response allowed the convention to go
forward success{ully while, at least for a
time, raising fundamental questions about
the nature and tone of Houston’s Jim

Crow racial order.

Lynching was the perverted marriage
of racial hatred, distorted religious funda-
mentalism, paternalisrn, and psycho—sexu—
al fear, which empowered mobs with the
ultimate measure of social control and
power.” Ida B. Wells, a black newspaper
editor and anti—lynching activist, observed
the hypocrisy of whites on this issue when
she noted that church folk were “too })usy
saving souls of white Christians from
burning in hell fire to save the lives of
black ones from the present burning in the
fires kindled by white Christians.” Despite
the best efforts of Wells and others who
fought for federal anti-lynching laws, a
U.S. Congress dominated Ly southerners
from the one-party South refused to pass
such legislation.

By the 1920s, many whites in
Houston and other growing southern
cities viewed lynching as a pernicious rural
“tradition” out of step with urban life.
Although lynchings did oceur in southern
cities in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, the need to maintain law and order
in an urban setting undermined the con-
tinued acceptance of lynch law, and the
mob rule it involved. In a booming city
such as Houston in the 1920s, however,

the perception of civic leaders could be
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starlely at odds with the attitudes of the
tens of thousands of new migrants who
came to the city from the surrounding
countryside in search of opportunity.
Houston's newspapers responded to the
Powell lynching by lamenting that this was
the first lynching within the city proper in
anyone’s memory. But Houston’s popula—
tion had exploded in the first decades of
the twentieth century, growing from less
than 45,000 in 1900 to nearly 270,000
in 1928, when its black population alone
exceeded 50,000. Many of the new
migrants who came to Houston in these
decades had developed their racial atti-
tudes in the small J[‘arrning communities in
cast Texas and western Louisiana.*

Just beneath the surface of the Jim
Crow system in Houston and throughout
the South was the threat of violence
against blacks who cl’lanenged the laws or
the customs of segregation. In the small
towns of the rural Sout}l, tl'le enforce-
ment of segregation was an intensely per-
sonal a{fair, with daily rituals played out
in the fields and the town squares. In a
city such as Houston, with large numbers
of blacks and whites who did not know
each other and who often did not live

and work toget}ler, enforcement of Jim

x

*Dwight Watson is an assistant professor of history at lexas State University-San Marcos. His book on the racial history of the Houston Police Department is in press
at Texas A&M University Press, and he is currently working on a history of lynching in Texas.
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Crow fell more heavily onto the organ-

ized police force.

“Progressive” city or not, Houston
shared the racial attitudes that had fed
mob violence and bloody riots t}lroughout
the country from 1917-1921. Such riots
had taken place in url)an, not rural set-
tings, and Houston had experience(l its
own bitter spasm of racial violence in
1917, during the Camp Logan Riot
between black soldiers stationed in
Houston and the Houston Police
Department.® The dark web of human
memory lzept this tragic riot fresh in the
minds of many blacks and whites, serving
as a grim reminder of the death and
destruction that could follow from the
tensions created by Jim Crow life.

In Houston, the actions of the HPD
attracted the scrutiny of economically
in&ependent black leaders. By the 1920s,
the opportunities afforded to blacks in
Houston’s growing economy had fostered
the growth of a black middle class eager to
assert its voice in civic affairs and to 1egit—
imize its status within Houston l)y organ-
izing groups such as a local chapter of the
National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP). Newspapers
written by blacks and for black readers
reported a growing dissatisfaction with the
racial status quo and a determination to
fight for improved conditions. Houston’s
black civic leaders and newspapers aggres-

sively protested the Powell
lynching in a vocal, public
way that would not have been
possible without retribution in
rural east Texas towns. Despite
rigid barriers between blacks
and whites, the lynching creat-
ed a common link between
black civic leaders and white
civic leaders who fought to
save the reputation of the

“new” Houston tl'xey had pro-
claimed to the world.

. These civic leaders were
correct in their assessment of
Houston’s future prospects;
their city was an emerging
metropolis by the 1920s. Civic
and business leaders worked
&iligently to make the city the
South’s poster l)oy for industry
and progress. As a southwest-

ern city, Houston’s past and
future looked in two directions.
Many of its leaders voiced the
sort of western imagery of rapid growth fed
})y free enterprise that su})sequently came
to syml)olize the “Sun belt” cities. But
much of its populaﬁon remained firmly
rooted in a rural southern past obsessed
with the defense of Jim Crow.

Tensions heightened within the city’s
civic leadership. Most important was the
class and status war being played out by
the conservative leadership, black and
white. Who would rule the city, those who
feared that mob rule and lynching might
undermine their city’s future growth or
Negrophobes who made racial segregation
and social subordination their top priority
and favored 1yncl'1ing and extra—legal vio-
lence as a means of social control?°

Among those who favored the first
position was banker/financier Jesse
Holman Jones. His influence and money
helped Houston become the host city for
the 1928 Democratic National
Convention.” Jones pulled a rabbit out of
his hat when his winning offer:  he
form of a certified check of $2UU,000
and a promise of new auditorium left San

Francisco and Dallas in an angered daze.®

On ]anuary 12, 1928, the Houston
Chronicle, a major newspaper pul)lished l)y
Jones, ran a special edition: “Houston
Wins the 1928 Dem Convention.”
More than a testament to Jones’ clout
and influence within the Party, this was
also a victory for Houston. The negative

publicity from the Powell lynching gave

the city a very visible black eye just as it
was &ressing up in its Sunday best to
impress the nation. But when Jones and
other white and black leaders stood up to
chaﬂenge the violence underpinning the
Jim Crow system, t}ley faced the wrath of
racial traditionalists within the city who
J[‘ougl'x’c tenaciously to maintain the status
quo. Particularly contentious was the role
and responsil)ilities of the Houston
Police Department.

In 1925 HPD had a total of 243
officers, including 178 patrolmen and
even several black officers.” This number
was Woe£uuy inadequate to meet the needs
ofa rapidly growing city. The force had
its hands full, enforcing the law, protect-
ing property, imposing social control, and
enforcing racial segregation. Their zeal-
ousness in this last pursuit turned seg-
ments of the public against them. When
black civic leaders joined forces with
national civil rights organizations and
local social reform movements to try to
curb police abuses, HPD refused to hear
such demands for change. Indeed, infused
l)y elements of the Ku Klux Klan in the
1920s, the Houston Police Department
proved recalcitrant on this vital issue.

Blacks migrating to Houston to trade
tenant farming for industrial jobs or to
seek respite from the harsh demands of
rural Jim Crow, courted the wrath of the
HPD. Those sworn to serve and protect
them—the police—were also si:rongly
committed to maintaining the segregate(l
racial order. For the flood of black
migrants to Houston, urban Jim Crow's
problems of overcrowded neighborhoods,
police l)rutality, and inefficient city servic-
es were the trade-offs for escaping the
sting of rural poverty and the bitterness of
rural Jim Crow racism.”

Despite the growing rejection of the
Klan l)y Houston'’s civic elite, the Klan
maintained a strong hold on elements of
Houston’s white population and, for a
time in the early 19205, held firm control
of parts of the county government.
Important members of Houston society
who joined the Klan from 1922-1925
included Harris County Sheriff Thomas
A. Binford and former police chief
Gordon Murphy. Historian Don Carlton
notes that “booming Houston was the first
Texas city to have a Ku Klux Klan chap-
ter”? The Klan was neither secretive nor
invisible in Texas as a whole. On October

23, 1922, “Klan Day" at the Texas State
Fair attracted “151,192 persons.”" Even
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Houston mayor Oscar Holcombe briefly
joined the Klan, but quit shortly after-
wards because of its violent nature.

Colonel Billie Mayfield led the
growth of the Klan in Houston.* The
colonel was an officer in the Texas
National Guard and had been a columnist
for the Houston Chronicle. He made head-
lines in the 1920s with highly publicized
attacks on those who opposed the Klan.
One of these involved his efforts to arrest
the editor of the Houston Press for criticiz-
ing the vigor of the Texas National
Guard’s enforcement of martial law
against dock-workers on strike in
Galveston. In the resulting court case,
John H. Crooker, an attorney in the
prominent Houston law fixm of Fulhright
& Crooker (1ater, Ful})right & Iaworski),
successfully defended the publisher.’

Mayfield’s Klan paper, Colone/
Mayfields Weekly, later increased his
prominence within the local KKK, which
fought hard to put its
mark on Houston’s
development. At the
height of the Klan’s
influence in Houston
in about 1924, civic
leaders who opposed
its power fought back.
Thus when two
Klansmen sued the
Houston Press for libel
after its criticism
helpe& defeat them in
hotly contested local
elections in 1924,
Crooker again tried
the cases, ultimately
vindicating the editor
of the Press.’®

After Oscar
Holcombe quit the Klan, he became an
open target for Klan-controlled factions
in the city.”” Mayor Holcombe's refusal to
fire Catholics and blacks hurt him in the
election of 1922, but not enough to pre-
vent his reelection. The popular mayor’s
battles with the Klan in these years sym-
bolized the ongoing efforts of many
Houston leaders trying to come to grips
with the racial tensions that threatened
the city’s future growt}l. Conservative and
liberal factions emerged and challenged
the Klan as being immoral and criminal,
but most of all bad for the city's image.'®
Members of this group included the
wealthiest of Houston elites such as Jesse

Jones and prominent oilman ]oseph S.
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Cullinan, the original president of Texaco.
Cullinan, a Catholic, had helped found
the Houston Anti-Klan Society in 1922.
Violence and national scandals by the
Klan caused other civic leaders to reject
harsh Klan-like xenopho})ia as bad for
business and out of step with the needs of
a growing city.”

Elements of the Houston Police
Department did not share such views. As
the Democratic Convention of 1928
approached, HPD began to train its force
“in order to line up in eﬁiciency and
appearance with the other police forces of
the country.”” Among the trainees were
116 new police officers “who were sworn
in for the duration of the convention.”
One hundred of the officers were tempo-
rary, and the final sixteen were ]gept as
permanent mounted patrol officers
attached to the traffic division. Many of
these officers came from rural areas in

east Texas and central Texas known for

harsh racial bigotry and rigid enforcement
of segregation. Many police accepted the
stereotypical notion of blacks as inferior
and prone to crime. They were trained to
look for blacks in trouble spots of the city
and to distribute “Jim Crow justice” swi{tly
and brutany.

Southern custom impacted police
training and procedures on June 17,
1928. Early that morning two police offi-
cers did exactly what southern custom
called for by asking a group of Negroes
standing on a street corner near downtown
Houston what they were doing out so late.
When the two detectives, Henry Bradshaw
and A. W, Davis, rousted the three black
males, a gun aﬂegedly fell out of the

clothing of one of the suspects. When one
of the suspects, later identified as 24-
year—old Robert Powell, bolted and ran,
Detective Davis pursued him on foot.
During the chase shots were fired. Davis
was killed bya shot in the head, and a bul-
let through the })ody severely wounded
Powell  After an aggressive search
through the Fourth Ward area, the police
found Powell at his mother’s home and
took him to Jefferson Davis Hospital, also
in the Fourth Ward.?

There he lay for several days. Then
in the early morning of Wednesday, June
20, a lynch mob toolz Powell from the
custo&y of the Harris County Sheriff
Department’s watchman at the hospital.
Witnesses reported that seven or eight
armed white men charged in and took
the black prisoner t}ley believed had shot
Detective Davis. According to The Informer
(a newspaper written by and for blacks),
the mob took Powell “several miles out of
the municipal con-
fines and treated to a
practical demonstra-
tion of the celebrated
pastime-Judge Lynch
24

Around day-
brealz, Powell’s tat-
tered })ocly was dis-
covered hanging in

law.

the stale morning air
froma })ri&ge some
six miles out from
downtown Houston
on Post Qak Road.
This raciaHy charged
incident heightened
suspicion of HPD's
a})ility to profession—
auy serve and protect
blacks. Angry citizens across racial lines
were appaﬂed when eyewitnesses claimed
that the police failed to take aclequate
measures to stop the lynching. Some wit-
nesses even aﬂege& that the police stood
})y and watched until the mob hanged the
man.”® In a macabre twist, the rope was
too long and on the first attempt to hang
him, Powell was left sitting at the bottom
of a ditch alive. He aﬂege(ﬂy cursed the
mob for its ineptness. Unperturbed, his
tormentors shortened the rope and suc-
cessfuﬂy completecl their gruesome task
on the second attempt.” The city and the
police department received considerable
negative press from the lynching, and this
bad pu})hcity hrought added pressure on







SR N

future grow’ch and prosperity?

On the national level of politics,
Powell’s lynching provided fuel for contin-
ued attempts to pass anti—lynching legisla—
tion. Black civic leaders pressed hard for
justice. Letters between local NAACP
leaders and national leaders called for
immediate action on the part of the gov-
ernment. White southerners responded to
calls for anti-lynching laws as they had
done for decades, with editorials and
political diatribes chaﬂenging the consti-
tutionality of federal anti-lynching laws.
They vehemently argued that lynching
was a state problem that required the
effective enforcement of existing laws, not
the writing of new federal laws. In the
racially charged politics of the times,
these proved to be winning arguments;
anti—lynching laws were not passed at the
federal level and failed to pass in Texas
until 1949

Despite the untimely lynching,
Houston had achieved its goal of
improving its national reputation as an
emerging metropolis. Bven New York
City Mayor Jimmie Walker applauded
the po]ice as Leing professional and the
city second to none. Once the national
spotlight turned away from Houston,
none of the suspects arrested in the
lynching were convicted. Their primary
stated defense was that they were friends
of the slain police officer; their unstated
defense was that they were white. This
outcome caused several national newspa-
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pers to print stories asking if the city had
simply arrested the first available “mob”
with assurances to the “suspects” that
they would not be convicted.

The episode had raised doubts in the
city about the operations of HPD, and the
year after the lynching, a new police chief
disbanded the mounted patrol unit in an
apparent attempt to modernize the force.
He then sold the horses and transferred
the men to patrol duty within the traffic
division.” AdmiH:ing no culpability for the
lynching, HPD's disl)anding of the
mounted patrol was not in retaliation for
the lynching. McPhail stated in the
Houston Chronicle on April 17,1929, that
“from an efficiency stand point and from
a humanitarian one, the abolishment of
the mounted squad in my judgment is the
proper ’ching."35 Furtl'ler, the department’s
immediate cause for the removal of the
squatl was that HPD had hired too many
mounted pa’crol officers for the
Democratic National Convention, and
HPD wanted to mechanize and expand
the motor patrol unit.

The 1928 Democratic Convention is
frequently cited as a turning point in the
tlevelopment of Houston, a pivotal act of
clvie leadership by Jesse Jones and others
that announced to the world that the
l)oorning city on the l)ayou had arrived as
a major city. In sharp contrast, the lynch-
ing of Robert Powell remains a nearly for-
gotten historical footnote in Houston's
history. Yet citizens of Houston in 1928

Courtesy Sherita Armsirong

took the lynching seriously as a measure
of the direction their city might take on
the critical issue of race. Embarrassed 1)y
the lynching, the white businessmen who
guided much of the city’s deve]oprnent dis-
tanced themselves from racial violence as
they had previously begun to distance
themselves from the Klan, whose mem-
bership had significantly declined by
1928. Jim Crow remained unquestioned
by these leaders, but they would seck a less
violent, more orderly brand of racial sub-
ordination. Houston’s Jim Crow system
would be enforced in the future by a larger,
better organized, and better-equipped
police force, not by lynch law.

Just under the surface of this episode
can be seen another important sign of
Change to come in the existing racial
order. Black civic elites continued to grow
and assert a louder voice in the city's
affairs. The black newspapers, sustained by
the tens of thousands of black citizens of
Houston, played a key role in this process.
Black leaders brokered their fragile power
through gradual legal victories, the grow-
ing economic independence that segrega-
tion ironically provided, and the forrning
from time to time of bi-racial coalitions
with whites whose interests were served
through cooperation. National organiza-
tions such as the NAACP, which was only
twenty years old in 1928, also took tenta-
tive steps into the 1ync}1ing controversy.

Houston’s surging black population
took yet another dose of harsh realism
when local courts exonerated all of the
suspects connected to the Powell lynching.
Yet they could take a measure of hope
from the aggressive response to the lynch-
ing of newspapers, black and white, from
the denunciations of racial violence by
white civic leaders, and from the growing
strengt}l and volume of black voices raised
in protest. Thirty-ﬁve more years would
pass before the Civil Rights Act of 1964
would make segregation iuegal, but the
lynch law that lurked just beneath the sur-
face of the traditional Jim Crow system
had l)een C}lallenged. Even as early as
1928, it had become clear that Houston’s
business-oriented leaders stood WiHing to
condemn the worst abuses of the Jim Crow
system if such abuses seemed to threaten
the city’s image and its primary civic goal
of economic grow’ch. &
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tions worthy of a maturing metropolis
that tripied in size from 1940 to 1970,
passing the million mark in popuiation
while moving rapidly up the ranks of the
nation’s largest cities. In politics they lob-
bied aggressively for what they considered
a healthy business climate marked by a
minimum of government regulations, a
weak labor movement, a tax system favor-
able to business investment, the use of
government subsidies to spur business
expansion, and a conservative approach to
the expansion of pul)iic services. With
substantial political clout and little effec-
tively organized opposition in a single-
party politicai system, tiley pusl'ietl the city
hard in the direction they believed it
needed to go. In the process, they sl'lapetl
much of what was good and bad about
modern Houston. They had obvious blind
spots—notably on race and environmen-
tal quality—but they also shared a con-
suming passion for Houston and a vision
that economic development could lift the
city and its population.

The 8F crowd was the most visible
group of business/civic leaders in Houston
in this boom era. Indeed, “8F crowd”
became synonymous with “power elite” in
postwar Houston. This group of friends
used the Brown brothers’ suite 8F at the
Lamar Hotel as a convenient piace to reiax,
piay cards, discuss the tlay’s issues, and
sl'iape Houston’s tleveiopmen’c.]l With other
like-minded business leaders, they shared a
general vision of the city’s future, and they
had the resources, connections, and com-
mitment to the city necessary to act on
their vision.

“Membership” in this group was by
no means fixed; individuals moved in and
out of this circle of influence as their
careers and interests cl'iangetl. Perl'laps the
best way to provirle a snapsl'lot of the
group 1s to make a distinction between the
core group that met regulariy over several
decades and a broader group that came
together on specific issues. The core gen-
eraliy included at least Herman Brown,
George R. Brown, Judge James A. Elkins,
Gus Wortham, Jim Abercrombie,
Governor Will Hoi)l)y, Oveta Cuip
Hoi)l)y, and R.E. (Bol)) Smith. Jesse Jones,
who owned the Lamar Hotel and lived in
its 16th floor penthouse, might be seen as
the gocliatl'ler of the 8F crowti; ti‘ley gen-

erally went up to visit him, not vice versa.

A much broader collection of
Houston businessmen and politicians at
times visited suite 8F and at times coop-
erated with members of the core group on
speci{ic projects and issues. For exampie,
oil man Claud Hamill, a business partner
of Bob Smith, at times worked closeiy
with friends in the 8F crowd. A list of
other “friends of 8F" might be expanded
to include William A. (BIH) Smith,
Leopold Meyer, Lamar Fleming, Wesley
West, George Butler, Charles Francis,
Felix Tijerina, Leon ]aworslzi, Howard
Keck, ]utlge Roy Hofheinz, and, at one
time or another, most other influential
business leaders in Houston in this era.
Government officials such as Colonel
E.Q. Tl’iompson of the Texas Railroad
Commission and local, state, and national
politicians also frequentetl the Lamar
Hotel. 8F and friends included individu-
als with ties to most areas of the Houston
economy, and tl'iey could often mobilize
broad support from the like-minded peo-
ple throughout the city and the state on
issues of importance to the downtown
Houston business community."”

Critics focused on the power of the
8F crowd, making it a symbol for a politi-
cal and civic culture dominated by busi-
ness interests. “There was talk in Texas in
the 1940s and 1950s,” wrote Texas his-
torian George Norris Green, “that state
affairs were handled by Cartl—piaying mul-
timillionaires who convened in Herman
Brown’s suite.”” Writing in the Texas
Monthly in 1976, journalist Harry Hurt
asserted that “Their rule was a virtually
uncl'iallengetl and—they would empha-
size—very ‘civic-minded’ gerontocracy.”™™
James Conway's popular book The Texans
concluded that “(luring the 1940s and
1950s tl'iey [8F] exercised a concerted
influence in Texas that was unparalleled.”

Sociologist Joe Feagin's Free
Enterprise City went so far as to construct
a Houston model of development around
a historical account of the role of the 8F
crowd and other elites in the city’s devel-
opment. Feagin’s account, which is still
the oniy book that systematicaﬂy analyzes
the role of elites in Houston, asserts that
8F “appears to have been the most power-
ful elite in the city’s history. Feagin con-
cluded that 8F's narrow, business-related
definition of what was good {or the city
led Houston down a path characterized by

underdeveloped public services, a
mediocre educational system, harsh work-
ing conditions for labor, and government
promotion—but not regulation—of busi-
ness interests. Such critical accounts sug-
gested a sort of soft conspiracy of a few
powerful men to shape Houston in their
own image. The populist Texas Observer
popularized this criticism by poking fun at
the quest for a heaithy “bidness” climate.

Louie Welch, who as mayor of
Houston was at times both a friend and
a foe of the 8F crowd, puta much more
positive spin on 8F's activities: “You'll
hear, I'm sure, all about 8F, like that’s
some mysterious, sinister meeting place
where people got togetl'ier and iigured
out what to let the common people do. It
wasn't anything of the sort.” According to
Welch, “they created the initiative and the
locomotive to puil the train...They were
movers and s}iaizers, but they were not
self-serving in anything that I ever saw
them do.™

No tloul)t, those who were moved and
shook took a somewhat less favorable
view of the process of change. But in
Houston's postwar l)oom, those who had
the most reason to complain about work-
ing conditions and under-funded public
services tended to come from rural sec-
tions of Texas, Louisiana, and Mexico
where far worse conditions had pushed
them to try their luck in Houston. As
hundreds of thousands of migrants sought
irnprovefi opportunities in the growing
city, racial and ethnic tensions also
blocked the rise of a unified, political
movement in the region capable of chal-
lenging the power of business leaders.
Even had such a voice been asserted, it
was uniilzeiy to be heard in the one-party,
business-led politics of the postwar years.

Because of JL‘requen’c criticism of the
8F crowd and the Brown brothers’ close
connections to President Lyntion
]ol'inson, this small group has come to
command more attention than it
deserves. Houston in the 1950s and
1960s was not Cook County, Illinois,
and Herman Brown was not Mayor
Daley. It was not even very similar to
Houston before World War I, where a
smaller, more cohesive collection of
lawyers and bankers had held sway.
Indeed, in historical terms, business/civic
ieadership broadened dramaticaily in
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been renovated with a new terminal
building. Several regular visitors at 8F
and several others discussed the need for
a 1arger airport {arther from downtown
Houston. These men included, among
otl'lers, Ralph Johnston, the Brown broth-
ers, ].S. A})ercroml)ie, William A. Smith,
and Hugh Roy Cullen. The group com-
missioned studies of potential airport
sites. The studies noted that fog was more
intense and lasted 1onger south of
Houston where the existing airport was
located than north of the city. A survey
conducted during the early 1950s indi-
cated that a site north of Houston was the
most appropriate to locate a new jet air-
port, alt}lough no plans d.eveloped out of
the survey.30

In late 1956 an(l ear]y 1957,
througl'l an agent, the group quietly })egan
purchasing land north of Houston. In
anticipation that Houston would build a
large, modern airport on this site, the
company ultima’cely l)ought 3,000 acres
for approximately $2 million.

After acquiring the land, George
Brown and several others involved in the
purchase met privately in early 1957 with
Mayor Oscar Holcombe and other city
officials, including the city attorney, the
pul)lic works &irector, the aviation &irector,
and one city council member. The group
argued that Houston needed a new jet air-
port to assure its future growth. They had
purchased the land for this new facility
with borrowed money and promised to
hold it until the city was ready to l)uy it.
The group offered the city of Houston a
one-year option on the land ex’cending
until February 1, 1958. City officials
reacted with skepticism, noting that
Hobby Airport had just received a new ter-
minal building.

Mayor Holcombe nonetheless indi-
cated that he wanted the city to go for-
ward with the purchase of the land, but
after he lost the next mayoral election,
the process broke down. The newly elect-
ed mayor, Louis Cutrer was not eager to
go forward with the deal. According to
Louis Welch, he questioned the motives
of the group: “You're not going to tell me
that that bunch of high rollers isn’t in
this for money. They're loolzing for a
proﬁt on this.”

After the deadline for the city to
purchase the land had passed, Judge
Elkins, Gus Wortham, and Herman and
George Brown met with Mayor Cutrer
and forcefully argued that the city should
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purchase the land for the airport. They
assured the slzeptical mayor that they
sought the good of Houston, not personal
profits. Cutrer finally yielded. By the
early 1960s, construction })egan on
Houston Intercontinental Airport, which
became Houston’s major airport when it
opened for oper‘ations in 1969. The
acquisition of a site for what became
Bush International Airport was motivated
primarily by civic interest, not the self-
interest of those involved.

Another event orchestrated })y civic
leaders in the early 1960s puﬂed the city
southward toward Galveston while illus-
trating the power of a full-court press by
8F and many others. When NASA began
scouting about for a site to build what
became the Manned Spacecraft Center
(Whicl’l later became the Johnson Space
Center or ]SC), Houston joined other
cities in a race to acquire this jewel. The
city brought to bear impressive resources
in its quest for the JSC. George Brown
was more than a close friend of Vice
President Johnson, who chaired National
Aeronautics and Space Council (NASC),
the federal board that advised the presi-
dent on all aspects of the space program.
He also was chairman of trustees at Rice
and was appointed in 1961 by Johnson as
a civilian member of the NASC. Kenneth
Pitzer, Rice’s president, had strong ties to
Representative Albert Thomas, who
chaired the house committee that
approved NASAs funding. Thomas and
George Brown had been friends since
their freshmen year together at Rice in
1916, and he was always eager to help
Houston at the federal level. Morgan
Davis, then the chairman of the Houston-
based Humble Qil & Refining Company,
had worked with Brown on other civic
projects, and he suppliecl a critical element
in the plan to persua&e NASA to select
Houston for its coveted project.”

The plan was simple. Humble owned
a large tract of land south of the city that
seemed well suited for the JSC. Davis, who
like many officers before him at Humble
had strong ties to Rice, agreed to donate
this land to the university. After expand-
ing the original tract of land to meet
NASA’s requirements, Rice offered this
land as a gift to NASA. The rest of the
proposal came together quickly, and
almost before other cities had warmed up
for the race for the JSC, Houston had
crossed the finish line victorious.

The city benefited greatly from this

victory, since the JSC expanded rapidly
and became a much-needed source of
diversity for a regional economy still
dominated by the petroleum industry.
Rice gained national attention and new
funding for space-related programs.
Humble Qil profited from the develop-
ment of a planned community on land
adjacent to the JSC. Brown & Root
received a relatively small construction
design contract for the JSC, but pul)licity
surroun(ling this episode boosted the rep-
utation of George Brown, his company,
and his university. The nation found a
good site for a vital space program that
provided a healthy measure of diversifica-
tion to the regional economy. And
Houston’s business/civic 1eadership had
another impressive story to tell in the on-
going saga of its “can do” spirit.

In the era of 8F and many others,
one important barrier to the status of a
major league city could not be so easily
cleared. Jim Crow still remained in
Houston in 1960. By that time the civil
rights movement had defeated the segre-
gationists in the courts and had them on
the run throughout the South. The prac-
tical question was not if, but when and
how Houston would dismantle its Jim
Crow system.

Houston's business/civic leaders had
resisted taking charge of change on this
issue for half a century. They now faced
difficult choices. In the deep South, the
violent defense of Jim Crow against deter-
mined civil rights demonstrators had pro-
duced })loo&y conflicts sent out over the
airwaves for all the world to see. In 1960,
Houston’s black population had grown to
more than 215,000, a figure roughly
equal to the total population of the city in
the mid-1920s. With an eye on the esca-
1ating racial conflict in much of the
South, white civic leaders in Houston
sought to cut their losses l)y desegregating
with as little violence as possible. With the
cooperation of most of the city’s media,
they arranged for drug store counters and
some public accommodations to be deseg-
regated with a blackout on the sort of pub-
1icity that had assured the presence of
aggressive white racists at similar sit-ins in
other parts of the South. Administrators
at Rice and at the University of Houston
followed a similar path, moving as quietly
as possil)le to admit black students.®®

Chairman of the Board George
Brown led the way at Rice in the early
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1960s. By then he knew that Rice could
not gain the federal funds, the faculty, or
the administrators needed to become a
first-rate university if it remained segre-
gate&. An ugly court battle in which for-
mer students of Rice sued the university
to prevent desegregation tested the
resolve of Brown and the Rice board.
After Baker Botts lawyers success{;uuy
defended the university from the
demands of the pro-segregationist former
students, Rice Enally admitted its first
black undergraduate in 1965

8F and others have been given credit
for helping Houston desegregate with rel-
atively little violence. They did this, but
only after forces beyond their control
forced them to act. A grassroots move-
ment in Houston led ]ay black activists
and an ascendant national civil rights

movement left them with little choice in
the early 1960s. The 1zey civic leaders in
this pivotal era were not those who final-
1y stepped aside from the doors of tradi-
tionauy all-white institutions, but those
who actively confronted segregation and
shoved open those doors. Their ranks
include numerous young black citizens
who physically desegregated the institu-
tions that embodied the old Jim Crow
system. Included were couege students
such as Winona Frank, who was among
the first black students at Lamar in
Beaumont in 1956; Charles Freeman,
one of the first black unclergracluates at
Rice in 1965; Nia Becnel, one of an
impressive early group of black students
who left a permanent, positive imprint
on the University of Houston; and many
others.* Such names may never appear in
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listings of the region’s “civic leaders,” but
they remain useful syrn]:)ols of those who
1iterally took the first courageous steps in
desegregating schools and public accom-
modations in our region, often at great
personal costs.*® Their actions helped end
the long era of formal segregation. Yet
efforts to repair the personal and societal
destruction wrought ]ay the Jim Crow sys-
tem and to find ways to create a more
open and just racial/social order
remained formidable challenges for the
region’s civic leaders, white and ]alacl:z,

a£ter the turbulent 1960s.

The Goming of the Greater Housten
Partnership- 1980s te present

Herman Brown died in 1962; George, in
1983. Between those dates the leaders of
postwar Houston stea&ily passecl from the
scene. Their reputation for decisive action
had been earned in an era that gave them
much 1eeway to decide. Decades of stea&y
economic growth created new jo]:)s, easing
social tensions. Only near the end of this
era did the racial time bomb of Jim Crow
threaten to explo&e, and 8F and others
movecl, however reluctantly, to defuse it.
A one party political system—ancl a pro-
business party at that— held power for
much of their era, and 8F and many more
prove& a&ept at using it to their aclvantage.
Although Houston more than tripled in
population from 1940 to 1970, for most
of these years the city remained compact
enough for the downtown business leaders
to hold the region together on lzey issues.
In these years, 8F and others
enjoye& a hell of a run, buil&ing pro&uc—
tive nationauy—competitive companies
that created jo]:)s ]ay the tens of thou-
sands in the Houston region. Many of
the business leaders in this era built their
own companies, earning personal for-
tunes relatively early in their careers that
gave them the independence and
resources to pursue their civic and polit-
ical interests. With a swagger backed by
real power over much of what rnattere&,
they worked and playe& hard in an era

* Winona Frank graa]uatea]frum Lamar and had a /ong career as a teacher in the
Beaumont ]nalepenalent School District. (Her son, Amilear SZ:aZJazz, has an article
in this issue. y Charles Freeman, a National Merit Finalist ][rom Port Artlmr, trans-
ferred to Texas Southern University in 1007, (He was my suitemate at Rice, and T
remained astonished by how hittle Rice did to prepare him, other students, or the
university as a whole for the process of desegregation.) In the spring of 1007, in
response to growing activism by black students inc/ualing Freeman, policemen

stormed the dorms at TSU. When an officer died after pohice fire ricocheted off the

a]orms, Freeman and four others became scapegoats for the m'glzt of vio/ence, and
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they were tried for inciting a riot that led to the policeman’s death. After a hung
jury, Freeman went back to school at Lamar and then earned a law a]egree at the
University of Houston (UH). He practiced public interest law until his death at age
54 in 2003. Nia Becnel was not one of the very ][irst black students at UH, which
a]esegregated its unzjergrazjuate programs in 1 002. But she was one uf a a]ynamic
group of black students several years later that ]Ie/ped create the African American
Studies Program at UH. Later, as a facu/ty member of the Co//ege ofArclzitecture
at UH, she remained active in the study of Houston’s Freedmen's Town before her
untimely death in 1000,













this need. The list of its founders and its
early presi&ents reads like a 19905 roll-
call of a suite 8F with the walls knocked
out to take in the entire eight floor. But
the rank-and-file members included a
much broader slice of Houston than had
been characteristic of previous genera-
tions of business/civic leaders. Men and
women from businesses large and small
were joine(l in this })ig tent })y people
from non-—profits, social service
providers, and other professions. With
some success, the Partnership reached
out far beyond the all-white male down-
town businessmen who dominated earlier
generations of civic leaders.

The key issues faced by the
Partnership were at first glance similar
to those of earlier eras in the region’s
history. As always, first came the need
for jobs. Amid sustained economic
grow’:h in the decades after World War
IT, job creation seemed on automatic
pilot, but the oil bust of the 19805
demolished that illusion. The diversifi-
cation of the regional economy became a
central concern of the Greater Houston
Partnership, and the organization’s work
has reinforced market forces in {os’cering
the emergence of a more diverse set of
medical, space, and technical industries
to supplement the region’s traditional
core activities in oil, gas, petrochemicals,
and oil-related manufacturing.

Business conditions at the turn of
the twenty-{irst century, however, present
stark differences from those &uring most
of the twentieth century, and these dif-
ferences have profound implications for
civic leaclership. Many of the potential
business/civic leaders in Houston today
did not move here to stay as of old, but
rather are passing through as they move
up the corporate escalators. Will such
individuals display the long-term com-
mitment to the city that characterized
earlier generations? In aclclition, an
intense merger movement in oil, natural
gas, and banking has greatly reduced the
number of large companies in these vital
industries, further reducing the list of
potential difference makers in civic
affairs. When, for example, a company
with the record of good civic works of
Tenneco disappears, the void is most dif-
ficult to £ill. Can the “{oreign" banks
that have purchase(l the major Houston
banks reasonably be expected to be their
equals as corporate citizens? Finally, a
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cleregulatecl, globaﬂy competitive busi-
ness world has become meaner and more
demanding than the business environ-
ment in the postwar boom years. Civic
1eac1erslr1ip is easier to embrace when
your business is on automatic pilo’c than
when it is in a fight to the death for sur-
vival in worldwide competition. The
future will make its own judgments of
Ken Lay’s business decisions, but his full
to overflowing plate of civic endeavors
had to deflect his attentions from his
duties at Enron at a critical juncture in
his company’s development. Ironically,
Lay’s many civic contributions will prob-
ably be buried beneath the rubble of
Enron’s collapse, a cruel reminder that
business leadership in civic affairs has
always flowed from the power and
resources of successful companies.

In the 1990s, Lay spolze persuasively
about the need to build Houston into a
world-class city so that world-class com-
panies such as BEnron could continue to
attract the talented employees they needed
to succeed. Despite his company’s collapse,
we should not dismiss Lay's sentiments. A
world-class city, properly understood,
requires a business climate that embraces
much more than low taxes, lax regulation,
and neglected public services. Needed are
other factors that could contribute to
profitable business operations in the long-
term, such as an excellent pu]:)lic school
system, clean air and water, efficient trans-
portation, and safe worlzing conditions.
Success in a glo})al economy will also
accrue to businesses and regions that
understand how to take a(lvan’tage of the
skills and ambitions of people from
diverse backgrounds. A healthy business
climate, much more })roacﬂy defined than
in the city’s past, will continue to be vital
to its future.

Aggressive business/civic leaclership
will continue to play important roles in
shaping Houston, but modern leaders face
a more difficult set of chaﬂenges than
their preclecessors. The rapicl population
growth and spectacular expansion of
regional—})ase(l companies and industries
since the heyclay of 8F now call for the
redoubled efforts of the even larger collec-
tion of people and resources encompassed
l'Jy the GHP. The activities of Houstonian
George Mitchell—from the redevelop-
ment of his hometown of Galveston, to
his Houston-based oil company, to his
plannecl community at The Woodlands—

exemplify the growing economic integra-
tion of the Houston Metropolitan Area.

The big umbrella required to hold
those who deserve a voice in shaping the
future of this sprawling region will need
seats for many such leaders from outside
the downtown business community. [t will
need more seats for the growing number
of women and for representatives of the
“minorities” who are rapicuy Lecoming the
majority in the region. But most of all, it
will need seats for people with the vision
and commitment to identify critical prob-
lems and solve them.

As we go about this last Aemancling
taslz, we would do well to recall the work
of those who came before us. They were
very good at job creation and at building
and sustaining institutions of high culture,
higher education, and sports. Loolzing
back, we might wish that they had pai(l
greater attention to other issues such as
pollution control, pu]:)lic education, his-
torical preservation, and green space. But
we cannot honestly examine their record
without noting the mix of commitment,
passion, energy, and, yes, money they
brought to the civic affairs of their adopt-
ed city. If we could bottle that and serve it
with lunch at the meetings of the Greater
Houston Partnership (and many others),
we might unleash a new generation of
civic involvement capable of fincling cre-
ative solutions to the many chaﬂenges pre-
sented Ly our ever-growing city. If we
become pessimistic about meeting such
chaﬂenges, we should recall the leap of
faith required by those who looked at a
small, hot, dirty town on a meandering
bayou one hundred years ago and saw the
raw material from which they could build
a major metropolis. Il












six clays before the convention became
the source of much concern in national
newspapers (see the article by Dwight
Watson in this issue). Un{ortunately,
those in charge of the convention did
little to ameliorate the lynching’s under-
1ying message. As one commentator dis-
cerned, the Democratic Party functioned
as “a sort of racial church in the South”
where “heresy is a crime.” As a result,
“no half-subdued, half-defiant Negro
delegations" could be seen at the Houston
convention “for the Negro does not vote
with the Democratic Party in the South
and Democracy knows him not.” Blacks
who attended the convention sat in a
chicken wired “colored section” within
the convention hall, a portion of the
otherwise paclqed JEacili‘cy that was “seldom
full” Tl'lus, it was no wonder that one
observer {elt the Houston convention
exuded an a’cmospl'lere of the older South,
where the only sound piercing the unspo-
ken silence of white superiority was that
of black ju])ilee singers perJEorming slave
Spirituals——a diversion from the “cotton-
growing heat” that was much to the cleligl'lt
of many white convention guests.”
Between convention sessions and
entertainment activities, the Party
Platform Committee met in the “furnace-
like” Houston Public Library to hash out
its formal views on such controversial
issues as agricultural relieJE, tariff rates,
and Prohibition enforcement. After
hours of heated de})ate, Southern “bone-
clry" factions and “moist” Northern dele-
gates agreed on a comprise plank that
called for “an honest effort to enforce"
the 18th amendment—a clelil)erately
ambiguous provision that allowed individ-
ual Party members to maintain their own
views on the real need for Prohibition.
While the Party’s Prohibition plank could
be seen as “a passive endorsement of the
status quo” clesignecl to promote “harmo-
ny” and “the success of the Democratic
Party,” the same could not be said for the
plank on agriculture. To address the
plight of America’s farmers, the Platform
committee adopted an assertive planlq
calling for federal support in the form of
loans and cooperatives. Moreover, the
planlz on tariff rates signaled “a remark-
able abandonment })y the Democrats at
Houston of their historic position.” The
Party voiced Repul)lican—lilze support for
more protective rates, reflecting the
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increasing industrialization of the South
and the desire to protect the interests of
big business. Indeed, after the Platform
Committee proceeded to abandon a
League of Nations plank for first time
since the Wilsonian era, one delegate
remarked, “McKinley could have run on
our tariff plank and Lodge on our plank
on international relations.” Still, by

around the convention hall amidst falling
balloons and enlisted the sights and
sounds of the Old Gray Mare Band—a
phalanx of musicians and donkeys led by
Mrs. Katie Parks. After thirteen minutes
of horsing arouncl, Chairman Robinson
kindly declared that “the lady will please
remove the cavalry from the hall.” On
the first roll call for the presidential
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advocating state rights and refusing to
adopt an anti-lynching plank as the
Repul)licans had done two weeks earlier,
the Houston Democratic Platform was
distinct, signaling a redefinition of “tra-
ditional Democratic doctrine” that
shunned “the received wisdom of the
Wilsonian Bryanite Democracy.”*’

On its third day, the convention
approved the Platform by a voice vote,
marking the first time an amendment
roll-call vote was unnecessary since 1912
and the first time a minority report was
not filed since 1882. The most animated
demonstration before the vote came when
the name of Jesse Jones was placed in
nomination. Southern clelegates paraded

nomination, Smith received 724% votes,
{alling just short of the 733'% needed.
When it became apparent that no other
candidate had received enougl'l votes to
challenge Smith, many delegates abrupt-
ly switched their votes in favor of Smith,
making a second ballot unnecessary.
Smith won with a total of 849% votes,
becoming the first Roman Catholic
nominated for president })y a major
political party in American history.

In heartfelt jubilation, Smith’s wife
waved a green handkerchief while calling
her husband’s nomination “the happiest
moment of my life.” Careful to avoid
exciting the edgy nerves of Smith’s
opposition, the Tammany delegation




T P VY Y

12ept its euphoria at a polite and modest
level. As one reporter notecl, “the band
never tooted ‘Tammany’ at all and they
didn’t even spring the side walk piece
until late in the show when everybody
was fed up with Dixie” After the Party
had overcome the division that Smith’s
nomination had threatened to incite,
Will Rogers wryly concluded:
“Democracy has found a candidate, now
they are looking for a drink.”

In contrast to the capacity crowds of
the first three days, the convention hall
was only two-thirds full on the fourth
and final clay for the nomination of
Smith’s running mate. Although several
states offered favorite sons, or a favorite
daughter in the case of Wyoming's Nellie
Tayloe Ross, few doubted that Senator
Joseph Robinson of Arkansas had the
vice presi&entia] nomination all but
wrappecl—up. Sout}lern, Protestant, and
“clry," Robinson offset Smith’s nomina-
tion by appealing to “championecl
Prohibitionists, who thought of
Tammany as a unique]y wicked organiza-
tion” and “whose heritage included a
&eep substratum of hatred and fear of
Roman Catholicism.” Unsurprisingly,
Robinson secured the nomination hand-
ily with 1035% votes. Noting the larger
significance of Robinson’s selection, the
Arkansas Gazette pronounced: “The
action of the Houston convention is of
historic significance because the nomi-
nation of Senator Robinson means that
after sixty-four years of virtual exile
from such honor, the South again fur-
nishes one of the two men named as
standard bearers }Jy a major party.”

Before the final gavel sounded, a
brief acceptance telegram from Smith
was read to the remaining delegates.
After listening to the Party platform
over the radio and later receiving confir-
mation of his nomination from
Ro]ainson, Smith made his views on
Prohibition unquestionably clear so del-
egates might select another candidate if
they found his position undesirable.
Beaming with Platform 1ingo, Smith
proclaime& that “[cJommon honesty"
required “fundamental changes in the
present provisions for national
Prohibition.” Not wishing to disturb the
harrnony that had dominated the pro-
ceeclings, Franklin Roosevelt quickly
brought the convention to a close. As
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one journalist noted, “The Democratic
donkey with a wet head and wagging a
dry tail left Houston.”

Most Party members left Houston
£eeling that the convention was enor-
mously success£u]ly, having avoided the
po’cential rift between the “wet reac-
tionaries of the east” and “the dry anti-
Tammany progressives of the south.”
Some scholars have argue& that Smith’s
placi(l nomination was attributable to a
feeling of exhaustion lingering from the
1924 convention, to his unrivaled
national preeminence, and to a belicf
that he was the Party’s only chance to
win the November election. Others have
concluded that the Party never truly
believed Smith could win the Presidency,
feeling instead that they “must nominate
him and get it over with or he would be a
menace for the next twenty years.” This
latter group of historians has interpreted
Smith’s nomination as “the product of
an ideological and sectional cease-fire
rather than of a genuine healing of the
wounds of 1924.”

Any concord prevailing at Houston
proved short-lived as Herbert Hoover
defeated Smith decisively four months
after the convention, garnering 444 elec-
toral votes to Smith’s 87. Moreover,
Smith did not even carry his home state
of New York and lost the southern “rim”
states of Texas, Tennessee, Virginia,
North Carolina, and Florida. As one
writer noted, Smith’s defeat marked “the
most serious crack in the Solid South
since its inception.” Only states with the
highest percentage of rural areas, the
greatest depen&ence on one crop agricul—
ture, and most importantly, the highest

percentage of blacks remained loyal to the
Democratic Party. In a contest where the
Republican nominee had “promoted
Negroes to minor posts in charge of white
clerks in his clepartment" and where the
Republican platform called for federal
anti-lynching laws, preservation of south-
ern racial hierarchy ultimately overshad-
owed secondary concerns over “Rum and
Romanism,” at least in the &eep South if
not in the southern border states.

In the end, the lasting significance
of the 1928 Democratic National
Convention to local residents did not
lay in the realm of politics. They had
viewed the convention as their city’s
long-awaited “coming out party,” and the
decisive and divisive defeat of the
Democrats in the November general
election was of little consequence. In six
s})ort months, Houston ha& transcencled
the boundaries of regional notoriety to
become a city of truly national promi-
nence. As one journalist proclairned:

“No longer will Houston be known but
to a few. Her fame will be universal.” In
preparing for a convention when time
was of the essence, the citizens of
Houston gained a distinction that proved
timeless.” The city emerged from the
national spotlight with an enhanced rep-
utation as a city on the move, one with
“can do” leaders such as Jesse Jones who
could be counted on to push Houston to
even greater future prominence. | |
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